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Executive summary

This is a review of published and unpublished literature addressng petrol sniffing in Audrdian
Aborigind communities. In this executive summary, the main findings are itemised; however, because
petrol sniffing, when it occurs, is invariably a product of a complex mix of causes and contextud
factors, the findings themsalves should not be consdered in isolation from the broader contextud
factors discussed in the main text.

Features of successful strategies against petrol sniffing

» Successful drategies involve the use of a range of concurrent interventions addressing three
variables labelled by Zinberg (1 979, 1984) as 'drug, s&t and setting. By these Zinberg means: the
pharmacol ogical-toxicologica properties of the substance (drug); the attributes of persons using the
substance, such as personality and physica hedth (set); and aspects of the socid and physica
environment in which consumption occurs (setting).  No intervention dtrategy is likely to andiorate
petrol sniffing and the problems associated with it unless it addresses each of these factors, and the
interrelated effects engendered by them. This does not mean that a Single program must attempt to
bring about change in dl three domains, even if it could do so. However, it does mean that any
intervention drategy, of which particular programs will form a part, must begin by identifying the
factors in each of these domains that shape the usage patterns and conseguences of petrol sniffing in
the community concerned.

* The most successful drategies are initiated by the community, enjoy widespread community
support and involve strong participation of community members.  Interventions proposed by the
community need to complement those undertaken by families, and family actions must be consstent
with community drategies. Deveoping and fostering community coheson and support for
interventions is therefore criticd in any anti-petrol siffing campaign.  Some communities have
requested ongoing support to assist them in deding with petrol sniffing, thus it is important to maintain
the continuity of any intervention.

The context of petral sniffing

* Petrol sniffing is a form of volatile substance misuse (VSM). VSM s practised by a Sgnificant
minority of young people across Audraia and in other countries. It is more prevaent in particular
ethnic and socioeconomic groups. Petrol sniffing has been reported among indigenous populations of
anumber of developed nations.

»  Although petrol sniffing tends to &ttract the most media attention, a range of other forms of drug
use including other VSM s practised by young Aborigind people.  Interventions targeting a
particular substance may have the effect of shifting young people to other forms of drug use.



* A mgority of Aborigind petrol sniffers are maes. Most are between 8 and 30 years of age.
Sniffing is most prevalent among people in their late teens. Older sniffers are more likely to be
chronic users.

*  Because of fluctuations in petrol sniffing and variaions between communitiesit is difficult to draw
conclusions about the prevalence of petrol sniffing. It appears, however, that snce 1994 there
has been areduction in sniffing in some areas where it has been prevadent for along time, athough
some communities gill experience high levels. This has occurred dongside a spreed of petrol
sniffing to new locdlities in Audrdia There dso gppears to have been an increase in VSM in
some urban communities. Interventions should be planned so as to be sendtive to loca seasond
vaiationsin prevaence.

* Ealy intervention againgt petrol sniffing is critical as people are much more likely to stop early in
their 'sniffing career' before the practice becomes entrenched.

A complex range of interrelated causes has been proposed to explain petrol sniffing. These range
from dispossesson and culturd breskdown to individua psycho-socid factors. Boredom is a
magor contributor and any program must offer a counter-attraction to the experience of petrol
sniffing. Poverty as a contributing factor in petrol sniffing warrants more consideration than it has
recaived in the literature.

* Petral sniffing poses a range of problems to sniffers, ther families, communities and to the wider
society.  Among the problems which have been associated with petrol sniffing are: serious hedlth
consequences including desth or long-term brain damage, socia dienation of sniffers, socia disruption,
vanddism and violence, incressed inter-family conflict and reduced morde on communities,
incarceration of sniffers and codts to the hedth system in terms of acute care and providing for the
long-term disabled.

* Families, communities, community organistions and governments (State/Territory and
Commonwesdlth) each have a role in addressing petrol sniffing. Cooperation and consgtent action
between these agenciesis essentia. Within jurisdictions awhole-of-government approach is required.

* Interventions againg petrol sniffing are dl too often spasmodic, congsting of responses when sniffing
peeks rather than implementation of long-term preventetive Strategies.

Primary intervention

» There are many difficulties facing young people growing up on Aborigind communities and a
channelling of adult attention to these issues by communities, agencies and funding bodies may impact
on 'risk’ behaviours including petrol sniffing. Many people have argued that youth worker positions
should be funded in Aborigind communities to provide support and increase the range of activities
available to young people.

* Recregtiond programs have a useful role to play if they: are sengtive to the needs of the community,
provide a range of programs, are genuinely engaging and exciting and provide opportunity for risk-



taking, and indlude activities for girls and young women. Activities should be avallable after hours, on
the weekends and during school holidays. Although sniffers should be encouraged to take part,
programs should be targeted at al young people in the community.

- Appropriate school, employment and training opportunities have the potentid to divert young people

from petrol sniffing.

Education about petrol sniffing is most usefully targeted at the community or select groups within
the community such as parents or professond gaff. Most young people aready know that
sniffing is dangerous and scare tactics are generdly counter-productive. Educationd activities
should seek to promote caring capacities in the community rather then spread darm and
despondency. When education is amed at sniffers it should focus on effects of sniffing which are
likely to be of concern to young people.

Where it has been accompanied by interventions &t the level of set and setting, the substitution of
petrol with Avgas has made an important contribution to the prevention of petrol sniffing in many
communities.

Locking up petrol supplies or adding chemica deterrentsis not generally effective.

The increased use of unleaded petrol has been associated with a Sgnificant reduction in morbidity
and mortdity, but this is not a reason for complacency as the long-term effects of sniffing
unleaded petrol are unknown.

Moving to outgtations has enabled some families to escape problems such as petra siffing
experienced in some large communities.

Secondary intervention

A range of innovative resources drawing on Aborigind tjukurpa and art forms have been
developed to address socid problems including petrol sniffing. (Tjukurpa is aterm that defies
reedy trandation into English; it can refer, depending on context, to dtories, the Law and/or
particular words.) Culturally appropriate evaluation of some of these resources would be useful.

The outcomes of a petrol sniffing drategy initiated n Centra Audrdia in the 1980s (Hedthy
Aborigind Life Team, or HALT) suggest that, in the hands of a skilled counsdlor, orthodox
counsdlling and community development techniques can be effective if used with sengtivity and
respect for Aboriginal perceptions and vaues. However, the HALT approach was not effective
indl communitiesin which it was tried.

Activities generated through another innovative program in Centrd Audrdia - Petrol Link-Up -
point to the value of maintaining an inhalant substance misuse team to provide support to
communities trying to address petrol sniffing, and to act as a conduit for information.



Community warden schemes and night patrols have a useful but limited role to play. They can be
effective in returning sniffers to their families, but if they smply bring pressure to bear on the
families, without any provison being made to assst those families, they are likdly to be ineffectud.
However, if additiond measures are in place these schemes may reduce the level of sniffinginthe
short term and give people in the community a sense that something can be done - and is being
done - about sniffing.

Legd sanctions offer few keys to the petral sniffing problem. Jaling petrol sniffers can certainly
deprive them of access to petrol for a limited period, but offers little progpect of inducing any
longer-term behaviour change.

Rapid community responses to petral sniffing in the form of sending visting sniffers away and
chagtisng young people involved can be effective. However, measures based on shaming,
banishing or odracisng sniffers must be undertaken with extreme caution as they risk further
dienating young people from their families and communities.

Outstation or homeand programs established by family groups to provide care and respite for
petrol sniffers are an important secondary and tertiary response. For many Aborigina people,
outstations provide a response to petrol sniffing which is condstent with cultura vaues and
traditiona’ learning and authority structures.  Young people must be appropriately assessed
before being sent to remote outstation programs.  Outgtation programs must be properly
resourced, with access to telecommunication facilities, medica support and firg aid training, and
must ovide a meaningful program of activities Outstations may assst some young people to
sop sniffing and enforce a bresk from the practice for others but can only be effective in the
longer term if accompanied by changes in the community.

Avalable harm minimisation measures indude discouraging sniffers from sniffing in small spaces or
from large containers, not sniffing from arag or bag and taking care not to ignite petrol. Sniffers
should not be surprised or chased, as this may lead to sudden death. Spraying inhaants directly
into the mouth appears to be the most dangerous form of VSM.

Tertiary intervention

There is some debate as to the efficacy of chelaion thergpy in the trestment of organic lead
poisoning, but as the use of unleaded fuds isincreasing it will have alimited role in the future care
of sniffers.

Airway maintenance is crucid in the care of acutely affected sniffers

There is little available evidence from which to assess the benefits of resdentid rehabilitation for
petrol sniffers. Any further modes developed such as respite or 'sobering-up 'services should be
caefully evduated. Under no circumstances should residentid trestment and rehabilitation
facilities be regarded as an dternative to adequate primary and secondary interventions; a best,
they complement the latter.



Conclusions

Interventions addressing petrol sniffing by young Aborigind people are rardly criticaly evauated.
The sengtive evauation of programs would facilitate a rationa deployment of effort and alocation

of resources.

