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NSW govt announces inquiry into drug 'ice'

• In 2018, the NSW Govt appointed Dan Howard to lead a Special 

Commission of Inquiry into: 
• The nature, prevalence, and impact of crystal methamphetamine (‘ice’) in 

New Wales

• The adequacy of existing measures to target ice in NSW

• Options to strengthen NSW’s response to ice, including law enforcement, 
education , treatment and rehabilitation responses

Ice enquiry
response 

Recommendation 11

That……the NSW Government implement a model for 

the decriminalisation of the use and possession for 

personal use of prohibited drugs.

5

6



12/08/2024

4

The reaction
“I [want to] make it very clear that NSW 
government does not support the 
recommendation to decriminalize illicit drugs. 
Drugs have no place in our society,” he said on 
Wednesday. “We need to send clear messages 
to people across the state to not take drugs.

The reaction
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Drug decriminalisation
would 'save hundreds of 
millions', but 
Queensland Premier 
rules it out
By Matt Wordsworth
ABC News Fri 31 Jan 2020 
at 5:12pm

Cannabis 
Decriminalization Can 
Help Australian Taxpayers 
Save $850 Million A Year, 
Report Finds
Dario Sabaghi
Forbes Dec 12, 
2022,07:17am EST

A key issue 
for 

Government

What’s missing?
A rigorous analysis of the 
financial costs and benefits 
of decriminalisation  
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The current study
• Aim

• To determine the cost and savings to government of four policy options for 
responding to illicit drug use and possession

1. Current policy
2. Prosecute all offenders
3. Caution all offenders according to cannabis cautioning rules
4. Give all offenders an infringement notice 

• Strategy
• Develop a microsimulation model calibrated to the NSW criminal justice 

system
• Use it to examine costs saved/incurred from the four policy options 

Current 
policy

Prosecution
max fine = $2,200, + or - 2 years imprisonment

Cannabis caution 
15g or less, only one previous caution, no convictions involving drugs, 
violence or sexual assault

Infringement notice (police discretion)
MDMA/Ecstasy (0.25g) 
cannabis leaf (30g), 
cannabis oil (2g), 
cannabis resin (5g), 
cocaine (1g), 
heroin (1g), 
ecstasy/MDMA (0.25g), 
Ice/Speed (1g)
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Annual transition probabilities

Data source Parameter 
valuesParameter descriptions Parameter labels 

BOCSAR 2020, AIHW0.017Probability of being detected (arrested)P1

BOCSAR 20200.239Probability of receiving cannabis cautionP2

BOCSAR 20200.025Probability of receiving infringement noticeP3

BOCSAR 20200.736Probability of going to courtP4

BOCSAR 20200.796Probability of being convicted, after detectionP5

BOCSAR 20200.548Probability of getting a fine, after courtP6

BOCSAR 20200.046Probability of having supervised order, after 
courtP7

BOCSAR 20200.008Probability of being in prison, after courtP8

BOCSAR 20200.398Probability of having other court outcomeP9
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Annual transition probabilities

Data source Parameter 
valuesParameter descriptions Parameter labels 

BOCSAR 2020, AIHW0.017Probability of being detected (arrested)P1

BOCSAR 20200.239Probability of receiving cannabis cautionP2

BOCSAR 20200.025Probability of receiving infringement noticeP3

BOCSAR 20200.736Probability of going to courtP4

BOCSAR 20200.796Probability of being convicted, after detectionP5

BOCSAR 20200.548Probability of getting a fine, after courtP6

BOCSAR 20200.046Probability of having supervised order, after 
courtP7

BOCSAR 20200.008Probability of being in prison, after courtP8

BOCSAR 20200.398Probability of having other court outcomeP9

Length of stay parameters 

Data source Parameter 
valuesParameter descriptions Parameter labels 

Prison 
BOCSAR4.5Cocaine L1
BOCSAR2.8Narcotics L2
BOCSAR2.1CannabisL3
BOCSAR3.2AmphetaminesL4
BOCSAR0Ecstasy L5
BOCSAR0Other drugL6

Supervised order 
BOCSAR14.2Cocaine L7
BOCSAR11.6Narcotics L8
BOCSAR12.5CannabisL9
BOCSAR12.6AmphetaminesL10
BOCSAR15.2Ecstasy L11
BOCSAR12.7Other drugL12

BOCSAR = NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research 
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Costs/income (AU$)

Data source Parameter 
values ($)Parameter descriptions Parameter labels 

Shanahan 2011 
(inflated)143Cost of each detection (caution)C1

Shanahan 2011 
(inflated)547Cost of each detection (CAN)C2

Productivity 
Commission811Cost of each court appearanceC3

Productivity 
Commission170Cost of each legal aid caseC4

BOCSAR 400Income from each infringement notice C5
Corrective Services700Cost of prison flag fall C6
Productivity 
Commission 220Cost of prison per dayC7

Productivity 
Commission 19Cost of supervised order per day C8

Penalty amounts (AU$)
BOCSAR 486Av. income from a cocaine fineC9

BOCSAR 456Av. income from a narcotics possession 
fine C10

BOCSAR 375Av. income from a cannabis fineC11
BOCSAR 359Av. Income from an amphetamine fineC12
BOCSAR 421Av. Income from an ecstasy fine C13
BOCSAR 467Av. Income from an ‘other’ drug fine C14

Shanahan, M., Hughes, C., McSweeney, T. & Griffin, B. (2017). Alternate policing strategies: Cost-effectiveness of cautioning for 
cannabis offences. International Journal of Drug Policy 41: 140-147). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugpo.2016.12.012

