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Hearing commenced at 9.48 am 
 
Mr CHRIS DAWSON 
Commissioner of Police, Western Australia Police Force, sworn and examined: 
 
Mr GARY BUDGE 
Assistant Commissioner, State Crime, Western Australia Police Force, sworn and examined: 
 
 

The CHAIR: On behalf of the committee, I would like to welcome you to the hearing. My name is 
Alison Xamon. I am the Chair of this committee. I would like to introduce you to the other members 
of this committee: Hon Colin de Grussa; Hon Michael Mischin; Ms Lisa Penman, who is assisting with 
this inquiry; Hon Samantha Rowe, who is the Deputy Chair of this committee; and 
Hon Aaron Stonehouse. Today’s hearing will be broadcast. Before we go live, I would like to remind 
all parties that if you have any private documents with you, keep them flat on the desk to avoid the 
cameras. 

I now require you to take either the oath or the affirmation. 

[Witnesses took the oath.] 

The CHAIR: You will have signed a document entitled “Information for Witnesses”. Have you read 
and understood that document? 

The WITNESSES: Yes. 

The CHAIR: These proceedings are being recorded by Hansard and broadcast on the internet. Please 
note that this broadcast will also be available for viewing online after this hearing. Please advise the 
committee if you object to the broadcast being made available in this way. 

Mr Dawson: No objections. 

The CHAIR: A transcript of your evidence will be provided to you. To assist the committee and 
Hansard, please quote the full title of any document you refer to during the course of this hearing 
for the record. Please be aware of the microphones and try to talk into them and ensure that you 
do not cover them with papers or make noise near them. If you could, please also try to speak in 
turn. I remind you that your transcript will be made public. If you wish to provide the committee 
with details of personal experiences during today’s proceedings, you should request that the 
evidence be taken in private session. If the committee grants your request, any public and media in 
attendance will be excluded from the hearing. Until such time as the transcript of your public 
evidence is finalised, it should not be made public. I advise you that publication or disclosure of the 
uncorrected transcript of evidence may constitute a contempt of Parliament and may mean that 
the material published or disclosed is not subject to parliamentary privilege. 

Would you like to make an opening statement to the committee? 

Mr Dawson: Yes, thank you, Chair. I will take the opportunity. 

The Western Australia Police Force would like to reaffirm our position in relation to our written 
submission to the committee. We have supplied the committee with some additional material, 
particularly in relation to research conducted by the Rocky Mountain High Intensity Drug Trafficking 
Area, which may be of interest to the committee. Our submission, which encompasses more than 
just that source document, approaches the issue of legalisation of cannabis in the United States of 
America, in particular the state of Colorado. The associated harms following the legalisation of 
cannabis in Colorado, in our submission, are significant. We have provided that updated version. 
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This task force is funded by the US government’s Office of National Drug Control Policy and has 
many federal and state participant agencies. The view of Western Australia police is that the 
supporters of cannabis legalisation—and I make that a distinction from the medicinal cannabis 
supporters, but specifically about the broader approach in terms of legalising cannabis use—have 
argued that it takes profit away from organised crime. My submission is that Western Australia 
Police would argue that there is evidence to refute that notion. There is growing international 
evidence that there is been an increase in organised crime activity—for example, organised crime 
networks continue to sell cannabis on the unregulated black market where it remains cheaper, and 
organised crime networks avoid paying taxes. By way of example, I would cite the present example 
of a licit substance in Australia, in this case tobacco, where organised crime networks regularly 
import, or attempt to import, illicit tobacco, otherwise known as chop-chop. It is estimated by the 
Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission and the Australian Border Force that illicit tobacco 
impacts on the Australian tax revenue by an estimated $600 million per annum. 
A Western Australian example was in only November 2018, where one seed container, which was 
interdicted by the Australian Border Force in Fremantle, was found to contain an estimated 
9.5 million illicit tobacco cigarettes. That is estimated to have avoided tariffs—tax evasion—by one 
seed container of this material, by up to $7.6 million. 

That is an example where I would contest the notion that in relation to cannabis that if it were 
legalised, organised criminals would simply pay their taxes. Organised criminals do not pay taxes. 
The notion that organised crime would lower their profits can be evidenced by such an example as 
tobacco in Australia. They will simply import any commodity from which they can make a profit. 
Simply by importing a commodity cheaper than a taxed product, is such a reason, we would argue, 
that this is a failed notion to contest that organised crime could lower their profits. They will simply 
move to control the market wherever they can make a profit. 

The Western Australia Police Force does support the broad strategies espoused by the national drug 
policies; that is prevention, interjecting and reducing supply, which is a law enforcement role, and 
also drug rehabilitation or supply-harm reduction. While law enforcement primarily focuses on the 
supply-reduction pillar, we remain committed to also contributing to demand reduction as well. The 
cannabis intervention system in Western Australia we contend does work for those people who 
participate in it. An associated benefit of diversion is that it is more cost effective than prosecution, 
which saves money and enables a greater focus on targeting drug dealers. WA police believe that 
diversionary options currently used are preferable. 

I may then turn to one of the elements of the committee’s terms of inquiry, which is examining the 
Portuguese model. We contend that the diversionary options currently available to WA are indeed 
preferable to those presently used in Portugal. Portugal is commonly touted as a good practice 
example. There are some notable differences, which we have outlined in our submission, and I will 
just emphasise these points. The catalytic issue for the illicit drug of harm in Portugal was dominated 
by the heroin market—heroin being a depressant drug with associated overdoses and blood-borne 
viruses such as HIV. In comparison, a number of data sets used within Australia such as the national 
drug strategy household survey and other data sources such as wastewater testing and DUMA—
drug-use monitoring schemes—that have been participating with WA Police for over 20 years now 
provide an analytical and very valid data source that the drugs of particular concern in WA are 
dominated by methylamphetamine and cannabis. The levels that Portugal consider in terms of use 
and possession that are eligible for referral are in fact lower than what we can apply in terms of 
police diversion. If I simply put it this way: the amounts that WA can divert people for illicit drug 
diversion are in fact a lower schedule than those that apply in Portugal. The sanctions with 
treatment in Portugal range from 31 per cent in 2002 to 18 per cent in 2008, with the majority of 
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sanction of non-dependent individuals—being a suspension of proceedings likely to be an emphasis 
on prevention, not treatment per se, and where individuals are given a police diversion in WA—
completing their treatment in 65 to 75 per cent of cases. 