The mogt effective long-term Strategies againgt petrol sniffing are likely to be those which broadly
improve the hedth and wellbeing of young Aborigind people, their families and communities.
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Strait I1dander Alcohol and Other Drug Projects, developed by the Perth-based National Centre for
Research into the Prevention of Drug Abuse in 1995 (Sputore et ad 1997), proved useful, as did the
Audrdian Drug Foundation library in Mebourne. CD-rom and Internet searches for literature were
aso undertaken.

The review focuses on literature deding specificaly with petrol sniffing; more generd literature on
Indigenous acohol and other drug issues has, in the main, not been included.

The review is divided into two parts. The first part focuses on 'Petrol sniffing as a problem, and
includes chapters on prevaence and patterns of petrol sniffing, both overseas and in Audtrdia, causes
of petrol sniffing, and the large number of problems associated with petrol sniffing. Part Two is
concerned with interventions, and is divided into chapters deding with primary, secondary and tertiary
intervention respectively. These are defined asfollows:
primary intervention: actions taken to prevent the emergence of a problem, and/or to prevent
it from spreading to new areas or groups (e.g. education, subgtitution of petrol with Avgas);

secondary intervention, or early intervention: actions targeted towards a popul ation either
deemed to be at risk, or aready in the early stages of exhibiting a problem, designed to hat
further progress of the problem (e.g. individua and family counsdlling); and tertiary
intervention, or trestment: actions targeted towards persons dready misusing drugs habitualy,
designed to halt further misuse or to rehabilitate (e.g. residentia rehabilitation).

The fina chapter, entitled ‘Learning from the padt’, is an attempt to summarise and integrate the
findings from the previous chapter into a framework which provides a basis for planning interventions.
This framework is taken from the work of Zinberg (1979; 1984), who argues that the manner in which
mind- altering substances are used, and the consequences of those patterns of use, are a product of the
interrelated effects of three sets of factors: pharmacologica properties of the substance concerned,

attributes of individud users, and characterigtics of the environment in which use takes place. (Zinberg
attaches the labels 'drug, set and setting' to the three factors) No single factor, taken by itsdf,

provides an adequate framework for explaining the use and effects of a mind-dtering substance, and
consequently, no single factor condtitutes, by itsdf, an adequate basis for intervention. One mgor

reason why so many petrol sniffing interventionsin the past have had little or no effect isthat they were
focused exclusvely on one of these factors, without consderation being given to interactions with

other factors. for example, exclusive focus on the substance itself (introducing additives to the petrol),
or users (resdentia rehabilitation, life skills training), or the setting (banishment).

In considering intervention options, one quaification should be bornein mind. 'Y oung people who sniff
petrol often use a range of substances, including other volatile substances.” In the main, interventions
that address the issues underlying young people's drug use will have a more profound effect than
attempts to stop them from using a specific substance. Indeed, the most effective measures against
petrol sniffing by young Aborigina people may prove not to be drug related interventions at al, but
other developments which change the mix of economic, culturd and spiritua contents of people's lives
and environments. Brady concludes a mgor study of petrol sniffing by pointing out that members of
Aborigind society, like those of dl societies, need opportunities for meaningful productive activities.



"People abandon their drug use when it begins to interfere with too many other valued aspects of their
lives. If there are no other valued aspectsto life then there is Smply no compulsion to abgtain® (1992,
193). Roper adds that petrol sniffing interventions will not work on their own, but must be
"accompanied by acommitment to achieving socid and hedlth justice for Aborigines from governments
and the Augtrdian people’ (1998). The present review does not venture into these wider fidds, but is
confined to interventions that are more directly concerned with petrol sniffing.



1. Introduction

The purpose of this sudy isto review interventions that have been implemented to combat petrol
sniffing in Aborigind communities, in order to learn from these interventions, and to use these lessons
in the development of more effective policies and programsin the future.

Thereview wasinitialy written in 1989 and updated in 1991 when Dr Peter d’/Abbs was working with
the Drug and Alcohol Bureau of the Northern Territory Depatment of Hedth and Community
Services - subsequently renamed the Alcohol and Other Drugs Program (AODP) of Territory Hedlth
Sarvices (THS). At the time, the review was circulated interndly with a few copies dso being made
available to interested organisations. The review was well received and many people cdled for it to
be made more widdy available; however, it was never published. In 1998 Sarah MacLean, in her
capacity as Senior Policy Advisor with AODP, commenced work on updating the review. With the
establishment of the Centre for Cooperative Research in Aborigind and Tropical Hedth (CRCATH)
in 1997, it was decided to findise the update as a CRCATH project with Peter's and Sarah's time
representing in-kind donations to the CRCATH by ther employers, Menzies School of Hedth
Research and THS respectively. The CRCATH project commenced in November 1998.

In writing this review we have aimed to provide a broad and reasonably detailed overview
of the literature for literate non-specialists. We imagined our readers to be people with
good English skills who are living and working in Aboriginal communities, members of
non-government organisations dealing with petrol sniffing, and policy makers in
governments and funding bodies. While we have spoken with many people involved in the
prevention of petrol sniffing through the process of writing this review, the document is
primarily a review of the literature (published and unpublished) dealing with petrol
sniffing. Two consultations with agencies and individuals dealing with sniffing in Central
Australia have recently been undertaken, and this review does not attempt to duplicate
them (Mosey 1997;' McFarland 1999). Initially it was also planned to produce a shorter
plain-language version for use in communities; however, since this time we have learned
that the Aborigina Alcohol and Drug Council of South Australia has undertaken extensive
research and consultation towards the production of a manual for communities wishing to
address petrol sniffing. A shorter version of our document would duplicate this.

The study does not purport to be a comprehensive overview of ‘the petrol sniffing
problem’; it has little to say, for example, about the origins of petrol sniffing or about
pharmacological aspects of toxicity. For a comprehensive study of the history,
prevalence, impact and social meanings of petrol sniffing in Australia, see Maggie Brady's
Heavy metal: the social meaning of petrol sniffing in Australia (1 992). Part 11 of the
Senate Select Committee on Volatile Substance Fumes report Volatile Substance Abuse
in Australia (Commonwealth of Australia 1985) provides a general overview. Chris
Burns PhD thesis, An End of Petrol Sniffing (1996), held in the Menzies Library at Royal
Darwin Hospital (RDH), deals with a number of issues around eradication of petrol

sniffing at Maningrida, and also contains a useful overview of pharmacologica and clinica



aspects of petrol sniffing. Elizabeth Chalmers' article' Volatile Substance Abuse' (1991)
provides a useful summary of the epidemiology and physiological effects of the practice.
Throughout our own text we give further references to more detailed medical and
pharmacol ogical investigations of petrol sniffing, and to further studies of health effects.

Much of the literature on petrol sniffing is unpublished, and gathering it has proved time
consuming. Despite our efforts, it is likely that we have overlooked some material

(particularly unpublished material produced outside the Northern Territory). A list of

organisations contacted as part of the 'literature search’ isincluded as Appendix Two. The
National Database on Aboriginal and Torres



PART ONE..

PETROL SNIFFING AS A PROBLEM



2. Prevalence and patterns

Interventions to redress socid problems are governed in the first place by the manner in which those
problems are defined: is petrol sniffing primarily ahedth or ‘law and order’ issue? Who definesit as an
issue demanding attention: the families of sniffers, or the loca police officer? Lack of darity asto the
nature, scope and causes underlying petrol sniffing among Aborigind people has helped to foder a
proliferation of intervention approaches, many of them based on hunches or convictions rather than
any coherent theory or moddl. Almost none of them are formaly monitored or evaluated, and only a
few of them - it would appear - are sugtainable and successful in significantly reducing sniffing.

Any assessment of intervention options, therefore, must begin with a clear delinestion of the problem.
How prevadent is petrol sniffing, in Audraia and dsewhere; why do young people sniff petrol; for
whom, and why, is petrol sniffing among Aborigind people a problem; and who is responsible for
addressing it?

2.1 Volatile substance misuse around the world

The inhaation of petrol fumes for their mind-dtering effects belongs to a broader category of activities
known as ‘volatile substance, 'Solvent' or ‘inhaant’ misuse (Commonwedth of Audtrdia 1985, 34).

Assuch, it is neither anew nor a peculiarly Aborigind phenomenon. In generd, volatile solvent misuse
is more prevaent among people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (Dinwiddie 1994) and

problematic petrol inhdation is particularly a problem for indigenous peoplesin Audrdia, Canada and
the USA.

Although the term is frudratingly vague (Beauvais and Oetting 1987; Esmall et d 1997), voldtile
Substance misuse usudly refers to the inhdation of fumes from glues, liquid solvents, petrol and fud
gases, aerosols, nitrites and fire extinguisher propdlants. Of these, inhdation of glues, liquid solvents,
petrol and aerosols is particularly associated with young people, largely because they are chegp and
readily available (Commonwedth of Australia 1985, 4).

