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Abstract 

This study uses a wide range of data sources to provide an overview of current trends in drug use and 

drug driving in South Australia. We investigate the incidence of drug use within the general 

population, examine drug detection rates for roadside drug testing and analyse the prevalence of drugs 

in crashes. The analysis indicates that the increasing prevalence of driving under the influence of 

drugs, particularly methamphetamine, appears to reflect general drug use trends observed in the wider 

community. 

Background 

The use of illicit drugs is widely recognised as a major community problem that has vast social and 

economic impacts, not only on our roads but in society more generally. The reporting of illicit drug 

driving in Australian jurisdictions has traditionally focused on relatively small samples of fatally 

injured drivers and has not considered the wider context in which drug driving occurs (Palamara, 

2015). Previous research has also been hampered by the availability of appropriate data sets. Through 

a collaborative approach, this study provides an overview of the current state of drug use in the context 

of road safety and investigates the prevalence of drug driving within South Australia for the three 

proscribed drugs: methamphetamine (Speed, Ice), MDMA (Ecstasy), and THC (Cannabis). 

Method 

A number of drug-related data sources are analysed to offer an evidence-based platform for strategic 

decision making not only within a road safety context, but also wider government priorities. To 

investigate current trends in drug use within the wider South Australian community, we use data from 

the 2013 National Drug Strategy Household Survey, the Drug Use Monitoring in Australia program 

and the University of South Australia wastewater analysis study. We also examine drug detection 

rates for roadside drug testing and the prevalence of drugs in crashes using data supplied by SAPOL. 

In addition, basic demographic profiles of drivers testing positive to a roadside drug test are explored 

to further inform targeted communication campaigns and enforcement strategies. 

Results 

Cannabis is the most common illicit drug used in the general population and in offender samples 

within South Australia. However, recent drug use data based on wastewater analysis in metropolitan 

Adelaide indicates that rates of use of methamphetamine have more than doubled from 2012 to 2016. 

Levels of MDMA use remain low. 

Roadside drug testing indicates that the proportion of drivers testing positive for illicit drugs has 

almost doubled in the last five years to 9.4% in 2015, despite relatively consistent enforcement 

operations. The rate of detections for methamphetamine increased more rapidly than cannabis. Of the 

drivers testing positive for drugs, methamphetamine (77%) was detected more frequently than 

cannabis (51%), despite cannabis being considerably more prevalent in the general population. This 

reversal may be partly explained by the different metabolisms of the drugs and the differential 

sensitivity of the roadside screening equipment. 
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During the last five years, an average of 22% of fatally injured drivers tested positive for drugs. For 

casualty crashes, cannabis is the most common drug detected in drivers and the level has remained 

relatively stable from 2010 to 2014. In contrast, the number of casualty crash involved drivers testing 

positive for methamphetamine doubled during this period. 

Conclusions 

The increasing incidence of driving under the influence of drugs, particularly methamphetamine, 

evident in roadside drug testing and crash statistics, appears to reflect general drug use trends 

observed in the wider community. Our findings agitate for a more expansive, collaborative approach 

in which road safety stakeholders partner with non-traditional road safety agencies such as social 

services, health and community groups to reduce the incidence of drug driving. The wider 

promulgation of drug related road safety data (i.e. de-identified driver blood test results) might also 

inform drug driving enforcement strategies and interventions. 
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