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The purpose of this paper is to report on the development of a Koori-specific drug
strategy within the Victorian Drug Initiative. The paper provides an overview of the
major drug issues and developments within the existing funding arrangements for Koori
alcohol and drug programs. It also discusses new initiatives that have been developed
in response to the priority areas identified through consultations between the
Department of Human Services and the Koori community.

It is important to note that this document represents the Action Plan for 2003 / 2004
and is only the initial phase of a broader Koori Alcohol & Drug Strategy. Future plans
will be integrated with the Department of Human Services, Aboriginal Services Plan
and will collectively represent the Koori Alcohol & Drug Strategy. In particular the
strategy will seek to address the Koori community priority areas identified within the
Aboriginal Services Plan from an alcohol and drug treatment, prevention and early
intervention perspective.

Introduction
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1.1 Alcohol
In 1994, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (ATSI) Peoples Household Survey
supplement reported that 62% of the ATSI community drank alcohol compared to 72% of
the general urban population. However, ATSI people who drank are more likely to do
excessively (82%) compared to the general urban population (28%). A recent survey of
Department of Human Services treatment services in Victoria indicated that 57% of ATSI
clients were receiving treatment for an alcohol related issue.

1.2 Smoking
A national survey conducted in 2001 shows that 51% of Indigenous Australians aged 
18 years and over identified as current smokers. This smoking rate is more than double
the prevalence of smoking for the broaderVictorian community, which is reported to 
be 19.4%.

1.3 Illicit drug use
Although illicit drug use is less prevalent than either alcohol or cannabis use, it is an
important issue to be addressed within the Koori Drug Strategy. Anecdotal evidence from
Koori alcohol and drug workers suggests that illicit drug use is primarily confined to Koori
people 30 years and under, and that Koori people who use cannabis for sustained periods
are more likely to try and use other illicit drugs such as heroin.

1.4 Treatment trends
The following chart is a snapshot of treatment data provided by Department of Human
Services funded alcohol and drug services, both Koori-specific and mainstream providers.

1. Summary of substance misuse trends
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The Department of Human Services service provider data for 2000–01, identified that
6.7% of all people receiving treatment for alcohol or drug misuse were Indigenous. In
2001–02 the Indigenous treatment figure had risen to 6.8%.

Koori alcohol and drug workers from across Victoria have reported that multiple drug
use is an increasing trend within the Koori community. In particular, Koori workers
indicated that alcohol and cannabis are commonly used together, which the workers
observed often resulted in serious behavioral and health related issues. Koori workers
have also reported that the major concern with injecting drug use is the prevalence
amongst Koori people to share equipment and the resultant high risk of transfer of
bloodborne viruses such as Hepatitis C.
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3.3 Koori Drug Strategy 
During 2002, the KDSAC met on four occasions to consider a range of options and
priority areas identified through Koori community consultations facilitated by the
Department of Human Services around alcohol and drug issues. Consultations were
also conducted through a National Drug Strategy Reference Group Workshop in
Melbourne on 15–16 October 2002. Additional consultations through a range of
statewide interviews with Koori community organisations, individuals and alcohol 
and drug workers were also undertaken.

Based on this extensive range of Koori community input on substance misuse issues,
the KDSAC endorsed a range of priority areas and initiatives for development in the
short to medium term.

3.4 Priority areas
• Services for youth, particularly in the form of a Koori residential rehabilitation facility.

• Workforce development to continue the skills upgrade for Koori alcohol and 
drug workers.

• Family building to strengthen the family capacity to assist in alcohol and drug 
abuse issues.

• Develop programs targeting specific substances, particularly in the areas of alcohol
abuse and rates of smoking within the Indigenous population.
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3.5 Initiatives 2003–2004
In response to the priority areas identified by the KDSAC, it is proposed to move forward
on the following initiatives:

1. Koori Youth Residential Rehabilitation Facility

Develop and establish a Koori Youth Residential Rehabilitation facility based on a
spiritual healing model. The facility would be located centrally with access to appropriate
health, education and support services. The Department of Human Services will put
together a property advisory committee to advise on the tender characteristics and
details of the Youth Residential Facility. In November 2002, the Victorian Government
announced a commitment to provide $1.5 million for the capital development of the
facility. The Alcohol Education and Rehabilitation Fund has also contributed $1 million to
the capital development of this facility. The recurrent costs for the operation of the
facility will be sourced through the Koori Drug Strategy funding.