Volatile substance misuse is practised by a minority of young people in developed countries. Ramsey
et d (1989) edtimate that between 3.5 per cent and 10 per cent of young people in the United
Kingdom have at least experimented with solvents, and that in 1989, between 0.5 per cent and 1 per
cent of the secondary school population were current users. A 1992 study in Waes found that 12.6
per cent of 15-16 year old boys and 11.2 per cent of girls had used volatile substances (Flanagan and
Ives 1994, 63). It gppears that in the UK there is a higher prevaence of volatile substance misuse
among white people than Asians or Afro-Carribeans (Flanagan and Ives 1994, 63).

US estimates point to a higher rate of usage, and a strong trend to increased prevalence. The Nationd
Inhalant Prevention Codition (nd) reported that in 1997 inhaation of common household products
such as glue and paints had recently moved from being largely confined to Hispanic and Native
American young people to more widespread usage. By the time they are in year eight, dmost onein
five gudents in the US will have experimented with inhdants (May and Dd Vecchio 1997, 6). The



digribution of sniffing in North America has some smilarities with the Audrdian Stugtion. While
Canadian Indians are more likely than the generd population to sniff petrol, some communities
maintain low rates of prevadence (May and Del Vecchio 1997, 7). It has been widdy noted that
African Americans have low rates of inhdant misuse (Dinwiddie 1994).

Beauvais and Trimble clam that there are nearly 20 million people - mostly street children - siffing
inhdants in Central and South America (1997, xi). Hanagan and Ives discuss prevaence of inhdant
use around the developed world, including data from Denmark, the Netherlands, Norway, Brazil,
Japan and New Zealand (1994, 61-2).

Austraian gudies of drug use among school children suggest that the experimentd sniffing of glues,
solvents and aerosols occurs among a sgnificant minority of early adolescents, very few of whom,
however, become chronic users. A 1992 Commonwedth Government study of secondary school
sudents in Victoria and New South Wales found that about one-quarter of secondary students had at
some time deliberately inhaded solvents, with 8 per cent having done 0 in the last month. Other
studies present lower figures (Houghton et d 1998, 200). Nationdly, the proportion of people aged
over 14 years who had ever used inhaants for non-medical purposes was 4.3 per cent in 1993 and
2.3 per cent in 1995 (Minigteria Council on Drug Strategy 1988, 5; Commonwedlth Department of
Hedlth and Family Services 1995, 18).

Both in Audrdia and oversess volatile substance misuse is particularly prevaent within particular
ethnic and low socioeconomic groups of young people. A study of young people at risk of volatile
subgtance misuse in Perth found that young Aborigind people were likely to use inhadants more
intengvely than nontAborigind youth (Rose et d 1992). Although petrol remains the primary form of
volatile substance misuse among young Aborigind people, there are increasing reports of other forms
(particularly glue and aerosol paint sniffing) in urban areas, as well as other drug use.

Petrol sniffing among young people in some remote Audtrdian Aborigind communities, in conjunction
with other manifestations of poor heath and lack of socia opportunities, appears to have more serious
consequences than volatile substance misuse among norAborigina young people. In this respect, it
shares amilar festures with volatile substance misuse among young people of other poor minority
groups, including Pueblo Indians, Canadian Indians, Mexican Americans, Inuit, black South Africans,
Maori, Pacific Idanders and gipsy children in Eastern Europe (Chaudron 1978; Moosa and Loening
1981; Brady 1988; Beauvais and Oetting 1988; Flanagan and Ives 1994).

2.2 Prevaence and patternsin petrol sniffing among Aboriginal people

2.2.1 Gender and age

In generd terms petrol sniffing is marked by a mgority of mae participants, athough this gppears to
be changing dowly. The age of sniffersis aso changing. In the 1980s and early 1990s most people
darted sniffing around the 10-14 year age range, and this group had the highest prevalencerates. This



is now changing as sniffers who started in these years grow older, and in many arees there are fewer
new recruits in the 10-14 year age bracket.

Aborigind petrol sniffers are more commonly male than femae (Brady and Torzillo 1994). In Centrd
Australian remote communities Mosey reported that about a quarter of sniffers were girls (1997, 12);
Similarly, Shaw found that in 1996, 28 per cent of sniffersin the community she sudied were femae,
and that this proportion was increasing (1999, 7).

Most petrol sniffers are between 8 and 30 years of age (Brady and Torzillo 1994). A number of past
reports document sniffing among young Aborigina people aged up to 25 years (Tomlinson 1975;
Craighead 1976; CAAPS 1985; Clark 1984). Freeman (1986), who studied the prevalence of petrol
sniffing in a Centrd Augtraian community, reported that 15 out of 33 youths aged 10- 14 sniffed petrol
(45.5 per cent), compared with 32 out of 41 aged 15-19 (78.0 per cent). Similarly, arecent study of
sniffing in a Centrd Desert community found sniffing to be most prevaent among young men between
15 and 19 years of age (Shaw 1999). Some sniffers are as young as 6 years old (newspaper reports
in McFarland 1999).

In some communities the 'sniffer group' is getting older (Nganampa Hedlth Council 1996), and in
recent years chronic sniffers over 30 years of age have been reported (Shaw 1999).

2.2.2'Occasiona’ and 'chronic' sniffing

‘Occasiond’ and ‘chronic' are terms used to differentiate infrequent and less intensive petrol misuse
from long-term and more problematic petrol sniffing. The term 'socid sniffer' has aso been used to
describe those who sniff sporadicaly, sometimes over long periods of time (Mosey 1997). This
latter category includes 'experimenters and 'intermittent' or 'recregtiona’ users. An dterndive
typology of ‘'experimentd’, 'recregtiona’ and ‘habitud’ sniffers has dso been used (Langa in
Sandover et d 1997). Among urban young people volatile substance misuse gppears to involve a
relatively large number of experimenta users and a very smdl number of chronic users.  In
Aborigind communities, however, the sniffing population often contains a relaively high proportion
of chronic sniffers, particularly among older age groups, athough the proportion so labelled depends
in part upon one's definition of a chronic sniffer.

Freeman (1986) relied in his Centrd Audtralian study on assessments by four Aborigind people from
different family groups in the community. They designated those who were nearly dways seen with a
can of petrol in hand or under their nose as chronic sniffers. Significantly, al four reportersidentified
the same chronic sniffers. Out of 105 residents aged 10-24 years, 56 were identified as sniffers, 30
of them (53.6 per cent) as chronic sniffers: the latter figure represented 28.6 per cent of the total
youth population.  The proportion of chronic users was smilar anong both mae and femae petrol
sniffers, and rose as age increased, from 53.3 per cent of 10-14 year old sniffersto 66.7 per cent of
sniffers aged 20-24 years.

Hayward and Kickett (1988), in their survey of Aborigind school children from seven Western
Desart communities in Western Audtrdia, defined chronic sniffers as those who admitted to having
sniffed petrol within the past week or the past month. Thirteen of the 3 2 sniffers identified, or 40.6
per cent, were 'chronic' sniffers.



Roper and Shaw (1996) found strong agreement within communities over who was a chronic and
who was an occasond petrol sniffer. In alater sudy of a sniffing population in a Central Desert
community, Shaw categorised 16 per cent as chronic, 28 per cent as regular and 56 per cent as
occasond. Chronic sniffers were more likely to be older, most of them between 20 and 29 years
(1999, 4).

A digturbing finding from this study was that more than two-thirds of occasiond sniffers aged between
15 and 19 years of age were likely to become regular or chronic sniffers as they got older (Shaw
1999, 7). Sigter Janette Berthelson, anurse at Alice Springs Hospital, estimates that after five years of
chronic petrol misuse a person is likely to have sustained neurological damage to the point thet their
ability to communicate with othersis severely impaired (in McFarland 1999).

Thereis generd agreement in the literature that the people who are the hardest to help stop sniffing are
chronic sniffers. Shaw observed that among the sniffers and ex-sniffers she sudied, only onein five
had given up over the past five years (Shaw 1999, 15). Of those who had given up, two-thirds had
been sniffing only occasondly. Thisisacritical point for those planning interventions: it is much esser
to help people to stop sniffing if the practice has not yet become entrenched. By the time someone
has become a chronic sniffer, the likelihood of their sopping is substantially reduced.

2.2.3 Digribution and trends

Edtimates of numbers of petrol sniffers are notorioudy imprecise and often conflict with one another.
This is partly because in some communities sniffing is a semi-clandestine activity carried out a night,
and aso because in most communities where it occurs, its prevaence fluctuates widdly even within a
period of afew weeks. In some places the problem becomes quiescent for periods of time, perhaps
with asmadl group of chronic sniffers maintaining their habit in an dmogt invisble way, and then will re-
emerge, often as aresult of movements of young people and their families between communities.

Petrol sniffing occurs in some Aborigind communities and not in others. Brady (1988), using
Department of Aborigind Affairs 'community profiles, reported petrol sniffing in 1985 as being
present in 29 Aborigind communities in the Northern Territory, and 26 communities in other Sates.
According to Brady (1989b), petrol sniffing was not a problem in the Kimberleys or the Pilbara region
of Western Audirdia, or in the Barkly Tabldands, Northern Territory. It occurred mainly in Arnhem
Land, and in Centrd Audtrdia among desert Aborigines, and had aso been reported in the Riverina
region of New South Wales.