I might refer then specifically to the cannabis intervention sessions. In Western Australia, if a person 
does not complete a cannabis intervention session, they are almost twice more likely to reoffend 
than a person who does complete the cannabis intervention session in Western Australia. With 
specificity, our data shows that 28 per cent of participants who have completed their cannabis 
intervention session in Western Australia, reoffend. 

The CHAIR: If I can interject at that point, when we are talking about reoffending, we are talking 
about reoffending in relation to cannabis usage and possession charges. Is that what you are 
referring to? 

Mr Dawson: Yes. 

The CHAIR: In theory, if they were decriminalised, they would not be reoffending because it would 
not be an offence. 

Mr Dawson: If it is not criminalised, it would not be an offence. 

The CHAIR: I want to get some context because one of the things the committee is looking at is the 
degree to which people are criminalised for personal usage as opposed to people needing to be 
criminalised for engaging in particular conduct arising from their drug use. They are, of course, two 
distinct or different things. 

Mr Dawson: Yes, I agree with you. If it is not criminalised then clearly an offence would not be 
recorded. 

The CHAIR: Then the rates of reoffending are zero because it is not an offence. 

Mr Dawson: Correct. Whereas, the point I am making is that nearly half the people—these are on 
the current statistics—49 per cent who did not complete a cannabis intervention session have 
reoffended. The point I am making is that of the persons who are referred to an intervention session, 
those who do not participate, up to nearly half of that are found to reoffend. Of those who do 
participate — 

The CHAIR: To continue to take the drug? 

Mr Dawson: Continue to take it. What we are saying is that 28 per cent who have completed are 
found to; so, about one in three. 

The CHAIR: We are interested in unpicking the issue of how we are undertaking diversion at the 
moment here in Western Australia. According to the data that you provided, the cannabis 
intervention requirements are issued much more often than the other drug intervention 
requirements. I was hoping that you could briefly explain the other drug intervention requirements 
and also give your thoughts as to why you think that is the case—the difference in the figures? 

[10.00 am] 

Mr Dawson: The annual number of other drugs, other than cannabis, it is fair to say that we have 
been diverting more by way of policy for cannabis than we have for other drugs. 

The CHAIR: Can I ask why is that? 

Mr Dawson: There has been a policy position that has been taken over quite a number of years 
about that. But we are certainly working with the health department and others in order to be able 
to shift that policy. I consider that there is greater scope for us to be able to divert other users of 
illicit drugs than simply cannabis towards those. 
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The CHAIR: Are there particular drugs which would be of interest to the police in terms of further 
diversionary programs? 

Mr Dawson: Yes. I specify methylamphetamine as the drug that is causing, in terms of illicit drugs, 
the most harm to Western Australia. In terms of that, I would see an opportunity for us to work with 
educators and other providers for very small amounts as a matter by which we could, depending on 
the amount involved, refer more people towards intervention sessions. 

The CHAIR: What are you seeing are the barriers to you being able to do that now? 

Mr Dawson: I am not seeing anything as a specific barrier other than really a policy change. 

The CHAIR: What I am trying to unpick, though, is where is that policy lying, because you are 
indicating it would be desirable to be able to utilise that option more often? What is the barrier to 
that happening now? 

Mr Budge: I can probably just add to that. There are some preclusions from another drug 
intervention, including if they have got previous convictions or at the time of being found in 
possession of other drug—say, methylamphetamine—for violent offences. It is about a safety 
aspect for the health professionals who have to do the intervention programs as well. There are 
some preclusions if they have been charged with grievous bodily harm or unlawful wounding and 
the finding of the drug was secondary to the violent offence. There are some preclusions there. 
There have been preclusions in the past in regard to how many times people can have interventions 
for other drugs. Juveniles are not applicable to be considered at this stage for other drug 
interventions. 

The CHAIR: That means that juveniles will automatically be thrown into the justice system without 
any opportunity for diversion. 

Mr Budge: There are opportunities for them to be given a caution for a low level other drug if they 
are found in possession of another drug other than cannabis or referred to a juvenile justice team 
prior to any involvement in the criminal justice system through a court process. 

The CHAIR: But you see there is value in revisiting some of that criteria—I am reflecting on your 
submission to this committee. Do you think there is some value in changing that so that it might be 
easier to be able to assist people to be diverted into treatment? 

Mr Dawson: Yes; in fact, I have asked Mr Budge to actively work with other providers in order to 
further that, for that reason. 

The CHAIR: One of the things I am interested in is the degree to which that is simply an internal 
policy decision of the police as opposed to legislative barriers. 

Mr Budge: I can comment briefly on the cannabis intervention scheme. There are some legislative 
amendments that we would need in regard to the Young Offenders Act and the Misuse of Drugs 
Act. But with the other drug interventions, it is purely a policy matter that will be able to be resolved. 

The CHAIR: Another thing it says in your report is that the data suggesting that cannabis intervention 
requirements are being complied with more often than the other drug intervention requirements. 
Why do you believe this is the case? 

Mr Dawson: I do not have any particular material before me which could address that particular 
question. I do not know the reason for that. 

The CHAIR: Are you happy for us to take that on notice? 

Mr Dawson: I am happy to take it on notice and see if we can provide better information to the 
committee. 

The CHAIR: For Hansard, that is question A1. 
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Are instances of drug diversion recorded as offences? 

Mr Budge: No, they are not. They go on our system as a seizure and then there is an outcome in 
regard to the seizure. The seizure would then be recorded as referral to a JJT or a caution, or to an 
intervention. 