While there is support in the Koori community for this project, there also exists within the
community a range of views on the service delivery requirements of such a facility. 
Given this and the fact that an equivalent facility does not exist elsewhere in Australia,
the Department of Human Services will fund a consultancy to seek community
comments on the parameters for service delivery to allow for the development of an
interim facility by 2004–05. 

2. Koori Community Alcohol and Drug Resource Centres (KCADRC)

The Department of Human Services will allocate $800,000 as a one-off capital injection
from the Koori Drug Strategy to upgrade the seven KCA&DRCs operating across Victoria.
The funding will be used for minor works and refurbishments to improve the level of
services to Koori clients and to address health and safety issues. Funding for each
centre will be negotiated between Department of Human Services regional offices and
the Aboriginal community controlled health organisations operating the centres.
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3. Inhalant Resource Kit

The Department of Human Services, in consultation with the Koori community, will
deliver a Inhalant Resource Kit designed to support Koori workers when working with
Koori people who are sniffing solvents. The kit is based on a model developed through
the Aboriginal Drug and Alcohol Council of South Australia. The kit will be broadly
circulated and a specific training program on its use will be funded by the Department
of Human Services to ensure that the workers who use the kit are confident and
familiar with the product. This kit is due for release in September 2003.

4. Workforce development

In  recognising the important role undertaken by Koori workers in the delivery of
alcohol and drug services to their communities, the Department of Human Services is
committed to ensure that the existing workforce is equipped to identify and respond to
client needs and that the field continues to attract and retain qualified staff. Along with
the $100,000 from the Victorian Government Drug Initiative, Workforce Development
program, to deliver accredited training for Koori alcohol and drug workers in Certificate
III and IV in Community Services (Alcohol and other Drugs), the Department of Human
Services will also provide $165,000 for 2003–04 for further training of Koori alcohol
and drug workers which will comprise:

• Training in advanced case management and counselling techniques for Koori alcohol
and drug workers who work with complex clients presenting with concurrent additional
issues such as mental health and homelessness.

• The development and piloting of an induction kit to introduce new Koori workers to the
alcohol and drug sector.

• The establishment of two scholarships for Koori undergraduates in addiction studies to
encourage skilled and qualified Koori students to enter the alcohol and drug workforce.

The Department of Human Services is also planning to undertake a wage classification
review of Koori alcohol and drug workers to ascertain the match between roles/job
descriptions and skills/qualification levels. Participation and endorsement for the
project will be sought from Chief Executive Officers of Aboriginal community controlled
health organisations prior to implementation.
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A preliminary project conducted by Victorian Aboriginal Community Controlled Health
Organisation (VACCHO) and the Australian Drug Foundation indicated that Koori
workers and communities are not accessing drug information through the DrugInfo
Clearinghouse service, which was established specifically to prevent drug-related
harms by providing accessible high quality information on drugs and drug prevention to
workers and the general community.

The Department of Human Services will provide funding to look at improving access
through the development of a Koori specific brochure on the Clearinghouse service,
design and development of a Koori specific web page on the Clearinghouse site, and
provision of IT and internet training to facilitate the use of these services.

5. Education products on alcohol and drugs

The VACCHO has been allocated $80,000 to scope the existing community education
materials on drugs available for Koori people and assess their suitability. They will also
prepare and deliver community education materials on drugs for Koori people based on
existing and new Koori-specific education materials. The education package is due for
release in September 2003.

The Department of Human Services will continue to work in partnership with VACCHO
to reduce the impacts of substance misuse within the Koori community, by improving
awareness through the development of information and education materials.

6. Smoking

In response to the high smoking rates in Victoria’s Koori communities, the Department
of Human Services is providing $220,000 to fund five different projects aimed at
reducing smoking in the community or increasing awareness of health risks of
smoking. The projects will aim to maximize community control while targeting the
specific issues and needs of the community as was recommended in a report entitled
‘Tobacco-Time for Action" published by the National Aboriginal Community Controlled
Health Organisation in 2002. These projects have been funded simultaneously in
different communities across the State. 

Further funding of $25,000 has also been allocated to the evaluation of each of the five
projects, which will inform future work in tobacco control in Koori communities.
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7. Family strengthening

To support Koori families in understanding and combating the impacts of substance
misuse, the Department of Human Services, with support from the Commonwealth
Government, will adapt the About Better Communication on Drugs Program (ABCD) 
to meet the specific needs of the Koori community. The program will be developed in
consultation with peak community organisations as well as Koori health workers and
individual community members.