In 1994 Brady and Torzillo argued that petrol sniffing patterns had changed:

it gppears that the intengity of sniffing hasincreased over the 20 years, with more users sniffing
over longer periods, which has resulted in an increase in reported morbidity and mortaity from
the 1980s onward (Brady and Torzillo 1994, 176).

Because of the fluctuations in the prevaence of petrol sniffing, and variation between communities, it is
extremdy difficult to draw conclusions about whether it isincreasing. It appears, however, that there
has been a further shift in patterns and prevaence of petrol sniffing since 1994. This has been
asociated with the introduction of Avgas in conjunction with a range of community-based



interventions such as outdtation programs.  Maningrida, in Arnhem Land (NT), had a long and
established history of petrol sniffing but has now managed to stop the practice (Burns et d 1995h).
Ancther community, Yuendumu in Centrd Audrdia, substantially reduced it for periods of time
(Stojanovski 1999). There are now fewer sniffers in the Anangu Fitjantjatjara Lands (Roper and
Shaw 1996 - see discussion in this chapter). In one Centra Desert community where prevalence data
is available, sniffing has reduced and is dso less intensve, dthough the practice remains entrenched
(Shaw 1999).

However, some communities which had previoudy been free of petrol sniffing are now reporting the
practice. Petrol sniffing has been reported in some communities in the Katherine region of the
Northern Territory, Cape York in Queendand, south-west Queendand, western New South Wales
and northern Victoria (Garrow 199 7;" Commonwedth Department of Health and Family Services
1998, viii). In town camps around Alice Springs (and aso in some other urban centres) there has
been a marked increase in volatile substance misuse (Joanne Townsend, pers comm). In Alice
Sorings this generdly takes the form of paint sniffing but petrol sniffing is adso reported. In some
Northern Territory communities with a long history of petrol sniffing the practice has intensfied snce
1997 (Anne Mosey, pers comm).

Overdl it gopears that Snce 1994 there has been a reduction in intengty of sniffing in some of the
areas where it has been prevaent for a long time, particularly in Centrd Audrdia, athough some
communities gill experience high levels. This has occurred dongside a spread of Aborigind volatile
substance misuse to new locdities in Audrdia, presenting a new and frightening problem for families
and workers in these communities. There aso gppears to have been an increase in prevaence within
some urban communities.

These shiftsin prevaence form the context in which research conducted at various times has occurred,
and are likely to have shaped observers conclusons. For example, some observers of petrol sniffing
in the Fitjantjatjara Lands in the 1980s were describing what they saw as a growing, epidemic-like
problem. When consdering these reports retrospectively, as we do in this review, it is important to
try, wherever possible, to keep the contemporary context in mind.

In 1992 Brady estimated that there were between 600 and 1000 habitua petrol sniffers in Western
Ausdraia, South Audralia and the Northern Territory. This congtituted 23 per cent of the total

Aborigina population between 10 and 24 years of age in these jurisdictions (1992, 7). A census of
petrol sniffersin the Central Audtralian region of the Northern Territory was undertaken in May 1997.
A total of 140 petrol sniffers were reported in 10 remote communities, with ages ranging from 8 to
thirty. In April 1997, 60 people were reported to be sniffing inhaants (mostly aerosol paints) in Alice
Springs, with some (disputed) evidence that this number had dropped to 20 by August (Mosey 1997,
12). Mosey points out that athough numbers of sniffers are rdatively smal, they have an effect on
community life far beyond their numbers (1999, 12). Durnan (1999, 1) reports that in the Northern
Territory section of Central Audraia sniffing is heavily concentrated in the areas bordering Western
Audrdia and South Audrdia. A conference held to discuss petrol sniffing in 1999 identified Alice
Springs as the place with the most serious current petrol sniffing problem in the Northern Territory
(NPY Women's Council 1999b).



The experience of the Anangu Pitjantjatjara provides an example of trendsin petrol sniffing. The 1986
South Austraian Aborigina Customary Law Committee estimated that there were 254 sniffers on the
Anangu Pitjantjatjara Lands (Roper and Shaw 1996, 15). Roper and Shaw cdculate that this
condituted at least 10 per cent of the tota population of the lands. Petrol sniffing declined in
prevaence in the Anangu Ritjantjatjara Lands with the introduction of Avgas as a replacement for
petrol, which occurred in late 1994. By 1996 the petrol sniffing population had dropped to 85, or 3.6
per cent of the population. Moving On (Roper and Shaw 1996) found this population to be
characterised by chronic long-term sniffing, with around 60 chronic sniffers. There are now fewer
sniffers in the 10-14 year age group and more aged 25-29 years than in 1984 (Nganampa Hedth
Council 1996, 16-17). Numbers of sniffers have remained lower than before the introduction of
Avgas (Roper 1998); however, it remains a sgnificant problem Anangu Fitjantjatjara communities,
particularly those located close to petrol supplies!

Interventions should be planned so that they are able to be implemented at times of the year when
sniffing is mog likely to occur. Waves of petrol sniffing in the Top End of the Northern Territory
usualy coincide with the wet season (November to March). Thisis due to markedly reduced mobility
and an increase in community populations when people from outstations move back for the wet
season and young people atending boarding schools return home for the long holiday break. At the
same time, local schools are dso closed and there are few recrestiona and other activities available
(Garrow 1997). During the 1997 wet season, four Top End communities reported petrol sniffing with
atota of 30-40 young people involved. Severd other communities had a smdl number of chronic
sniffers but did not report new recruits to the practice (Garrow 1997, 3).

In Centra Audraia, outbresks of sniffing are usualy associated with gatherings for ceremony or
football, and with school bresks (Durnan 1999, 1). In one Central Desert community, however,
sniffing does not seem to be related to seasons or yearly events (Shaw 1999, 7). 1996 saw a dramatic
increase in sniffing in this community, attributable to a large group of boys with family ties to influentid
sniffers turning 15 and then leaving school with little eseto do. These boysin turn encouraged or even
srongly pressured others to sniff to the point where 84 per cent of boys and 32 per cent of girls
between 15 and 19 years of age were sniffing, a clear mgority of young people in that age group
(Shaw 1999, 13).

Petrol sniffing tends to attract media interest, even though other substances such as dcohol are dso
used extensvely. It dso often occurs dong with other forms of drug use. Marijuanais reported to be
becoming more widely used by young people than petral in the Top End of the Northern Territory
(Garrow 1997), and in Alice Springs inhaation of other volatile substances aso occurs.



3. Causes

Interventions addressing petrol sniffing are informed by beliefs about its causes. For ingtance, if
boredom is seen to be the problem, recreationa programs might be developed. If petrol sniffing is
considered to be a disease or illness, a treetment program is the logica response. This section looks
a some explanations for petrol sniffing and the solutions which they generate,

North American sudies paint a grim picture of inhdant users, finding inhalant misuse to be a marker
for other kinds of risk. Inhaant misusers are more likely to come from families of low socioeconomic
gtatus and with serious dysfunction and discord. Siblings and parents are likely to be problem users of
acohal, as are inhaant wsers themsdves. Inhdant users are dso often poly-drug users, likely to be
involved in crime and other delinquent behaviour and to spend time with an inhaant-using peer group.
They tend to have a poor record of school attendance, a low level of educationd achievement, and
are more likely to experience psychiatric dysfunction (depresson and suiciddity) and difficulty in
interpersona relations (Howard and Jensen 1999; May and Del Vecchio 1997; McGarvey et d

1996; Dinwiddie 1994; Mackesy-Amiti and Fendrich 1999).

The most common explanation for substance misuse in Audraian Aborigind communities is thet it is
an illness or addiction which occurs as a consequence of the culturd disruption (particularly to family
structures) caused by colonisation and dispossession (Brady 1995c¢, 1494). For instance, Divakaran
Brown and Minutjukur (1993) argue that petrol sniffing must be seen as part of a process of socia

deterioration. In this analys's petrol sniffing is a maady which besets londy young people who have
experienced family breskdown or lost important care givers. The late Barry Cook from Intj artnama
supported this view:

I've had tears in my eyes speaking to sniffers aged seven to 25 years, asking them why they're
doing this dangerous thing and every single one says "because no one cares, or gives a damn
about us'. We say "look Elva and 1 care about you", but that's not what they're after. They
want mum and dad and grandma and grandad back. That's who they want (in McBeath 1997).

Smilarly pantings by Aborigind artists associated with the Hedthy Aborigind Life Team (HALT)
attribute petrol sniffing to contact with Europeans and adoption of aspects of European lifestyle and
subsequent poor parental care for young people. Andrew Spencer Japaljarri's paintings about petrol
sniffing show how the practice gains a foothold where families are not strong enough to resst it:

In some aress there are no sniffers because they've got a strong community and they have
helpers. Where the red dots are (signifying petrol sniffing), that's where they've got week
communities, but people can stop the petrol sniffing there through family control (Spencer
Japaljarri 1990, 85).