The CHAIR: What are the limitations in terms of how many times people can necessarily be referred? 

Mr Budge: In regard to cannabis, a juvenile can have two diversionary processes and an adult can 
have one. In regard to the other drugs, it is one diversion only for adults. That is obviously something 
that we want to review as well. 

Hon COLIN de GRUSSA: Commissioner, in regard to the regional context of these diversionary 
programs, how well do they work outside of the metro area? Are there enough resources available 
out there and, more broadly, right across the state as well? 

Mr Dawson: It is fair for me to respond by saying, clearly, the resources are dominated by availability 
in the metropolitan and regional locations. There are challenges in terms of actually providing the 
same level of support for people living in remote or very small communities. At times that is done 
through teleconferencing and through telephone. It also would include any sessions that we might 
want to extend towards prisoners in custodial facilities. If you want to do it by phone, there would 
need to be some element where—phone calls are not ordinarily recorded in a prison system and 
you would not want a therapeutic type of session that is done on a telephone necessarily being 
recorded. 

Hon COLIN de GRUSSA: I think you said in your submission there were three meetings or follow-ups 
in relation to these programs. Is that enough? 

Mr Budge: It is three for other drug interventions. 

Hon COLIN de GRUSSA: Is that enough? 

Mr Budge: I do not think that we have those statistics because the interventions are managed by 
the Mental Health Commission. We know who completes and who does not, and who reoffends. 
But I am not sure what the particular outcomes are from a Mental Health Commission perspective. 

Hon AARON STONEHOUSE: Commissioner, you spoke a little bit about cannabis in Colorado, and 
you compared it to the illicit trade in tobacco. In your view what makes the illicit tobacco trade so 
attractive to criminals? 

Mr Dawson: Simply profit. 

Hon AARON STONEHOUSE: What makes illicit tobacco then so profitable? 

Mr Dawson: By avoiding paying stamp duty and paying taxes. The example provided in the paper I 
have supplied, with Colorado, the taxes that the Colorado state glean from legalised cannabis 
amounts to nine-tenths of one per cent of the state total tax revenue. Organised crime simply is in 
it for greed and profit. They would be moving any commodity. 

Hon AARON STONEHOUSE: So it is the taxes, the stamp duty, or perhaps, in the Australian context 
with illicit tobacco, the excise tax is rather high. When you look at the cost of, say, tobacco in a 
country like Indonesia or Malaysia compared with Australia, with the excise tax, there is quite a 
difference in price. If I am understanding you correctly, it is similar taxes on cannabis in Colorado 
that are making legal cannabis so expensive, which makes illicit cannabis such an attractive business 
prospect for people operating on the black market. Is that accurate? 

Mr Dawson: The proliferation of retail cannabis stores in Colorado, by stores alone, doubles the 
numbers of McDonald’s stores in Colorado. Clearly there is a market in which people are going to 
cannabis retail stores in Colorado. I reaffirm my comment that organised crime are there to 
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generate profit. Irrespective of taxes, they will always go to any commodity to make a profit. 
Organised criminals double-park—they do not pay parking fines. They break the law irrespective of 
what the law contends that you should keep within. The point I am making is that whatever the 
commodity, organised crime will seek to profit from it, irrespective of tax and excise tariffs. 

Hon AARON STONEHOUSE: But you did give us the example earlier that organised crime, by existing 
in an illicit black market in the trade of cannabis in Colorado, they are avoiding those taxes and that 
is what makes cannabis in particular so attractive to them. They can trade in cannabis without paying 
those taxes and that is a driver for them to enter that space. 

[10.10 am] 

Mr Dawson: With respect, I would refute that notion. The driver for organised criminals is profits. 
Irrespective of an excise or a tax, they will go for the cheapest commodity going. 

Hon AARON STONEHOUSE: Sure. What makes cannabis—you compared it specifically with illicit 
tobacco here in Australia. What makes illicit tobacco so attractive is that you can trade in that and 
avoid the high excise and you can offer a product significantly cheaper to your customers in an illicit 
market without paying the excise and without paying the stamp duty. You compare that with 
cannabis in Colorado. In Colorado, somebody growing their own cannabis and selling it on the illicit 
market is avoiding their cannabis excise and that is part of what makes it so attractive. 

Mr Dawson: Yes. 

Hon AARON STONEHOUSE: The illicit market of cannabis in Colorado: do you know whether the 
illicit market is to supply the local market, local demand, or is it to supply demand in other states, in 
other jurisdictions, where cannabis remains illegal? 

Mr Dawson: The committee may be aware that adjoining states have litigated against Colorado—
Nebraska amongst others. But the harm issues associated with the large increase in cannabis, or 
marijuana as they term it, has led to quite significant investigative seizures. That has continued since 
cannabis has been legalised. So, you are seeing organised criminals who are certainly being very 
active and the associated harms, be they traffic deaths—you are seeing one in five drivers associated 
with fatalities in Colorado who have cannabis in their system. But the point I would make is that it 
is very difficult to determine whether a market that is black by its nature—they do not put in tax 
returns—is directed towards a particular state or locality or whether they are using that as a hub to 
go to other places, because they operate illegally. Certainly, the domination of hospital casualty 
traffic harms and others, quite clearly in our submission, demonstrates that there is a greater 
proliferation and harms associated with the broader increase of cannabis use. 

Hon AARON STONEHOUSE: What I was getting at is, in your opening remarks, you mentioned 
Colorado and you talked about the motivation for legalising cannabis in Colorado being to dismantle 
the black market, or eliminate a black market, and create a legal regulated market for cannabis. But 
you say that that has not worked and that a black market continues to exist in Colorado. I am 
wondering if we know if that black market is a result of jurisdictions outside Colorado having 
cannabis prohibited and then the black market thrives, not to service the local Colorado market, but 
to service other states, because you did mention earlier, as well, that there are quite a few retail 
stores for cannabis in Colorado. But I suppose, as you say, measuring the size and where this stuff 
flows—I mean if we knew exactly how it operates, it probably would not exist. 

