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Research Note 3: 
The effects of reducing the supply of heroin in the ACT 

 
Summary 
 
A study of heroin supply in the Australian Capital Territory concluded that 
reducing the supply of heroin to the community resulted in benefits to both 
dependent drug users and the wider community.  Reductions in the supply of 
heroin were related to improved health outcomes in terms of fewer overdoses and 
increased participation in treatment programs, and a reduced incidence of 
property crime. 

 
 
 

Aim 
The primary aim of this analysis was to 

establish whether changes in the supply of heroin, 
as measured by drug purity, are related to changes 
in drug-related health indicators, such as 
ambulance callouts to heroin overdoses and 
numbers participating in methadone treatment 
programs, and to changes in levels of property 
crime. 

The National Drug Strategy is a cooperative 
arrangement between Commonwealth, State and 
Territory Governments to prevent the uptake of 
harmful drug use and to reduce the negative 
impact of drug abuse in Australia.  Supply 
reduction is one of a number of strategies to 
achieve this aim.   

The implicit assumption behind supply 
reduction that reduced supply will result in 
positive health and social outcomes has seldom 
been tested in a scientific way.  The current study 
was intended to contribute to the evidence base for 
a supply reduction approach. 

 
Data 

The heroin supply indicators were the average 
and range of heroin purity from January 1999 to 
March 2002, based upon ACT seizures.  Purity is a 
direct indicator of supply because dealers tend to 
dilute or ‘cut’ heroin in response to reduced 
supply.  Health outcome indicators included the 
number of ambulance callouts for heroin-related 
and non-heroin related overdoses from July 1999 
to April 2002, and methadone treatment program 
participation from December 1999 to April 2002.  
Crime indicators included the number of theft 
incidents from December 1998 to April 2002 and 
the number of burglaries and robberies from 
January 1993 to April 2002. Community law 
enforcement indicators were the number and 
weight of ACT heroin seizures and the number of 
ACT amphetamines seizures from July 1996 to 
April 2002.  
 

 Time series analysis 
The data employed in this study were time 

series based on monthly statistics.  An important 
aspect of time series analysis is diagnosing and 
accounting for autocorrelation, which refers to the 
tendency for one point in a time series to be 
similar to an adjacent point.  For example, the 
weather today will tend to be like the weather 
yesterday.  Despite this, the weather yesterday is 
not the cause of today’s weather.  Trends in two 
variables are more likely to be truly related when a 
change in one variable is related to a change in 
another. 
 
Table 1. Statistically significant results. 

Correlations Purity 
level 

Purity 
range 

A.C.T. 
heroin 

seizures 
Heroin 
overdose  

0.39rc 
(2 mth lag)

0.40r 
(no lag)  

Methadone 
treatments 

-0.55rc 
(5 mth lag)  0.44r 

(no lag) 

Burglary 
 

0.31rc 
(1 mth lag)   

Robbery 
 

0.34 rc 
(no lag)   

 r row variable differenced 
 c column variable differenced 
 
Results 

The study established that reductions in supply 
of heroin result in improved health outcomes for 
the community (Table 1). Over a period of three 
years, heroin purity in the ACT dropped from 70-
75% to 20-30% indicating a major reduction in 
supply (Figure 1).  Over the same period, heroin-
related ambulance callouts dropped from a peak of 
55 in December 1999 to about 8 from June 2001 to 
March 2002 (Figure 2).  The study also revealed 
that the number of overdoses is related to the 
variability in heroin purity in any month.  
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There was little evidence on the limited data 

available to suggest that the improved health situation 
with respect to heroin was offset by a deteriorating 
situation with respect to other drugs.  The number of 
ambulance callouts for non-heroin overdoses did not 
increase as a result of the decrease in heroin-related 
callouts. 

 
Figure 1. Changes in the purity level of heroin in the 
A.C.T. 

 
The results also suggested that reductions in supply 

were linked to increased participation in methadone 
treatment programs.  Participation climbed from around 
600 to 670 in January 2001 and then levelled at around 
640.   

Declines in purity were related to increases in 
program participation five months later suggesting that 
supply must be reduced for some time before dependent 
users opt to transfer into treatment.  One measure of 
community policing, the weight of heroin seized in the 
ACT, was also predictive of methadone treatment 
participation although this finding should be regarded as 
tentative, given the short time-frame and small number 
of observations on which it is based. 

The study employed three measures of property 
crime and the results suggest that supply is related to two 
of these.  A reduction in the supply of heroin was 
moderately associated with reductions in the incidence of 
robbery and burglary.  Some commentators have 
suggested that an increase in price that attends a shortage 
of any drug would lead to increased crime to pay for the 
higher price.   

This analysis is simplistic and fails to take into 
account market forces involved.  In general, a reduction 
in supply will lead to a more modest increase in price, 
assuming a price elasticity of less than one.  Thus, 
despite increased prices, the total value of the heroin 
available will, in fact, fall thereby removing at least 
some of the incentive to commit property crime.  For 
example, assume a situation where all heroin purchases 
were funded through property crime and that a 50% 
reduction in supply led to an 80% increase in price.  The 
total value of the heroin available for purchase would 
decrease by 10%.  Thus, a large reduction in supply  
 

  
would be expected to lead to a modest reduction in 
property crime.  This simple economic model is 
consistent with the findings of the current study. 
 
Figure 2. Ambulance callouts to heroin overdoses in the 
A.C.T. 

 
Conclusion 

On the basis of A.C.T. data, the study concluded 
that reducing the supply of heroin to the community 
resulted in improved health outcomes in terms of 
reduced overdoses and increased participation in 
treatment programs, and a reduced incidence of property 
crime.  There was no evidence, in the short term, for an 
increase in the deleterious effects associated with 
overdoses from other drugs although further study is 
required to monitor the long-term implications. 

Australia’s approach to illicit drugs has been built 
upon partnerships between the health, education and law 
enforcement sectors and the direction of its policy has 
been evidence-based.  The current study contributes to 
this base of evidence by demonstrating that reductions in 
supply of heroin are related to significant health and 
social benefits to the drug user population and the wider 
community.  It should be noted that the reduction in 
supply of heroin that was the subject of this study 
followed enhanced federal efforts to stem the flow of 
illegal drugs into Australia. 

While it might be assumed that the overall level of 
illicit drug importations into Australia is significantly 
affected by federal law enforcement efforts, the study 
also provided some evidence that community policing 
plays an important role in encouraging drug users into 
treatment programs. 

Finally, it should be noted that there might be 
confounding factors in any study of real world data.  It is 
rarely possible to control or to measure all other potential 
influences on the health and social outcomes of interest.  
Further research of this type is required to confirm these 
results in other jurisdictions.  Nonetheless, it should be 
emphasised that the observed improvement in health and 
social outcomes reported herein is unmatched in 
Australia by any previous intervention among heroin 
users, whether treatment-based, educational or through 
previous law enforcement efforts. 
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