Eastwdl (1979) has argued that petrol sniffing is a phenomenon of large settlements in which different
clan-language groups live in unaccustomed mutua proximity, and in which traditiona patterns of socid
order are threatened. He found that in two Arnhem Land communities, sniffing occurred most



frequently among clan-language groups thet had not established outstations, and that were socidly
deprived in other respects. Elsegood (nd), however, has cast doubt on this thesis, and Brady (1985)
points out that in severa settings where petrol sniffing is a problem, no such association exists. Burns
argues that the causes of petrol sniffing at Maningrida included conflicts between the landowners and
other groups living in the community, government domination of community affairs, and the socid and
cultural didocation experienced by people (Burns 1996, 234). Common to al of these viewsis atacit
recognition of an important characteristic of contemporary Aborigind communities: most of them are
products not of Indigenous socid organisation and settlement patterns, but rather of colonising
agencies, whether governments, missons or pastord interests.

Some researchers believe that where parents are unavailable due to acohol, cards, or culturd or
community business, young people are more likely to misuse petrol or other substances. Craighead
(1976), writing about petrol sniffers from an idand community off the Amhem Land coast, reported
that sniffers believed that they were not being looked after properly at home and thet their parents did
not seem to care about them. Wright (1998) asserts that sexud abuse and family violence are
contributing factors in some instances and McFarland (1999) notes that young people have been
reported to have been sniffing petrol to block hunger pains.

Odand (1998) found that sniffers tended to be isolated from other young people in the community.
Many sniffers in the communities she worked with came from families which had experienced a
breakdown of traditiond roles and responsihilities and/or lacked power and status in the community,
and some sniffers had no parents dive. The petrol sniffing group can come to replace family for young
people involved (1998, 25). Others have referred to sniffers as the 'street kids of their communities
(Stojanovski 1999, 7). Stojanovski lists peer group pressure, experimentation, boredom, neglect,
loneliness, hunger and sadness as reasons for petrol sniffing a Y uendumu (1999, 7).

There appears to be an association, both in Australia and overseas, between alcohol dependence of
family members and petrol sniffing by yung people (San Roque et a 1999, 20; Caputo 1997).

Roger Siggton, coordinator of an agency running a rehabilitation program for tribaly oriented
Aboriginal substance abusers, tegtified to the Senate Select Committee on Volatile Substance Fumes
in 1985 that in about 80 per cent of petrol sniffing cases, the young people concerned came from
families characterised by socid and culturd breskdown, usudly associated with acohol misuse.

Centrd Audrdian Aborigind Congress (1997b) argues that helping parents control their acohol
consumption isacritica means of intervening in their children's petrol sniffing.

Brady (1992) proposes a rather different gpproach to explaining petrol sniffing. She argues that the
'disease’ and 'sociopoalitical' models characterise petrol sniffers as victims and thereby congtruct them
as powerless to control their drug use. She proposes that such explanations for sniffing have been
given far more attention than factors related to the "individud's motivation and perceptions’ (1992,
69), and that what is termed 'loss of culturédoes not aways cause young people to misuse drugs
(1995c, 1491). She writes that petrol sniffing is prevalent in some of the most 'tradition-oriented'
communities on Aborigind owned land and often absent in communities with along association with
the pastord industry, and that some sniffers come from families which provide them with good care
(1992, 20; 1995c, 1491). Brady suggests that the role of peer groups and individua psycho-socid
issues in petrol sniffing have been under-investigated.



Brady considers sniffing to be a means for young people to express power over their bodies - one of
the few forms of authority available to many Aborigind young people. One interesting finding of
Brady's work is that some sniffers are motivated by a desire to do this through becoming thin (which
occurs as a result of petrol sniffing inhibiting appetite) (1992, 78-82). Petrol sniffing cultures and
young people's explanations for petrol sniffing are,congdered in detal in her book Heavy Metd
(1992), but the following is centra to her argument:

Many of my informants argued that the young were neither unloved nor neglected, and perhaps
it is time to deflect the focus in the andyss of Aborigind drug use from a preoccupation with
pathogenesis. Aborigina society in these regions is not sick, but is engaged in a process of
reworking itself and its values (1992, 97).

Willie Kaika, an Anangu hedth worker with petrol sniffers, points to this process of adaptation and
change in the 1993 Nganampa Health Council Annua Report:

Wha 1 am trying to do is work out with sniffers, what might be the best thing for the future.
Then maybe we will be able to get over this problem sooner (Nganampa Health Council 1993,
30).

The exigence of large peer groups is clearly important in the maintenance of petrol sniffing: "in large
modern settlements, children have been able to generate a life to a large extent independent of the
dictates of tradition” (David Hope in Rowse 1996, 61). Solvent use, whether by Aborigina or nor+
Aborigind young people, is generdly a socid activity and undertaken within peer groups (Brady 1992;
Carroll et a 1998). Interviews with sniffers and ex-sniffers a Maningrida revealed that peer pressure
was the most frequently given reason that people had begun petrol sniffing (Burns et d 1995, 165).

Volatile substance misuse can function as away of making a srong statement about oneself. A study
of current, ex- and non-volatile solvent usersin Perth (only aminority of whom were Aborigind) found
that volatile substance users both had and wanted a more "norconforming reputation” than non-users
(but not ex-users) (Houghton et a 1998, 205). The study found aso that peer groups of volatile
substance users are able to lend members a strong sense of identity: "adolescents are using specific
substances, such as voldtile solvents, as a means to attain an ided reputation, one which alows them
to both achieve and experience success' (Houghton et a 1988, 208). Although solvent users
generdly have a poor sdf-image, within peer groups of solvent users, chronic users have the highest
gatus (Carroll et d 1998). Within some socia groups, volatile substance misuse has come to be
considered quite rorma (Caputo 1993, 1028). These findings corroborate Brady's suggestion that
petrol sniffing in Aborigind communities provides a means of making a strong statement about both
one's autonomy and membership of a peer group - often one that is gppositiond to the mainstream (1
992). Brady dso found that people would stop sniffing after amgor life change affecting their identity:
such as getting married, having achild or becoming Chrigtian (1992, 95).

Boredom and the lack of employment and other life options on remote communities provide a very
compeling explanation for petrol sniffing. The Nationa Aborigind Hedth Strategy says of petrol



sniffing that "the problem basically stlems from a complete sense of frustration and boredom” (Nationdl
Aborigina Hedth Strategy Working Party 1989). A report on a project a Mimili which aimed to
address petrol sniffing though development of preventative activities sates that young people sniff
petrol chiefly due to boredom and loneliness (Almeida 1995).

Particularly intriguing is Brady's observation (noted above) that petrol sniffing is rare in Aborigind
communities which have an higtorica association with the pastord industry (1992, 183-90; 1993,
S58). She dtributes the relationship to the traditions of "meaningful productive activity” (as digtinct
from work per se, which is not aways percelved as either meaningful or productive). Aboriginad
families associated with the pastord industry were able to interndise some European vaues, maintain
sdf-esteem, and a the same time maintain their own cultural practices (Brady 1993, S59),

Of course, one mgor reason that young people, Aborigind and non-Aborigind, use drugs is because
it is excting. Petrol sniffing produces hdlucinations that can be both frightening and entertaining
(Dunlop 1998). Marcia Langton makes this point in an interview:

Theres no smple solution... If you look a why white kids do heroin, or coke or ecstasy, it's not
necessarily because they're powerless. Some of them are quite powerful. So why do they do
it? For pleasure. 1 think that fundamenta factor isignored in much of the discusson on acohol
and substance misuse (in Colligne 1991, 22)

Langton goes on to recommend that young people on communities be provided with other, more
hedth promoting, opportunities for entertainment. In our view, (pleasuréseems to be a more likely
explanation for experimenta and occasona use of petrol than for long-term chronic use to the
excluson of other activities - the propensity of drugs to block out redity is a more likely explanaion
here. The problem of developing activities which provide enough excitement to compete with petrol
sniffing is, however, avery red one'

Clearly, the causes of petrol sniffing are not only many, but aso relate to each other in complex ways.
Aswith other drug use, young people use experimentaly and chronicaly for very different reasons. It
is not easy to trace the causd theme of a sngle factor, such as higtorical dispossesson or
contemporary poverty. Furthermore, any analyss of causes of petrol sniffing will reflect the particular
belief system ( ‘traditiond’, scientific etc) of the person making it (Dunlop 1988, 86). In our view, the
presence of petrol sniffing in indigenous communities of a number of developed nations suggests that
socid didocation and acculturation and the suffering that these have brought are critica to the
production of an environment in which petral sniffing is attractive to young people. Communities do
not need to be dispossessed of their land or forget traditiona practices for their youth to be profoundly
affected by colonisation and western ‘youth' cultures, ideas and commodities. Petrol sniffing (or

membership of the petrol sniffing group) appears to offer young people some kind of identity, abeit a
negative one, amidst the massve change experienced by Aborigind communities. Furthermore, the
socioeconomic poverty experienced by Aborigina people and communities has a profound effect on
life opportunities, morale and hedth. Mogt people do not sniff petrol if they can access other

subgtances. While poverty is unlikely to condtitute a sole cause for sniffing, it warrants more attention
than it has received in the literature, especidly as options that address boredom and lack of life
opportunities, such as recreational, educational and training programs, have, as we shdl show, proved
effective in some instances.