Running the model

• All costs were taken from the government perspective. 
• Cycle length was one month to capture events over brief intervals 

(e.g., staying in prison for cannabis use [average 2.1 months]). 
• Annual probability changed to monthly probability. 
• Annual discounted costs were converted to monthly discounted 

costs
• All costs were 2020 Australian dollars.
• To determine the predicted cohorts, we ran 1,000,000 simulations 

of the model in the first year
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DifferenceUpperLower PredictedActualValidity testing

1,000,000User population (last 12 months)

-2%16,90916,38016,46016,851Number detected

Criminal infringement notice

Cannabis caution

Court

Number convicted

Number imprisoned

Supervised order

Fined

DifferenceUpperLower PredictedActualValidity testing

1,000,000User population (last 12 months)

Number detected

-3%422379403414Criminal infringement notice

Cannabis caution

Court

Number convicted

Number imprisoned

Supervised order

Fined
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DifferenceUpperLower PredictedActualValidity testing

1,000,000User population (last 12 months)

Number detected

Criminal infringement notice

-6%4,3853,4723,7944,036Cannabis caution

Court

Number convicted

Number imprisoned

Supervised order

Fined

DifferenceUpperLower PredictedActualValidity testing

1,000,000User population (last 12 months)

Number detected

Criminal infringement notice

Cannabis caution

-9%   12,50611,01611,25012,401Court

Number convicted

Number imprisoned

Supervised order

Fined
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DifferenceUpperLower PredictedActualValidity testing

1,000,000User population (last 12 months)

Number detected

Criminal infringement notice

Cannabis caution

Court

-11%9,9068,8208,8249,877Number convicted

Number imprisoned

Supervised order

Fined

DifferenceUpperLower PredictedActualValidity testing

1,000,000User population (last 12 months)

Number detected

Criminal infringement notice

Cannabis caution

Court

Number convicted

-3%84747678Number imprisoned

Supervised order

Fined
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DifferenceUpperLower PredictedActualValidity testing

1,000,000User population (last 12 months)

Number detected

Criminal infringement notice

Cannabis caution

Court

Number convicted

Number imprisoned

0%600420451451Supervised order

Fined

DifferenceUpperLower PredictedActualValidity testing

1,000,000User population (last 12 months)

Number detected

Criminal infringement notice

Cannabis caution

Court

Number convicted

Number imprisoned

Supervised order

-3%6,1184,9085,2445,412Fined

All observed cohorts bar one are within the 95 % confidence interval band surrounding the predicted cohort values. The 
exception is the number of cannabis cautions, which lies just outside the upper 95 % confidence interval or 6 % over the 
predicted value. 
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Results

$1,214

$977

$507

-$225

Prosecute all offenders

Current policy

All cannabis caution

All infringement notice

Cost/savings per case by policy option

Sensitivity testing

Upper boundLower boundBase case

SDMeanSDMeanSDMeanPolicy option 

$259$1,232$179$665$293$977Current policy

$211$700$93$346$106$507All cannabis caution

$38-$157$52-$292$68-$225All infringement notice 

$242$1,614$253$872$321$1,282All prosecution 
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Sensitivity testing

Upper boundLower boundBase case

SDMeanSDMeanSDMeanPolicy option 

$259$1,232$179$665$293$977Current policy

$211$700$93$346$106$507All cannabis caution

$38-$157$52-$292$68-$225All infringement notice 

$242$1,614$253$872$321$1,282All prosecution 

Sensitivity testing

Upper boundLower boundBase case

SDMeanSDMeanSDMeanPolicy option 

$259$1,232$179$665$293$977Current policy

$211$700$93$346$106$507All cannabis caution

$38-$157$52-$292$68-$225All infringement notice 

$242$1,614$253$872$321$1,282All prosecution 
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Sensitivity testing

Upper boundLower boundBase case

SDMeanSDMeanSDMeanPolicy option 

$259$1,232$179$665$293$977Current policy

$211$700$93$346$106$507All cannabis caution

$38-$157$52-$292$68-$225All infringement notice 

$242$1,614$253$872$321$1,282All prosecution 

Breakdown of costs 

All prosecution All infringement notice All cannabis cautionCurrent policy Item 

$493 (38%)-$227 (100%)$249 (49%)$393 (40%)Detection

$581 (45%)$186 (37%)$434 (44%)Court 

$104 (8%)$34 (7%)$77 (8%)Supervised order

$104 (8%)$38 (7%)$73 (7%)Prison 

$1282 -$227$507$977 Cost per offence 
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Summary

• Current policy: $977 p.p.p.a. (95 % CI: $490–$1629). 
• All prosecution cost: p.p.p.a. annum $1282 (95 % CI: $732–$1984) 
• Cannabis policy ext. cost: p.p.p.a. $507 (95 % CI: $321–$735)
• Infringement notice ext. cost: -$225 (95 % CI: $112–$377)

Caveats

• We assume the method of proceeding against drug 
use/possession offenders has no effect on the prevalence or 
incidence of prohibited drug use

• We assume that all those fined pay the fine imposed on them by 
the courts or police. 

• We assume a change in the volume of cases proceeding to court 
does not affect the probability distribution over outcomes.

• We ignore the costs/benefits to users and the wider community
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Where to find the study

Tran, A., Weatherburn, D. & Poynton, S. (2023). The savings associated with 
decriminalization of drug use in New South Wales, Australia: A comparison of 
four drug policies. Journal of Substance Use and Addiction Treatment. 149:1-7 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.josat.2023.208983
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