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About 360Edge

360Edge is Australia’s leading specialist alcohol and other drugs consultancy. We provide
a full suite of policy and practice advisory services across the spectrum of alcohol and
other drug use, as well as allied areas such as mental health, justice and education. Our
work supports governments and frontline services to improve policy and practice in line
with the latest evidence. We have offices in NSW, ACT, NT, Queensland and Victoria, and
work with governments and organisations across Australia and internationally.

Our four core programs are Workforce Development, Service Development, Program
Evaluation and Health Systems Development. 360Edge also supports the development
and implementation of workplace alcohol and other drug policy through our WorkEdge
program and alcohol and other drug prevention in schools through our Schools of
Substance program.

CEO, Professor Nicole Lee, is an international leader in alcohol and other drug responses
with 33 years’ experience in policy and practice implementation. She is Adjunct Professor
at the National Drug Research Institute, Curtin University; CEO of Hello Sunday Morning;
and Board Member of The Loop Australia. She is Alcohol and Drug Adviser to the
Department of Veterans’ Affairs and a member of the Australian National Council on
Alcohol and other Drugs, Australia’s key expert advisory council to the Australian
Government on alcohol and other drugs that provides policy advice directly to the health
minister and their department.

She leads a team of highly experienced consultants with specialist frontline expertise in
alcohol and other drugs and mental health treatment, combined with postgraduate
qualifications in research, health and economics. It means our team not only has the
knowledge of best practice but also the real world experience in applying what works to
practice and policy in a meaningful and sustainable way.

Our submission reflects our extensive knowledge, skills and experience in alcohol and
other drug treatment, harm reduction and policy.
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Overview

Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission to the inquiry into the Drugs, Poisons
and Controlled Substances Amendment (Regulation of Personal Adult Use of Cannabis)
Bill 2023.

Cannabis is widely used in Victoria, with nearly 40% of residents having used it in their
lifetime. However, the law enforcement focused approach towards cannabis taken by
Victoria creates significant risks, including disproportionate legal impacts on marginalised
communities.

Despite heavy investment in law enforcement, cannabis use and availability remain
unchanged, highlighting the inefficiency and social costs of Victoria’s current approach to
cannabis. It's time for a change.

The ACT’s successful decriminalisation model shows that removing criminal penalties for
the personal possession and cultivation of cannabis reduces justice system burdens,
improves public health outcomes and lowers reliance on the black market.

Whether morally you believe that a person should be using cannabis or not, the reality is
that a large proportion of the adult community do from time to time, most without
incident.

Decriminalising cannabis possession and cultivation for personal use offers a safer and
more equitable path forward for cannabis policy in Victoria. A pragmatic approach that
focuses on reducing harms is consistent with the National Drug Strategy.

In other jurisdictions that have decriminalised cannabis, there has been no increase in
use or problems associated with its use. This is largely because people are already using
cannabis. All that decriminalisation is intended to do is to reduce contact with the
criminal justice system, a key harm of cannabis use.

Cannabis use and harms in Victoria

Cannabis use is common in Victoria, with one in 10 residents reporting recent use and
nearly 40% having used it at some point in their lifetime (1). Most use only occasionally
and are not dependent.

The vast majority (80%) of people across Australia believe that the possession of
cannabis for personal use should not be a criminal offence and 44.6% want to see it
legalised (1).

While cannabis is not without risks, the harms associated with its use are significantly
lower than those caused by alcohol and tobacco (2-4). Most people who use cannabis
use it infrequently and for a short period in their lives (1). They are generally not
dependent, do not experience significant problems related to their use and do not pose a
risk to the community.

One of the biggest harms is coming in contact with the criminal justice system, an
outcome that can follow a person for much of their lives, restricting their ability to reach
their full potential in society.
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Victoria's law enforcement approach increases harms

People who use cannabis are excessively policed under a law enforcement approach.
Despite the police assertion that they are trying to target sellers and growers of cannabis,
90% of cannabis related arrests nationwide are for possession and use rather than
trafficking or manufacturing (5).

The socioeconomic impact of a criminal record is profound, significantly affecting
employment, education and housing opportunities, and disproportionately harming
marginalised communities such as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and
culturally and linguistically diverse populations (6).

Criminal records contribute to stigma and discrimination, which heighten risks of social
isolation and mental health challenges while deterring people from accessing social
support and healthcare (7). Jurisdictions with stricter cannabis policies report higher
rates of stigma and discrimination (8).

Law enforcement accounts for 64.3% of Australia’s drug policy expenditure, costing $3.5
billion in 2021-22 (9). In 2015-16, cannabis related criminal justice expenses totalled
$2.4 billion, representing more than half of the social costs of cannabis use in Australia
(10).

Despite this significant expenditure, policing efforts have not reduced cannabis
circulation or use.

For instance, between 2010 and 2021, the weight of cannabis seized nationally
increased by 47%, with 55,199 seizures in 2020-21, yet the market and consumption
rates remain unchanged (5).