4. Problems associated with petrol sniffing

In identifying problems associated with a particular form of substance misuse, it is useful to diginguish
between problems experienced by the users themselves and problems experienced by ther families,
the loca community and the wider society of which they are part. These problems, as reported in the
literature, are discussed in the following section. Table 1 provides a summary of reported problems.

The table demondrates that there is no such thing as a single, homogenous 'petrol sniffing problem’
agang which any sngle intervention program cn hope to succeed. The table should also be read
with two qudifications in mind. Firdly, the problems identified are not universd; thet is, they are not
reported as being experienced by dl sniffers, dl families of sniffers, or dl communities. Secondly, no
implications of causality should be read into the table. The problems identified have been associated
with sniffing, not necessarily directly atributed to it. For example, it is not a al clear from the
literature whether the dienation from families widdy associaied with sniffing is purdy a result of

sniffing, or whether it might not in some cases have been afactor leading to sniffing.



Table 1: Key problems associated with petrol sniffing

Those experiencing the problem

Problems

Petrol sniffers

e intoxication, auditory and visual hallucination,
irrationality, aggression, disinhibition, confusion,
incoordination, headaches, poor memory, slurred
speech, vomiting, headache, fits

e psychological addiction

*  burns, severe pneumonia, increased incidence
of STDs

e (chronic sniffers) cerebellar ataxia, grand mal
epilepsy, encephal opathy, persistent psychosis,
chronic disability including mental impairment, low
body weight, hospitalisation

e possible effects on unborn children caused by
sniffing during pregnancy

e poor school attendance and performance

» loss of opportunity to learn cultural knowledge
« dienation from family support

»  ostracism from non-sniffing peers, kin, other
families

» increased likelihood of involvement with the
criminal justice system

e death

Sniffersfamilies

-loss of control over sniffers, and associated shame
-grief and hardship due to caring for long-term
disabled
fear of violenceif they intervene to stop sniffing

Local community

-intensification of inter-familial fighting through
blaming
-damage to property and other vandalism
-flouting of Aboriginal, and non-Aborigina
authority, and associated social disruption
-adverse effects on morale and turnover among
non-Aboriginal staff
loss, temporarily or permanently, of a proportion of
the community's young people

Wider society

-demands on hospital-based and other health
resources, including aerial medical evacuations
-long-term health care for those disabled through
petrol sniffing
demands on criminal justice system, arising out of
sniffing related crime




4.1 Problems experienced by petrol sniffers

Cadlas Tapau, aresident of a community that has experienced petrol sniffing, describes the effects as
follows
Because of petrol sniffing there are many problems in our community. We are losing our kids
through petrol sniffing... When people sniff petrol in samadl amounts they fed excited and happy,
but it damages your brain and parts of your body quickly.

The poisons in the petrol make it hard for the person to breathe and their heart stops working.
It even gives them bad stomach pain and dso headaches. Ther eyes get watery o that they
cant see properly and dso they get dizzy and fed hot from the sunlight. When they sniff, it
damages a person very quickly.

When people first sniff petrol they sart to act differently, become noiser, they tak alot and
they fight. They think they see redlly good things, but their thoughts get mixed up and they don't
know where they are. They don't see things clearly and can hear aringing noise in ther ears.
The skin of petrol snifferslooks very pade. When they get a cut they don't fed any pain. Thisis
dangerous because they don't fed anything and can lose alot of blood. They can become very
mixed up, stupid and very deepy if they sniff too much (Tapau 1999).

There are two mgor syndromes associated with petrol sniffing9 (Eastwell 1985, 1064; Burns and
Currie 1995, 197-8). The first comprises the acute Sde effects brought about as a result of the
volatile hydrocarbons present in both leaded and unleaded petrol (hydrocarbons and tetragthyl lead
are both intoxicants). Petrol inhdation causes an initid depresson of the centrd nervous system.
Intoxication is rapid: 15 to 20 quick breasths can produce intoxication lasting three to sx hours
(Chdmers 1991, 271). Initid intoxication is not unlike that brought on by dcohol consumption, with
confused date, disnhibited behaviour and mild anaesthesa.  Sniffers report euphoria, giddiness,
increased libido, numbness, incoordinaion, aggresson, irrationdity, hunger, enhanced sengtivity
towards light and sound, and aurd and visud halucinations (Goodheart and Dunne 1994, 180;
Chdmers 1991, 27 1, MacGregor 1997; Burns et d 1995a). Intoxicated sniffers may dso
experience vomiting, ataxia and convulsions and become unconscious (Goodheart and Dunne 1994,
180). Some sniffers have a later amnesa for the period of time that they were intoxicated
(MacGregor 1997). Intoxicated sniffers have suffered a range of traumatic injuries and burns through
accidents where petrol has ignited.

Although these acute effects (other than burns and injuries) are normdly resolved within a day or two
of cessation of sniffing, the phenomenon known as 'sudden sniffing death’ can occur, and has
occurred, as part of this syndrome. Volatile substances may sendtise the heart to the point that
sudden exercise or darm may cause a fata heart attack. Other causes of sudden degath include
respiratory depresson, aspiration asphyxiation (suffocation on vomit) and anoxia (blocking of the
oxygen supply) (Adgey et d 1995; Advisory Council ' on the Misuse of Drugs 1995). Fued gas
(butane) and aerosol propelants are particularly associated with sudden death as they can stop the
heart through stimulating the vagd nerve (Dinwiddie 1994, 928). Adgey et d report that about 60 per
cent of deaths due to inhdant misuse in their sample were due to inhdation of fud gases (1995).
Currie et d (1994) suggest, however, that sudden degth is less common as a result of petrol sniffing
than from other inhadant misuse. Of 70 encephaopathic petrol sniffers evacuated to Royd Darwin
Hospital, the subsequent seven deaths reported by Currie et d (1994) were all related to septic



complications, most commonly aspiration pneumonia.  The risks associated with inhding fuel gases
sgnd potentia problems when young Aborigina people trandfer to other forms of volatile substance
misuse.

The second and most serious syndrome is the result of organic tetraethyl lead contained in leaded
petrol being absorbed into the body, where it can be stored for long periods, causing particular injury
to the brain (Bums and Curric 1995, 198). There is some dispute about the relative roles of lead and
hydrocarbons in causing this damage (Tenenbein, 1997), but current evidence is that neurologica
damage is less prevdent among those using unleaded petrol (Burns and Currie 1995; Burns et d
1995¢c; Maruff et d 1998)." The most severe form of the syndrome is caled 'petrol sniffers
encephaopathy’, which usudly appears to corrdate with heavy sniffing of leaded petrol over a
prolonged period (at least months) (Burns et d 1995c).

Survivors of acute encephaopathy often suffer permanent neurological effects and menta impairment
(Brady 1989c). Long-term effects are described in Burns and Currie (1995) as "behaviourd
changes, movement disorders (resting and action tremor, myoclonus, chorea and ataxia) as well as
pyramidd sgns and convulsons.” Other symptoms described in the literature include: dementia,
persstent organic psychos's, nutritiona disturbances, anaemia, peripheral nerve damage, cardiac and
liver problems and possibly leukaemia and other cancers (Chalmers 199 1; Tenenbein 199 7; Adgey
et a 1995; Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs 1995). Tenenbein suggests that persistent
organic psychosis is associated with long-term leeded gasoline inhadation, but not with other volatile
substance misuse (1997, 218).

Maruff et d (1998, 1903) found the following cognitive and neurological anormdities in current
sniffers without acute toxic encephaopathy: "higher rates of abnormd tandem gait, rgpid dternating
hand movements, finger to nose movements, posturd tremor, bilatera pamomentd reflexes and brisk
deep reflexes. Cognitive defects occurred in the areas of visud attention, visua recognition, memory
and visua paired associate learning”.  Ex-petrol sniffers showed higher rates of "abnorma tandem gait”
(difficulty with walking) and "bilaterd pamomentd reflexes’ (presence of abnormd reflexes) aswell as
"cognitive deficits in the areas of visud recognition memory and pattern-location paired associate
learning” (1998, 1903).

As the neurologica damage caused by petrol sniffing is cumulative, chronic sniffers are more likely to
sugtain permanent brain injury or to die as aresult of this activity than infrequent sniffers. Burns found
that "the years spent petrol sniffing and duration of exposure to leaded petrol were both strongly
predictive of neurocognitive outcomes' (1996, 228). Maruff et a (1998) found that blood lead levels
and length of time sniffing corrdaed with the degree of neurologicd and cognitive impairment
experienced by sniffers.  They conclude that with abstinence from sniffing petrol, the severity of
abnormalities is reduced and some degree of neurologica and cognitive recovery is possble (Maruff
et a 1998; Tenenbein 1997).

The degree to which intermittent sniffing over prolonged periods leads to long-term consequences is
not clear from existing research. Recent tudies of children exposed to lead indicate that blood lead
levels well below standards considered acceptable by authorities in Audtrdia and the United States



can affect cognitive development and behaviour in young children (cited in Goodheart and Dunne
1994, 181).