8. Foetal Alcohol Syndrome

To identify the extent and the issues related to foetal alcohol syndrome, the
Department of Human Services is providing $100,000 to undertake a project to
conduct further research into the area. As part of the project, recommendations will
also be provided on how to raise awareness of the issues surrounding foetal alcohol
syndrome in Koori communities.

9. Barriers to Successful Transition to Primary Schools

The retention of children and young people at school has been identified as a major
protective factor in relation to a number of social issues, including the prevention of
alcohol and drug harm. This has been identified as a particular problem in the Koori
community, where issues have been identified in relation to the successful transition 
to primary school for Koori children.

To identify and address these issues further, funding to the value of $150,000 is being
allocated to undertake research into the barriers faced by families and schools in
fostering successful transitions to primary school. Recommendations will also be made
on how these issues can be addressed, with an emphasis on strengthening existing
programs in Koori communities.
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10. Drug and Alcohol Support in Police Cells 

As part of the Victorian Government Drug Initiative, $1.1 million was allocated for the
extension of the drug and alcohol treatment support services to prisoners in police
cells and young persons in secure welfare facilities.  The extension of drug and alcohol
treatment support services to prisoners in police cells is known as the custodial health
and alcohol and drug nurses project, and is a joint initiative between the Department
of Human Services and Victoria Police.

The aim of the project is to provide timely assessment treatment and referral for
prisoners held in police custody, who have a demonstrable drug problem, and who
require alcohol and drug treatment/withdrawal or substitute pharmacotherapy
services whilst they are in detention.

In 2002, 700 Koori clients were recorded as being held in police cells in Mildura. Due
to the high demand for an additional custodial health and drug nurse in this region, and
in metropolitan Melbourne, funding of $120,000 will be provided by the Department of
Human Services to employ a further position to provide services to these communities. 

3.6 Medium-term initiatives
1. Through the KDSAC, and in consultation with the Premiers Drug Prevention

Council, the Department of Human Services will identify and implement a range of
drug prevention initiatives targeting Koori youth and families.

2. Alcohol has been identified as a major contributing factor to poor health and
behavioral dysfunction within the Koori community, a strategic response specifically
targeting this issue will be developed. A working party of Koori alcohol and drug
workers convened on 15 November 2002, identified a range of activities and
initiatives to be considered within a broad ranging alcohol strategy. The Department
of Human Services will use the findings from these consultations to recommend
Koori-specific strategies for both the prevention and treatment of alcohol abuse in
Koori communities.
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In particular, the following ideas for programs and projects were unanimously identified
as priority areas for serious consideration:

• life skills training, including mentoring programs for young Koori people

• improved access to treatment, particularly outside of the Melbourne metropolitan area

• prevention programs, including education, sporting activities, youth workers and family
building

• more flexible funding arrangements for Koori alcohol and drug workers to improve 
the responsiveness of these services to the multiple inter-related issues presented 
by Koori clients.
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4. Key findings and future direction
Throughout the development of the Koori Drug Strategy, Aboriginal community
controlled health organisations, peak Aboriginal bodies, alcohol and drug workers and
Aboriginal community members have continued to identify alcohol and drug misuse as
a major contributor to poor health and a general lack of spiritual wellbeing within the
Indigenous community. In particular, treatment and prevention programs for Koori
youth were given the highest priority.

Responding to the identification of Koori youth as the highest priority, the Government
has allocated the additional resources required for the development of the first Koori
youth residential rehabilitation service within Victoria. The service will be developed to
meet the specific needs of Koori youth who are currently affected by or who are at risk
of substance abuse behaviour. The location, operation and programs to be delivered
through the service will be developed through a partnership between Department of
Human Services and the Koori community.

Although the Koori youth residential service will require a major investment from the
Koori Drug Strategy, sufficient resources will be provided from within the Victorian Drug
Initiative to support the other initiatives as described in section 3.5. However, the
medium-term initiatives described in section 3.6 will be subject to the availability of
further funding.

In the short to medium term, the Department of Human Services will continue to seek
guidance from the KDSAC, individual Aboriginal communities and government agencies
to further develop alcohol and drug policies and programs within the overall framework
of a Koori Drug Strategy. The continuing objective of the strategy will be to minimise
the harms caused by substance misuse and generally improve the overall health of the
Koori community in Victoria.

The Department of Human Services will also seek to strengthen the current
partnership with VACCHO and to work closely with the Koori community to monitor and
evaluate the effectiveness of the Koori Drug Strategy and other Department of Human
Services alcohol and drug programs.
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