Mr Dawson: I do not have the statistics in front of me, but I could certainly attempt to achieve more 
to inform the committee. Obviously states like California, Oregon and others, I am well aware have 
legalised. Colorado was the first, but there have been many states subsequently, and it has extended 
across the border to Canada now. What I have overwhelmingly heard from police chiefs, as a former 
chief executive officer of the Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission, I was personally warned 
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by the administrator of the Drug Enforcement Administration—the largest drug enforcement 
agency in North America, indeed, globally—who have specifically warned me that the issue of 
legalising cannabis has had a profound impact of harm in the USA community, and that has extended 
to the proliferation of organised crime profits. I listened very carefully when I heard the top 
administrator of the DEA tell me that on subsequent occasions. 

The CHAIR: If we can come back to this issue of cannabis intervention requirements that we have 
got here, currently, an adult, as you have said already, is not eligible for a cannabis intervention 
requirement if they have had one before. Can you give an indication to this committee how many 
people percentagewise would this effect—people who are then captured for a second time and not 
able to access that diversionary program? 

Mr Budge: Chair, we do not have those statistics at the moment. It is part of the role that the 
commissioner has given me to look into the background of the statistics. 

The CHAIR: Okay. Can I just confirm, are those statistics not available or you just do not have them 
available here? 

Mr Budge: They are not available here. They are likely to be available, but I would have to do some 
checking with our research people. 

The CHAIR: Are you happy to take that question on notice? 

Mr Budge: Sure. 

The CHAIR: That is question A2. 

If a person is ineligible for a cannabis intervention requirement and is subsequently prosecuted, 
what is the likely outcome going to be? 

Mr Dawson: That would be up to the courts to determine any sanction that the courts may apply. 
Certainly, as Mr Budge has already given evidence, there are different regimes attached to whether 
they are children or whether they are adults. For an adult to appear only once, any subsequent 
intervention has to be through the justice system. 

Mr Budge: I think in addition to that, Chair, it would depend on what other offences they are 
appearing in court for at the same time, as well. There may be global penalties that attach to that 
as well. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: Just on that subject, because we heard evidence about the criminalisation 
of those who use cannabis and the like, are you aware of anyone who has been charged with simple 
possession of cannabis having been sentenced to a term of imprisonment? 

The CHAIR: And if that is the only offence. 

Mr Dawson: I have never heard that. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: The usual disposition would be, I take it, some kind of community-based 
order, in your experience. I know that you are not governing the dispositions, but my take on it 
would be a range of community-based, or type, order to encourage people not to go back to its 
possession and use, followed by perhaps if they are recidivists and not obeying the orders, a fine 
and that level of penalty. 

Mr Dawson: I might, after I respond, invite the committee to ask Mr Budge, because he worked in 
the drug squad some 20-odd years ago. Certainly, in my experience, even many years ago—20 years 
ago—a fine at its best for simple possession would be ordinary run of the mill. I would agree with 
your remarks that a community-based type order would be ordinarily what the courts would 
sentence in terms of a simple possession for an adult. If they are recidivists, depending of course on 
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their criminal antecedents, they may in fact be joined up with other offences, depending on the 
volume of the drug concerned. 

The CHAIR: But of course putting the issue of other offences aside, because they need to be 
prosecuted on their own terms, even if someone is subject to only a fine, they still have a criminal 
record, do they not? 

Mr Dawson: Yes, they do. If they are fined by the court, they are, yes. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: And that can be either paid off or worked off, depending on which course 
one takes. If they do not do that, they can be imprisoned for a small period of time in order to cut 
out the fine. Leaving that aside, for even small amounts of other drugs like methylamphetamine, a 
first offender, or even a couple of offences, with possession only—no suspicion of trafficking and no 
other offences—are they likely to be visited with a term of imprisonment, in your experience? 

Mr Dawson: In my experience, not by imprisonment. I will qualify my earlier response to the Chair. 
Even if a person is fined, the court often imposes, particularly for minor offences, spent convictions 
attached to any other section. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: That was going to be the next question. In terms of technical criminalisation 
of the user, nevertheless there is an awful lot of scope there for intervention and an appreciation of 
the seriousness of possession and use of those drugs, which one would hope would encourage 
people to seek intervention from other sources or indeed medical attention if the danger of that 
drug is reinforced to them—correct? 

Mr Dawson: Yes, as my opening comments reinforced, we support diversion. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: You mentioned that there was a significant apparent success in the 
cannabis diversion program in terms of recidivism for the use of cannabis. Are cannabis possession 
offences commonly the subject of police charges or is it in relation to other offences? How can I put 
it? You have charged someone with something else and you find that they have cannabis in their 
possession. What proportion of those sorts of cases are there as opposed to simply coming across 
someone who happens to have a cannabis cigarette? 

[10.20 am] 

Mr Dawson: I do not have the exact data in front of me, but if the committee seeks it, we can 
certainly provide a greater level of detail on notice about those persons charged. It still remains the 
case that WA police charge more persons with possession of illicit drugs than trafficking. That is 
simply by nature of the volume of people that we come across. We actively target dealers and 
traffickers as our primary target for illicit drugs, but concomitant with the nature of police work, if 
we find people in possession of an illicit drug, clearly, by law, we have to deal with it, either through 
diversion and/or by a simple charge, unless the amount dictates that it is deemed to be a trafficable 
amount. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: By “trafficable amount”, do you mean possession with intent to sell or 
supply deemed by law? 

Mr Dawson: Yes. 

The CHAIR: We can take that question on notice if you like, Commissioner. I have that as A3, so that 
is dealing with the issue of charging persons charged with possession versus something else, but 
also when you find drugs. 