Audrdian literature suggests that petrol sniffing is not physicaly addictive, dthough it may lead to
psychological dependence (Chalmers 1991, 269; Stojanovski in McFarland 1999, 3 1). However,
two overseas dudies of volatile substance misusers found strong evidence of tolerance and a
‘withdrawa syndrome' of 25 days (cited in Dinwiddie 1994). One study dedt with toluene and
butane users, and the other with inhdation of organic solvents. Dinwiddie acknowledges that
polysubstance use makes it difficult to draw firm conclusions as to the pharmacologicd cause of this
syndrome (1994, 927). Further investigations into whether petrol sniffers experience withdrawa may
be useful; however, it would appear lkely that factors other than physica dependence play a far
gregter role in maintaining petrol sniffing.

It is difficult to assess accuratedly the morbidity and mortdity resulting from petrol sniffing. Thisisin
part because there is no specific code for volaile substance misuse (or petrol sniffing) in the
Internationa Classfication of Diseases. Sniffers commonly present to clinics and hospitals with illness
such as pneumonia or injury such as burns which have petrol inhdaion as an underlying cause (Gell
1995).

Over the 18 month period September 1987 to February 1989, 20 Aborigina young people were
admitted to Royd Darwin Hospitd acutely ill from toxic effects of petrol sniffing. Of these, 17 were
male. Chambers (1989) conducted a study of the 17 maes, and compared some of her findings with
anorma'Aboriginad hospitalised population. The 17 maes ranged in age from 14 to 24, with an
average age of 20 years, seven patients had previoudy been admitted to the hospital for sniffing
related toxicity. Chambers found that a mgority of patients were anorexic, with a mean body weight
of 48.3 kg, compared with age-matched controls who had a mean body weight of 58.7 kg. She dso
found evidence of a mild microcytic anaemia which, she concluded, may have been due to nutritiona
factors or to complications of lead poisoning. Immunologicd tests suggested the possible presence of
some degree of immunosuppress ion, dthough the results were reported by Chambers as inconclusive.
Eastwell (1979), who studied a sample of 51 sniffers aged 9-14 in one Arnhem Land coadtd
community, aso found evidence of low body weight among sniffers. Freeman (1986) also found a
strong association between chronic sniffing and low weight-for-age levels for both sexes, especidly for
males,

Burns and Currie (1995, 201) studied 24 mae sniffers admitted to Roya Darwin Hospital between
January 1992 and December 1993. These patients were suffering symptoms of encephaopathy
induding "ataxia, hyper-reflexia, coarse tremor with or without extrgpyramidad movements and frontal
lobe sgns' (199). Their median blood lead level on admisson was more than 10 times the
NHMRC'target level'. The age range of these patients was 13-32 years.

Brady (1992, 55-7), on the basis of coronial and other evidence, lists 35 Aborigina desths as having
occurred in Audrdia between 1980 and 1988 as a result of petrol sniffing, al but one of them
involving males. Victims were aged between 12 and 30, with a mean age of nineteen. These figures,
Brady points out, dmog certainly underestimate the true extent of petrol sniffing mortdity. She



estimates that between 1981 and 1991, 63 Aborigina people died from petrol sniffing related causes
in Audraia (1995). Of these, only three were femae. Two-thirds of these deaths involved people
from a region spanning parts of South Audrdia and the Western Desert communities of Western
Audrdia. Brady identifies eight petrol related deeths in the Northern Territory in 1990 and six in
1991 (1995). Gell (1 995) reported that Sx young people from one remote community in South
Audtrdia had died from petrol sniffing related causes snce 1988.

Of 70 people who were admitted to Roya Darwin Hospita for serious petrol sniffing related illnesses
between Jnuary 1991 and January 1994, seven died (Currie et ad 1994). All of these deaths were
due to septic complications, with agpiration pneumonia the most common infection in fatal cases. In
al, eight petrol sniffers died a Royd Darwin Hospitd between January 1990 and June 1994 (Burns
and Currie 1995). An additiona four petrol sniffing related deaths were recorded in Top End
Northern Territory communities during this period, two probably due to aspiration pneumonia, one
dying violently and the other deeth indeterminate (Burns and Currie 1995, 201). Currie et a (1994,
800) hypothesise that the tendency of chronic petrol sniffers to aspirate ord secretion into their lungs
results from "a combination of the encephaopathy, poor coordination of swalowing and excessive
ora secretions’.

Between January 1984 and December 1991, 25 patients were admitted to Perth teaching hospitals for
petrol related illnesses. Eight of the 20 chronic sniffers subsequently died; dl had dtered mentd date
and most had generalised toxic-clonic seizures (Goodheart and Dunne 1994, 178)-"

The possibility of an associaion between dietary and nutritiond factors and susceptibility to lead
toxicity is explored by Brady (1989c, 1992). She cites research literature which has found that
deficiencies in cacium, phosphorus, iron, zinc and vitamin E are al associated with increased
susceptibility to lead toxicity. While diets involving moderate protein intake appear to have a
beneficid effect, low and high levels of protein aso gppear to increase susceptibility. High fat diets
also produce elevated tissue lead concentrations.

Brady notes that Aborigina nutrition varies widdy as a result of severd factors, including the local
ecology, seasond factors, remoteness, the contents of, and prices charged by, community stores, and
the accessibility of bush tucker. In some areas where research has been carried out, Aborigina diets
tend to be deficient in nutrients known to affect susceptibility to lead toxicity. Her own priminary
findings, she dates, suggest that differences in petrol sniffing related mortaity may be relaed to
nutritional and dietary factors. Eating erraticdly or maintaining a diet of poor nutritiond vaue can
actudly incresse lead absorption. Nutritional supplementation (particularly thiamine) was discussed at
the Workshop on Lead and Hydrocarbon Toxicity from Chronic Petrol Inhdation (Brady and Torzillo
1995, 35). No clear conclusions were drawn about the role of nutritional supplementation.

One behaviour pattern frequently associated with petrol sniffing is sexua promiscuity (Eastwel 1979;
Brady 1989a; Mulvey and Manderson 1995), involving both the violation of traditional sexua mores
and the aggravation of a public hedth problem, since such behaviour is dso associated with a high rate
of sexudly tranamitted disease. Eastwell (1979), in his study of 51 sniffers aged 9-14 in an Arnhem



Land community, found that 10 of the 19 girls and 4 out of 32 boys had been treated for secondary
gyphilis, as detected by a regular survey by the Northern Territory medica service.  Although
comparisons with control groups had not been carried out, he concluded that petrol sniffing appeared
to entail a risk of venered disease, epecidly among girls. Freeman's (1986) study of 30 chronic
sniffers in a Centrd Audtrdian community points to an even sronger association.  Two-thirds of the
mae chronic sniffers (13 out of 19) had had syphilis diagnosed on the basis of VDRL titres over the
preceding year and 2 had dinicd secondary syphilis. All but one of the 11 femaes had had syphilis
diagnosed on the same criteria.

The possible effects on unborn children of sniffing during pregnancy are discussed by Lipson (1 984)
in his submission to the Senate Select Committee on Volatile Substance Fumes. According to Lipson,
the evidence available at that time did not enable firm conclusions to be drawn. Lipson cites reports
from Canada of a ‘foetd gasoline syndrome among American Indian petrol sniffers, congsting of
profound retardation, severe cerebra palsy and post natal microencephay. Lipson Sates that the
mothers concerned had aso abused acohol, but that the infants did not exhibit festures typica of
foeta acohol syndrome. The effects may have been due to solvents present in the petrol (chiefly
toluene and benzene), the additive tetragthyl lead, or ethyl dcohol, ether sngly or in combination.
Toluene appears to cross the placenta to the foetus. Anima studies indicate that exposure to toluene
and benzene do not induce mgor maformations, but may reduce foetd weight and affect skeleta
development. If brain weight was dso low, there could dso be an adverse effect on the centra
nervous system. Lipson suggests that the period beginning 6 weeks after conception is the likey
danger period, especidly from 6 to 20 weeks, but dso from 20 weeks to term, while the brain is il
developing. He aso stresses that the replacement of leaded with |ead-free petrol would not remove
these dangers (Commonwedth of Australia 1985, Evidence, 730).

Medrano (1996) has reviewed the medica literature for reports of pregnancy outcomes for women
misusng volatile substances, to determine whether a discrete foetd solvent syndrome could be
digtinguished. She found reports of microcephaly, narrow bifrontal diameter, short palpebrd fissure,
gmal midface, lowset prominent ears, flat nasd bridge, micrognathia, spatulate fingers, deficient
philtrum and epicanthal folds in foetuses exposed to solvents (1996, 72). Children of sniffersare dso
reported as having increased risk of developmenta delay and behavioura problems (Dinwiddie 1994,
929). However, Medrano concluded that there was insufficient evidence that solvent misuse leads to
a range of outcomes clearly digtinct from those associated with Foeta Alcohol Syndrome, in part
because the range of chemica compounds to be found in volatile solvents makes it difficult to
determine exactly which ones (sngularly or in combination) are respongible for aonormdities, and also
because mothers in the study were commonly misusing acohol as well as solvents.  Indeed, the
literature reviewed reported more smilarities than differences in @normalities found in foetuses
exposed to volatile solvents and acohol respectively. Medrano found reports that both maternad and
paterna solvent exposure had been associated with spontaneous abortion; however, again, this could
not be definitely attributed to solvents (1996, 71).