This heavy investment in law enforcement has yielded no tangible benefits and imposes
substantial economic burdens on the government. It is evident that maintaining a law
enforcement focused framework is both costly and ineffective.

Victoria’s cannabis cautioning program is unfairly applied

The cannabis cautioning program currently in place in Victoria allows police to issue a
caution for personal possession and use of cannabis for people aged over 17 (11).
However, significant issues with its design and implementation mean it is not applied
consistently or fairly across Victoria.

Strict eligibility criteria means that a high number of people are ineligible for diversion -
people must admit to the offence, not have any other drugs in their possession, and not
be involved in any other offence (11). People also cannot be diverted more than twice.

Because the program is not mandatory, police can choose to charge someone even if
they are eligible to receive a caution (12). Like all of us, individual police come with
unconscious bias and whether someone is cautioned or charged can come down to
individual police knowledge and attitudes or the culture at the station (12). Thirty percent
of people eligible for caution are still charged (6).

Police are more likely to charge people from marginalised groups, including Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people, people from culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds, and people in low socioeconomic circumstances (6, 12).
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Removing criminal penalties for cannabis removes the decision burden from police and
will free up their time to focus on more serious crimes.

Health, social and justice benefits of decriminalising
cannabis

There is more than one way to decriminalise drugs, but overall removing criminal
penalties for the cultivation, use and possession of cannabis for personal use offers a
practical and positive policy shift by reducing people’s contact with the criminal justice
system - one of the major harms of cannabis use.

Stigma is a major barrier to accessing treatment for those who need it and the
criminalisation of cannabis (and other drugs) is a key driver of stigma towards people
who use drugs. People are more likely to seek help early if what they are doing is not
illegal.

Data from other jurisdictions further supports that decriminalisation has no impact on
overall rates of use while significantly reducing the burden on law enforcement and the
criminal justice system (13).

We have over 30 years of evidence that decriminalisation of cannabis use and
possession does not increase use. The ACT has had decriminalisation in place since
1992 through an expiation notice scheme, which applies a civil fine in the case of simple
use or possession (14). South Australia and Northern Territory have had comparable
schemes for a similar amount of time (12).

All three states have shown declines in cannabis use since at least 2001 in line with the
rest of the country, and the ACT currently has the lowest rate of cannabis use in Australia
with 8.7% of people having recently used it - a decline of 39.6% since 2019 (1). There is
evidence in Australia and worldwide that a less punitive cannabis policy does not
increase use; this has recently been confirmed in a review by the Drug Policy Modelling
Program (15).

In 2020, the ACT made further changes to their cannabis laws, allowing ACT residents to
grow and possess small amounts of cannabis for personal use. People who are found in
possession of or cultivating small amounts of cannabis for personal use do not receive
any penalty or diversion by police, allowing police to instead focus on larger scale
manufacture and trafficking by criminal organisations (16, 17).

Evidence from the ACT demonstrates the benefits of a ‘home grown’ model as an
effective and fair policy approach to cannabis decriminalisation.

Under the ACT legislation, individuals can grow up to two plants per person (four per
household) and possess up to 50 grams of dried cannabis or 150 grams of fresh
cannabis (18). The law also includes safeguards such as prohibiting exposure of children
to cannabis smoke and securing cannabis plants from public access (18).

In the year following the introduction of these new laws, the ACT reported a 90%
decrease in cannabis related offences with no increase in rates of use, drug driving
incidents or hospitalisations (1, 19).

Decriminalisation has reduced interactions with the criminal justice system, decreased
stigma and discrimination, and increased Canberrans’ willingness to seek support for
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cannabis related issues (14). In 2022-23, 12.4% of Canberrans who use cannabis grew
their own, reducing interaction with the black market (1).

Decriminalising home grown cannabis can also result in higher quality cannabis, free
from harmful contaminants like bacteria and pesticides (13).

Decriminalising cannabis use and possession in Victoria

A law enforcement approach to personal cannabis use and possession exposes people to
significant legal risk and increases stigma that prevents people from seeking help.

Keeping in mind the number of Victorians that already use cannabis, the significant costs
associated with the law enforcement approach have shown no impact on reducing
cannabis use or availability and the current diversion programs in place are not
consistently or fairly applied.

The ACT has shown that decriminalising cannabis for personal use through a tightly
managed ‘home grown’ model offers a pathway to reducing these significant harms.
These policies have been shown not to increase rates of use or harms but have been
shown to reduce the burden on the criminal justice system, reduce law enforcement
costs, and allow people access to safer cannabis products.

Decriminalisation represents a practical, cost effective, and evidence based approach to
cannabis policy reform.

Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission to the inquiry into the Drugs, Poisons
and Controlled Substances Amendment (Regulation of Personal Adult Use of Cannabis)
Bill 2023.

360Edge are specialists in alcohol and other drug policy and can be called upon to
provide further advice if required.

Yours sincerely,

- Q2

Professor Nicole Lee, CEO and Suz Stainthorpe, Policy and Communications Officer
On behalf of 360Edge
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