Mr Budge: Many of the charges for small amounts of drugs are ancillary to another investigation 
that is being conducted, so they might be searching a house in regard to a volume crime offence, a 
burglary or a stealing offence and they locate drugs. It will be dealt with generally by prosecution 
with the other offences, so in totality. In regard to the penalties, there are a whole range of 



Alternate Approaches to Reducing Illicit Drug Use and its Effects on the Community — Session One — Monday, 15 April 2019 Page 9 

 

parameters, including who the magistrate is, with respect, in what location they are, and what 
danger they see with the drug that the person is in possession of. It can range, because possession 
could be half a gram of cannabis or one kilo of cannabis, if there is no evidence that the possession 
is for sale or supply. Yes, one kilo would be more than a presumption, but if there is no other 
available evidence, it would not fall within the offence of possession with intent to sell or supply. 
For simple possession, it could be a range of different weights and types of drugs; therefore, the 
outcomes are quite difficult to predict. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: I am interested in the success of the cannabis diversion service. Is success 
limited to only in the offender not having cannabis again rather than not reoffending more 
generally? 

Mr Budge: I am not sure that is the answer that we provided. I think we need to do some more work 
to identify whether the reoffending was just for cannabis or whether it was with other offences as 
well. I think that is some work we would have to do. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: Given the connection between the two and the fact that you are not 
focusing on possession for personal use of cannabis or any other drug necessarily—you are attracted 
by other offending and the drugs are either an adjunct to that, or you come across them at the same 
time, or they may have attracted your attention at the beginning—that seems to be more important 
as to whether there is a connection between that and more substantive offending that is then being 
reduced, rather than people simply saying, “I am not going to take cannabis again, but I will get onto 
something else”, and committing other crimes. 

Mr Dawson: If I could make a comment in relation to that. I am not contesting the observation that 
you are making, but there is very strong evidence that drug users are now what we would term 
“poly-users”. That is borne out by urine analysis at the Perth watch house over some 20 years. We 
have seen that, 20 years ago, just under two out of 10 detainees had methylamphetamine in their 
system, but now around seven out of 10 detainees have meth in their system. When we do the 
urinalysis in conjunction with university researchers and the ACIC or the Australian Institute of 
Criminology, the detainee also has a cocktail of other substances in their system. These are people 
who have just been arrested and are in detention. We also then conduct surveys with them as to 
what other offences they are in custody for. Often it is for acquisitive-type crimes such as stealing, 
burglary or breaches of conditions of orders, for instance. But the point I would reinforce is that very 
rarely do they just have one drug. They will smoke cannabis, use meth, pop pills or they will have 
alcohol in their system as well. 

The CHAIR: Commissioner, I understand that the compulsory meth detox trial is currently before 
government. Are you able to comment on whether the WA police are going to be involved in this 
initiative and also whether it is likely to operate in any regional areas? 

Mr Dawson: Mr Budge sits on the subcommittees dealing with some of those matters. As far as I 
have presently been briefed, unless Mr Budge has other information I do not know of, we are not 
directly involved in the treatment options there. 

Mr Budge: I am on the Methamphetamine Action Plan Taskforce. There are some cabinet-in-
confidence documents at the moment in regard to some proposals, which obviously I am unable to 
discuss. Certainly, we are heavily involved in the initiatives that are taking place at the moment, as 
a result of the meth action plan that was chaired by Ron Alexander. 

The CHAIR: Do you have a view on the value of compulsory detox as opposed to compulsory 
treatment, so being able to take people who are experiencing psychosis, who are quite clearly 
unwell, and being able to compulsorily detox them? 
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Mr Budge: I do not have the statistics on the outcomes of compulsorily doing that. What we do 
know from a policing perspective is that many people who have addictions, particularly to 
methamphetamine, are coming into our custody because of violent psychotic behaviour, and we 
are taking them to hospitals and having them committed to mental health institutions. We are 
seeing that more and more often in our work. 

The CHAIR: Is it your observation that unless there is a clearly diagnosed co-occurring mental health 
matter, perhaps these people are being released too early back into the community? 

Mr Budge: I do not have the evidence to be able to say whether they are or are not being released 
too early. 

Hon SAMANTHA ROWE: My questions are in relation to pill testing, if we are happy to move on to 
that area. Commissioner, do you think that there is some merit in trialling pill testing in WA if it could 
actually save a young person’s life? 

Mr Dawson: No, I do not agree that pill testing is presently worthy of any such trial. I make that 
comment because in the seizures in Western Australia, indeed, across Australia—this has been 
discussed at commissioner conferences that I have attended within the last month—it is the case in 
both WA and in other jurisdictions that the chemical analysis of a single tablet can contain a mix of 
drugs and another material within each individual pill in a single batch. That is because organised 
crime and/or other criminals that are downloading recipes from the internet or are cooking them 
up in a clearly very dirty site are also adding fentanyl, a very dangerous drug, to certain pills as an 
addictive element—for pills that are taken by people at rave parties, for instance. That is borne out 
by very strong evidence again from the USA, who have a lot of experience in the addition of drugs 
such as fentanyl, which is highly addictive, which then gets laced through other pills. So my long 
answer to you is that whether you test a single tablet, you could not know with any certainty 
whether the other 10 tablets in a person’s possession would have the exact same chemical 
composition. You would have to test every single tablet to have any certainty as to the composition 
of each individual tablet. 

Hon SAMANTHA ROWE: Would a young person going to a music festival have more than one tablet 
on them? 

Mr Dawson: Quite often. 

Hon SAMANTHA ROWE: Have you had the opportunity to speak to your counterparts in the ACT on 
how they have found pill testing, and whether or not they think it has worked? 

Mr Dawson: I recently attended a commissioners conference, and I had no information from the 
ACT that provided me with any additional information to support my understanding of whether it is 
a success or otherwise. 

Mr Budge: Could I add, we unequivocally support health professionals providing advice to young 
people at music festivals—unequivocally. The pill testing— 

Hon SAMANTHA ROWE: I am sorry to interrupt you. How do you think that should look at a musical 
festival? 

