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Illicit drug harms in the City of Yarra
An active street‐based drug market has existed in Victoria Street for well over a decade, with
people coming to the area from all over Melbourne to purchase and use illegal substances,
predominately heroin. Drug‐related activity in the area including public injecting, overdoses,
and discarded needles and syringes are ongoing concerns for residents and businesses. Council
data show that there are significantly higher proportions of people feeling unsafe in
Abbotsford and North Richmond compared to other parts of Yarra (Annual Customer
Satisfaction Survey 2015, Planning for the Future Survey 2015).
Over the past five years, the City of Yarra has had the highest frequency of heroin‐related
ambulance attendances of any local government area in Victoria. For the 2014/2015 period
there were 427 attendances in total (Amboaodstats 2016).
In 2015 there were 172 fatal heroin overdoses in Victoria. Of these, 20 occurred in the City of
Yarra. Another 15 overdose deaths occurred outside of the City of Yarra, however evidence
suggests that the heroin contributing to the deaths was purchased in the City of Yarra
(Coroners Court of Victoria 2016, Court Reference: COR 2016 2418).
In 2015 over 60,000 syringes were collected across Yarra as a result of public injecting, with
approximately 10,000 of these being unsafely disposed of in the public realm.

Support for harm minimisation approaches
Reducing the harms of alcohol and other drugs in our community is a priority for Council.
Acknowledging that people will continue to use illicit drugs within the City of Yarra, Council
supports a harm minimisation approach to seek to reduce the harm caused through drug use
to individuals and the wider community.
Council’s Municipal Public Health and Wellbeing Plan prioritises community safety and
reducing the harms from alcohol, tobacco and other drugs. Actions relevant to this inquiry
include:


Advocate for the implementation of additional harm reduction strategies in Yarra as a
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means of improving public amenity, increasing perceptions of safety, and reducing drug
related harm including supporting the peer administered naloxone program and
advocating for supervised injecting facilities, extending the hours of needle and syringe
programs, increasing outreach to people who inject drugs during evenings and weekends,
enabling peer distributed needles and syringes, and installing syringe vending machines;


Develop a process to engage with the local community on strategies for improving public
safety and amenity in the Victoria Street precinct, including minimising harm to people
affected by alcohol and illicit drug use (please refer to
http://www.yoursayyarra.com.au/victoriastreet for more information on this project);



Promote the Protocols for the Management of Injecting Drug Use Issues in Yarra and
associated resources to improve resident and business confidence in how to respond to
people affected by drugs and the safe removal of needles and syringes; and



Ensure Council representation on and provide support to groups that work to minimise the
harms associated with illicit drug use including the Yarra Local Safety Reference Group and
the Yarra Drug and Health Forum.

The North Richmond Public Injecting Impact Study (2013), undertaken by the Burnet Institute
with the support of Council and the Yarra Drug and Health Forum, found that public injecting is
widespread, frequent and highly visible in North Richmond and Abbotsford. The study provided
a suite of evidence‐based recommendations. Some points of note are:


That two recommendations from the study, the peer‐distribution of sterile injecting
equipment and peer‐administered naloxone, were adopted by the State Government; and



That the study also concluded, a supervised injecting facility would contribute to
improved amenity and health by reducing overdoses and blood borne virus
transmission, provide treatment pathways to clients and reduce public injecting and the
inappropriate disposal of injecting equipment.

Whilst Council is committed to managing the safety and amenity impacts associated with illicit
drug use, it has limited powers and responsibilities in other aspects. The trade and use of illicit
drugs is a complicated and contentious issue and that there are divergent views in the
Victorian community on how best to address this matter through the various health, social
services, and law enforcement and justice systems.
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Council supports the recently tabled findings of the Victorian Coroner of the inquest into the
death of Ms A, a 34‐year‐old who overdosed from heroin in Richmond. The Victorian Coroner
recommends that the Minister for Mental Health Martin Foley take necessary steps to
establish a trial of a supervised injecting facility in North Richmond. The Victorian Coroner also
recommends that the Department of Health and Human Services expand the availability of
naloxone, review funding for services that support drug users and identify opportunities to
improve injecting drug users' access to and engagement with services.

Practice of other Australian states and territories and overseas
jurisdictions
In the past 30 years there have been more than 90 medically supervised injecting facilities set
up across the globe, operating in 10 different countries. Evidence demonstrates that these are
preventing deaths and creating pathways to treatment.
Like North Richmond and Abbotsford, the community of Kings Cross in Sydney faced a complex
and uncomfortable problem of high visibility of heroin use, dealing and overdose deaths, and
therefore high volumes of public injecting, inappropriately discarded syringes and related
crime.
Since the commencement of the Medically Supervised Injecting Centre (MSIC) in Kings Cross,
there has been a demonstrable decline in the total number of discarded needles and
syringes collected and reduced sightings of public injecting.
A 2011 evaluation of the Sydney MSIC found that:


More than 4,400 drug overdoses had been successfully managed without a single fatality;



The number of publicly discarded needles and syringes in the Kings Cross area had been
halved;



The number of ambulance call outs to Kings Cross had decreased by 80 percent;



More than 9,500 referrals to health and social welfare services had been generated; and



Randomised surveys of local residents and business operators showed strong community
support for the MSIC and that this had only trended upwards over time.
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Yarra City Council acknowledges that supervised injecting facilities alone will not solve the
significant drug‐related issues affecting our community and that drug‐related reform must
include a broad range of measures.

Recommendations
Yarra City Council calls on the Victorian Government to create the drug law reform necessary
to strengthen harm minimisation strategies outlined in this submission and to implement the
recent recommendations made by the Victorian Coroner.
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