[10.30 am] 

Mr Budge: I have not researched what it should look like, but certainly from a health perspective, 
yes, we would certainly support health professionals providing advice to young people, who 
sometimes make errors of judgement in regard to drug taking. But I will support the commissioner 
on pill testing. What is the outcome of the test that is not done in a laboratory circumstance? Surely, 
you cannot denote that it is a safe tablet to take, because who knows what undiagnosed medical 
condition a young person may have? Different aspects of the tablet taken by one person could have 
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completely different outcomes for another person. So, it is a very dangerous aspect of pill testing 
that needs to be considered as well: what underlying health issues might a person have. 

Hon AARON STONEHOUSE: It has been put to me that NGOs operating pill testing services at 
festivals are not there necessarily to test the drug to find harmful ingredients in the drugs—for the 
most part, most them do not really contain rat poison; that is mostly an urban myth, so I have been 
told—but it is more that they are able to sit down with a person who may take a party drug and take 
some time with them to talk to them about the effects of the drug, what it might do to them and 
how they can maybe mitigate the risks of taking that drug, tell them how much water they should 
be drinking and things like that. Do you think there is any value in a service like that that sits down 
a young person and can have a frank conversation with them about the substance they are about 
to take and perhaps even talk them out of it? 

Mr Dawson: I would agree with one, the proposition you put, and two, what Mr Budge has already 
outlined. I think any educative, preventive discussion with people attending these sorts of events is 
valuable, but I strongly caution any notion that a pill testing regime will provide a definitive answer 
because of the issues that Mr Budge has already outlined. We do not know the composition of the 
pills, but we also do not know the hygiene, health and disposition of individuals, because drugs can 
affect people in different ways. But we would certainly support any educative, preventive 
intervention at front to warn people of the dangers of it, because they have killed people. 

The CHAIR: WA police did use both the pill disposal bins and also sniffer dogs at the Origin festival 
late last year. What were the results of that operation in terms of the number of pills recovered and 
also the number of arrests of young people? 

Mr Dawson: I do not have that information. Whether we have got that available, I would have to 
take on notice, unless Mr Budge has anything. 

Mr Budge: No, it was prior to my arrival at state crime, so no, I do not have the statistics. 

The CHAIR: Are you happy to take that question on notice? 

Mr Dawson: In terms of the specific drugs seized, look, again, we would have to be cautious about 
how much information we can glean from that, because people are disposing—I am aware of such 
interventions that took place several years ago before I worked in Canberra and whether the drugs, 
what they contained, the tablets, we have to send them all to the chemical centre to get them all 
analysed to have any certainty on whether in fact they are illicit or not, because it is not unknown 
for people to deal in tablets that may not have illicit substances in them. Again, we have to really 
test every pill. I am not trying to be difficult about this. 

The CHAIR: But this is being put forward as a strategy by the WA police and one of the things you 
surely want to know is whether it is having any success. We are seeing over east recent deaths that 
are resulting from people taking tablets where we have got similar strategies in place, so I would 
have thought that would have been the bare minimum of data that would want to be keeping here 
to see whether this is even something we want to continue to pursue. 

Mr Dawson: If I could qualify, my response to you was that, yes, we would take that on notice. 

The CHAIR: Okay, thank you. 

Mr Dawson: I just simply do not have that data with me. 

The CHAIR: That will be question on notice A4. 

Are you aware of any drug-related hospitalisations that arose from Origin Fields? 

Mr Dawson: I do not have that information, but, again, we would be happy to take that on notice. 

The CHAIR: That will be question on notice A5. 
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Mr Dawson: Again, if I could qualify, WA police do not always record hospital admissions. Persons 
may be taken independently without police knowledge, so it may be a matter that health authorities 
to know, because, again, when they triage people, they will not necessarily know, normal police, 
whether they have come from a particular event or not. 

The CHAIR: Of course, it is useful that this data is held holistically, but I imagine the police would be 
particularly interested in that data — 

Mr Dawson: We are very interested. 

The CHAIR: — because that of course would help to inform whatever strategies are going to be the 
most effective. I am sure that we could all agree that deaths are the least desirable outcome of 
whatever it is you pursue. It also has been suggested in the past that the use of sniffer dogs can 
increase risk because it can encourage people to take their drugs all in one go in a bit of a panic. Are 
there any protocols that you have in place in order to deal with this risk? 

Mr Dawson: I am unaware of any specific protocols in dealing with, nor am I aware, necessarily, of 
any persons who in fact have taken large volumes of drugs or pills as a consequence of that. I would 
certainly want to be assisting the committee if, again, we took that on notice, but we do not have 
that information with us. 

The CHAIR: That will be question on notice A6. 

Is it likely that the WA police will be pursuing the use of sniffer dogs ongoing into the future? 

Mr Dawson: Yes, it is, because we use sniffer dogs in a whole range of environments, and they 
include any venue that has crowded places, so will use that outside licensed premises and any other 
events that we deem for intelligence and preventive regions. I would certainly say that that is a 
strategy that we will continue to employ. 

The CHAIR: In that case are you likely to look at developing protocols around that so that you can 
take all measures to ensure that it does not inadvertently resulting overdose by young people? 

Mr Dawson: Again, as with the previous questions the committee has asked, I will try to assist the 
committee as much as I can on what existing protocols we have. 

Mr Budge: Can I clarify that. We are obviously very interested in identifying people who are dealing 
drugs at concerts as well, and festivals, so the use of sniffer dogs does give us an opportunity to 
capture those who are not only using, but more importantly, those who may be taking quantities of 
drugs into the festival to sell inside. 

Mr Dawson: If I could add to that, I am aware from a recent event—I am not certain as I sit here 
now whether it was the Origin event or not—that we did charge several people with quantities of 
quite a number of possessions of pills with intent to sell and supply. 

The CHAIR: What sort of pills primarily? 

Mr Dawson: Again, I do not have that information with me. 

The CHAIR: So, you do not know whether it was MDMA or something else? 

Mr Dawson: My recall was that it was MDMA, otherwise known as ecstasy. 

The CHAIR: Okay. Can I quickly go back to your report. You say the WA Police Force focus remains 
on supply reduction, which of course is your job. 

Mr Dawson: Yes, it is. 

The CHAIR: Can I just ask a little bit more about that. Western Australia, of course, is a massive state 
with a massive border. I am particularly interested in the potential importation of meth on that 
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border. How confident do you feel, commissioner, that you are able to adequately police our 
borders from meth? 

Mr Dawson: I am not confident that we can adequately patrol all our borders. One, it is not a sole 
Western Australian police responsibility. There are national responsibilities that are overseen by the 
office of Home Affairs in Canberra, combined with some defence assets that are at times utilised. 
We have extensive coastline in Western Australia. There is a very great shortage of maritime and 
aviation assets that patrol our borders. I do not want to say too much more publicly, because there 
are other assets that I would rather talk about in camera. But I am openly saying that we have a very 
large coastline. There is not a lot in terms of overt assets that patrol our borders. That is why I think 
we saw Australia’s largest methylamphetamine interdiction in Geraldton in 2017, it was December, 
which had 1.296 tonnes of meth. That was a joint operation between the Australian Federal Police, 
Australian Border Force and Western Australia Police. The statistics over the last few years have 
amply demonstrated, by weight—that is, by volume alone—the mode of entry into Australia, and I 
will include the entire Australian coastline, is dominated by maritime shipments, but there are many 
drugs that can also be trafficked into Australia by parcel post, through the normal postal system and 
by air, and also by people who strap them on their bodies. 

The CHAIR: Of course, meth is the issue that has been repeatedly raised in the course of this inquiry, 
as to be anticipated. Would you say that the majority of meth that is currently being made available 
is arriving as a result of direct smuggling onto our shores, or is it being manufactured here within 
Western Australia? How do you think the majority of meth is making its way within the Western 
Australian context? 

[10.40 am] 

Mr Dawson: The market has shifted, and the committee can certainly see that through some of the 
publicly available reports issue presently by Home Affairs, nationally, and complemented by other 
datasets. Most of the meth is imported from other countries into Australia. That is also 
demonstrated by the vast reduction in the numbers of illicit clandestine drug laboratories. That in 
Western Australia alone is under 20 per annum, whereas we were getting hundreds of them before; 
I think at one point it was over 700 found in a single calendar year. The amount of drugs that are 
cooked, if I can put it that way, in very small inside houses and cars in the bush has reduced 
dramatically. 

The CHAIR: So the majority of it is coming via importation. How do you think the majority of it is 
coming in? Is the majority coming by post? Is the majority coming by boat that is not being 
intercepted because, from what I am hearing, we have inadequate investment by the federal 
government in this area? Please correct me if I am wrong. Could you please give me an indication 
of where you think the majority of it is coming from? 

Mr Dawson: Small amounts—that is, by way of number—are dominated by the parcel post and mail 
system, but very small amounts there. By weight, in terms of methylamphetamine, it is coming in 
by sea. Maritime trafficking dominates the market in terms of the volume that is coming into 
Australia by sea, but that is not to say that dealers, traffickers and users are not procuring it through 
the Dark Net or the internet and are then able to get it parcel posted or in an envelope through the 
postal system. We are working very closely with Australia Post, Australian Border Force, Australian 
Federal Police and other national agencies and, indeed, other state and territory police, but my 
answer to your question is: it is dominated by maritime trafficking. 

The CHAIR: Commissioner, you have just described quite a problem, because we have a massive 
coastline and you are telling me that it is virtually not being policed. 

Mr Dawson: I am saying that I believe the number of maritime assets available should be increased. 
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Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: Just on that subject, why is there a reduction in local production compared 
with a preference for importation? Can we attribute that to any particular strategy that has been 
adopted, or is it simply organised crime pricing the locals out of the market and dominating it, or 
some other reason? We will start with meth first, but I would like to get a take on the other 
significant drugs that are a problem in Western Australia, such as cannabis, heroin, MDMA and the 
like. It would be helpful to get an idea of whether the strategies in respect of each of these particular 
drugs is different. 

Mr Dawson: I will answer you by way of drug type, first. That is probably the easiest way to explain 
it. Methylamphetamine, which remains the illicit drug of most harm to Western Australians, most 
of that is dominated by international drug traffickers targeting Australia, and the methodology I 
have already outlined in my previous responses. MDMA is dominated by the European market, 
which has regularly been the source of the market in bringing MDMA and ecstasy and those types 
of tablets into Australia. There is some local production, but it is dominated by international drug 
trafficking. Cannabis is somewhat different. While there are interdictions of hashish oil and drugs of 
cannabis type that we know have not necessarily been produced locally. Cannabis is different 
because it is easier to grow here, and I think it is also dominated by price and availability. I will talk 
broadly about drugs generally. If we go back to meth, why would someone attempt to manufacture 
it in their home? It is volatile and involves procuring chemicals. We obviously address the precursor 
market and try to interrupt and disrupt that supply of precursors as much as we can. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: There are greater controls now on the selling of chemicals and equipment. 

Mr Dawson: There are greater controls. I think there is a combination of efforts in terms of 
disrupting supply chains, so that is where I think the market has shifted in terms of international 
availability and bringing them into our shores. But there are other diversions that occur and that we 
are monitoring very closely—for instance, fentanyl, which is a common opioid-based 
analgesic/painkiller, and that at times has been a case for over-prescription. We are working with 
medical authorities with regard to that to ensure people are not simply doctor-shopping to go and 
get OxyContin or fentanyl patches. We work with hospital authorities, and Mr Budge can expand on 
the work that WA Police are doing with our hospital authorities with regard to ensuring the security 
of fentanyl patches, for instance. There are myriad strategies and efforts, because the market will 
dictate, and that is really why demand reduction is so critically important. Supply is vitally important 
to continue on a law enforcement effort, but of course as long as there is demand, suppliers will 
come. We very strongly support efforts in terms of reducing demand, because that ultimately—I 
believe strongly—is a joined-up focus that all authorities and government should be concentrating 
on as well. 

Mr Budge: Could I just add to that? The regional environment is challenging for us as well. Currently 
there is civil unrest in Myanmar and there is a lot of methylamphetamine being undertaken in 
Myanmar at the moment. The funding of some rebels is clearly being done through 
methamphetamine production. We are very aware that the purity of methamphetamine at the 
moment, which remains around 70 per cent, is not changing, so it is not being cut in any great 
degree, but the information we have is that there is plenty of methamphetamine flooding the 
market at the moment and the price is getting cheaper. The purity is remaining high, the price is 
getting cheaper, and the availability is still there, which tells us something about how much is being 
produced offshore, which is affecting our market here. With regard to cannabis, we have an ethnic-
based organised crime group. We have already had more than 150 grow houses that we have 
searched and found large amounts of cannabis. We see in recent times that they have moved to 
commercial growing of cannabis. At Gingin recently we found a cannabis plantation with, I think, 
about 6 000 plants. The information we are getting with regard to that is that they are using sales 
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of cannabis to fund methamphetamine importations, so one on top of the other is exacerbating that 
current environment we have here. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: So it is a question of economics, as much as anything else. You mentioned 
tobacco. Educational processes and other things have reduced tobacco consumption, but now we 
are looking at a black market in tobacco because the taxing of it to discourage further purchase has 
been counterproductive. It has made it so expensive that it has made it worthwhile to sell illicitly 
and import illicitly. It sort of reminds me of the days when spirits were so expensive that people had 
backyard stills. 

The CHAIR: How old are you? Sorry! 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: Seriously, in the 60s people did that. But, again, the price of alcohol 
dropped, so it was not worth it. Similarly with methamphetamine, it is not worth trying to do your 
own here, when you can get it so cheaply and of better quality that you can guarantee its value. 

[10.50 am] 

Mr Budge: The manufacturing processors we have raided here over the last 12 or 18 months—I 
think it was 12 or 15—I could describe as principally a box of glassware in a boot. They are not 
commercial productions; they are principally users who are trying to make a little bit of drug for 
their own personal use—so much different than it was many years ago when there was a lot of 
shopping through chemist shops to get the ephedrine and pseudoephedrine to manufacture into 
meth. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: On the subject of the economics of it, though, that is reflected in your 
experience and understanding of what is happening in Colorado as well. There used to be a joke 
going around that said if you think that cannabis is expensive now, just wait until the big drug 
companies get their hands on it. But now it appears that having legalised it, with all the regulatory 
restraints around it that are necessary, including the government trying to obtain fees and charges 
to support the regulatory process, it is still cheaper to do it illegally with a greater profit margin. 

Mr Budge: I think there is a distinction, though, between the medicinal cannabis product and the 
legalised cannabis product. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: You mentioned Colorado; there are other provinces in Canada and other 
states in the United States. Is there anything that can be drawn from there, rather than simply 
Colorado—you have focused on Colorado? 

Mr Dawson: The Drug Enforcement Administration has quite a detailed body of public information 
about the impact of marijuana, as they term it, or cannabis, in relation to states that go way beyond 
Colorado. I think Colorado has been the focus of a lot of attention because it was the first one, and 
so the study there is quite demonstrative. I would reinforce the value of looking at it from all the 
harms elements; so, from public health, organised crime and the societal impact. It is more than just 
about profits of organised crime; the impact on society in terms of hospitals and — 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: I do not deny that, but I am curious as to why you focused on Colorado 
alone. I take it the other data is also consistent with that. 

Mr Dawson: Yes, it is. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: One final question: on page 10 of your submission, second paragraph under 
“c)” there is a rogue “and” at the end. I am not sure whether something has been left off, or it is a 
typographical error? Has something been omitted from the end of the sentence? 

Mr Dawson: That is the second paragraph? I think that “and” needs to be deleted. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: Okay. 
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The CHAIR: Commissioner, we are about to run out of time; I just want to get in some final questions. 
Your submission, of course, mentions that every other Australian jurisdiction has some sort of police 
diversion scheme. Are there any particular elements from these other diversion schemes that you 
think would work well within Western Australia that we should perhaps consider adopting? 

Mr Dawson: I might defer to Mr Budge who is more across it than me, but I do not have that 
information. 

Mr Budge: It is the task that the commissioner has given me, to look across the other jurisdictions 
and, in fact, internationally, to see what other diversion programs there are and what may be 
applicable for our jurisdiction. 

The CHAIR: South Australia has a legislated requirement that officers must divert eligible offenders, 
and this is an area that I am particularly interested in. Do you think that removing discretion would 
lead to increased diversion? 

Mr Budge: I am aware of the South Australian model, which compels police officers to divert, and I 
am certainly going to have discussions around that. 

The CHAIR: One of the concerns that has been raised is that discretion has the potential to lead to 
the underrepresentation of certain groups. Do you have a breakdown of the number of drug 
diversions for 2017–18, for Aboriginal people? I am happy to take that on notice. 

Mr Dawson: I think we had better take that on notice. We will attempt to get that information for 
you. 

The CHAIR: That will be question on notice A7. 

Unfortunately, we have run out of time, so we might have to finish there. I would like to thank you 
both for attending today. Please end the broadcast. 

A transcript of this hearing will be forwarded to you for correction. If you believe that any correction 
should be made because of typographical or transcription errors, please indicate these corrections 
on the transcript, and errors of fact or substance must be corrected in a formal letter to the 
committee. When you receive your transcript of evidence, the committee will also advise you when 
to provide your answers to the questions that have been taken on notice. If you want to provide 
additional information or elaborate on particular points, you may provide supplementary evidence 
for the committee’s consideration when you return your corrected transcript of evidence. I know 
that would certainly be appreciated by the committee. Thank you very much for your attendance 
today. 

Hearing adjourned at 10.54 am 

__________ 