Writing about petrol sniffing in a remote South Austrdian community, Gell observes that women who
sniff during pregnancy tend to have smdl babies (1995, 19). Sniffing presents additiona complications
to antenatd care, induding maternal manourishment, erratic behaviour induding frequently missing
antenata appointments, often inadequate socia support, and an increased likelihood of STDS.



The impact of chronic sniffing on individual hedth among communities which dready have severe
hedlth problemsis graphically described by Freeman (1986). Reporting on a Pitjantjatjara community
where he was employed at the time as medicd officer, he writes:

Not only do the petrol sniffers themselves suffer acutely from severe headaches, poor memory,
durred speech, acute visua and auditory hadlucinations and (for chronic sniffers) cerebellar
ataxia, grand mal epilepsy and lead encephaopathy but dso the rest of the community suffers
severe socid disruption. Just as the young are getting over the high morbidity rates of childhood
experienced in our area - gastroenteritis hospital admission rate of 26/100/year for the first three
years of life - an X-ray proven pneumonia admission rate of 122/1000/year for ages 0-4 years,
skin infection, ear disease and follicular trachoma prevaence rates of 37.5 per cent, 63.9 per
cent and 55 per cent respectively for ages 0-9 years - ‘petrol sniffing’ blunts the norma
development of their teenage and young adult years. Years of education in traditiona ways and
in skills to cope with the modern world are therefore logt from the vital ages of 10-20 years,
indeed, they may be lost for good due to the poor attention span and high truancy rates
associated with this affliction. The results are continued dependency on nort Aborigines and the
disntegration of tradition norms. Beyond these vitd growing years the Pitjantjatjara people face
high adult morbidity rates - diabetes melitus prevaence of 15-25 per cent ages 20 years plus,
hypertension rates of 20 per cent for males and 18 per cent for females and high rates of rend

disease. Thus petrol sniffing aso robs the people of their only respite from ongoing high rates of
morbidity (Freeman 1986, 88).

The consequences of petrol sniffing discussed above dl involve the hedth of sniffers. However, as
Table 1 indicates, regular petrol sniffing dso entails a number of socid consequences for sniffers.
Sniffing has been associated with poor school attendance and school performance, with the latter
described as aresult rather than a cause of petrol sniffing.

Freeman (1986, 91), discussng petrol sniffing in a Aitjantjatjara community, states that many chronic
siiffers were "log to the norma family support mechanisms’, living divorced from their families in
gangs which perpetrated much of the violence and breaking and entering on the community. They had
no money and were often hungry, a factor which, he suggests, may explain the association between
sniffing and poor nutrition. Chronic sniffers suffer additiona socia problems such as socid didocation
and an increased involvement with the crimind justice system.  Petrol sniffing can be seen to undermine
traditional structures of parental and kin authority, and lead to the isolation of young people from
community life (Brady 1992). Thisis a its most extreme, when sniffers are so disabled that they are
placed in full-time resdentid care avay from their families and communities.

Thereis little written about Aborigind perceptions of the spiritua effects of sniffing. Some Aborigina
people believe that petrol sniffing, like dcohol misuse, pushes out and replaces the spirit, and can
eventualy kill it (Brady 1995,1494; painting by Minutjukur in HALT 1991, 6). Others have reported
that sniffing petral puts the snifter in touch with spirits of the dead (Tomlinson 1975).



4.2 Problems experienced by the families of sniffers

Much of the sadness and worry about petrol sniffing fals on the families of those involved. In the
following chapter we discuss the difficulties experienced by families in sopping their children sniffing
and the cultural norms which operate againg forcing children to do things againgt their will. Exceptina
few ingtances where sniffers are o disabled that they are found places in long-term residentid care,
most of the respongbility for caring for disabled sniffers fals on families. Families in communities are
caring for sniffers and ex-sniffers who cannot walk or communicate well, who are subject to fits and
who are sometimes aggressive. Hospitd care when these sniffers become acutdly ill is oftenthe only
rehabilitation (or respite for carers) available (Roper 1998, 7 7-9).

Mosey's 1997 report includes a number of tories taken from family members of sniffers struggling to
care for their severely disabled children with very limited resources. The following extract from astory
told by an ederly Ritjantjatiara woman to the NPY Disability Project is particularly poignant: 1 have
three sons who sniff petrol and | have to care for them on my pension. 1 have to lose deep to look
after them. They make me so sad the way they throw rocks around and axes. 1 fed so sorry for them
now they've become redlly sick.

He was my sigter's son but she passed away and he's mine now. 1 try to look after him and | try to
take good care of him, but he keeps throwing stones, even though 1 ask him not to. 1 give him good
food, which 1 cook for him from my penson money. It's not much but I'm doing my best. I've been
on my own for many years now. My husband passed away. 1 have to spend alot of time looking
after my son, even though he is a grown man now. He's been sniffing petrol for along time now,
gnce his father passed away. 1 can't do anything about it now. I'm a widow now and a woman
alone, looking after adick son. Heis nyumpu (sck spirit) and weak and heis so sad and depressed.
Though 1 try to feed him food he can't sop sniffing, poor thing.

His older sgter shetriesto look after him too. Sheisagood sister to him. But heis getting weak now
from years of sniffing. Too many years have passed by now. He'svery thin. 1 keep asking for extra
financid help but | haven't got any.

Petral iskilling him off and heisweskening. He's sarting to refuse the food 1 make for him. He'stoo
disturbed. He won't do anything for me and his older Sster row. He can't understand anything any
more. He can't talk, he doesn't ask about money, nothing. He can only see out of one eye and he is
getting blind. I'm trying to get him to degp more. His brain is beginning to shrivel and he's logt his
mind.

He isvery sck. Years ago when he was a child and living with his mother and father, grandmother
and grandfather, he was a good kid and he did what he was told and he listened to us. My son
listened to us properly. But as he grew up he started doing what e wanted to do and he demanded
to have his own way. Hed say 'ngayuku kututu nyangatjal "this is my spirit not yourd' He used to
say that to us (in Mosay 1997, 23-4).



4.3 Problems experienced by the local community

Often the concerns which precipitate calls for intervention againg petrol sniffing are not the hedth
related or socid effects on individua sniffers, outlined above, or the problems experienced by the
families of sniffers, but rather the sociad disruption and vandaism caused by sniffers (Watson 1986;
Tomlinson 1975; Daton-Morgan 1978; Craighead 1976; Brady 1989a; Clark 1984).

Brady (1985) dates that petrol sniffing is normaly associated with two types of illegd acts: tampering
with vehicles in order to sted petrol, sometimes leading to seding the vehide itsdf, and engaging in
illegd escgpades when ‘high'on petrol, usudly by wilfully damaging buildings or bresking into food
outlets and stedling food. In 1988, of 71 offences which came to police attention in Maningrida, 32
were related to petrol sniffing. Eighty per cent of a cohort of sniffers and ex-sniffers interviewed a
Maningrida had been involved with the law as a result of petrol sniffing (Burns et d 1995a, 167).
Petrol sniffers (or brain damaged ex-sniffers) have aso committed crimes of violence such as murder
(Stojanovski 1999; newspaper articlesin McFarland, 1999).

Petrol sniffers can be unpredictable in their behaviour and people who try to stop them have
occasondly encountered violence. Stojanovski relates a number of incidents where he was
threstened as aresult of hisanti - petrol sniffing activities ( 1994).

A police officer & a coronid inquiry into the desth of a petrol sniffer described the aggressive
behaviour of petrol sniffers asfollows.

The phydcd effects, gpart from making them hungry, they become irrational. They dart to see
things if they're very intoxicated, become very violent. The wrong word just sends them right
off. They'll become extremdy violent. They pick up rocks, stones, axes, whatever they have
handy. They're very intimidating (in Donald 1998, 22).

Mosey notes that concern on remote communities was fuelled by damage to houses, vehicles and
dores by sniffers. Shortly before her vigt to one Centrd Audtrdian remote community, sniffers had
caused $150,000 of damage in one week (1997). A report to the Council for Aborigina Alcohol
Program Services (CAAPS) found that petrol related crimes had caused around one million dollarsin
damage in one community over ayear period (Hudson 1994, 4).

While the target of vandaism is often non-Aborigind property, the flouting of authority also associated
with petrol sniffing appears to be directed a Aborigind and non-Aborigind inditutions dike
(Nurcombe et a 1970; Watson 1986; Tomlinson 1975; Freeman 1986; Mosey 1997). Brady (1992,
88-9) has a0 suggested that petrol sniffing is often an expresson of oppodtion to mansream
Aborigind culture,

Another problem Shaw (1999) noted in the community she studied was that petrol sniffing
exacerbated aready poor inter-family rdationships. For ingance, one family blamed ancther for the
desth of their son. Inter-family conflict is aso caused by families blaming other peoplée's children for
community vanddism. The tensons created in this way made community cooperation on other
meatters very difficult.



In the light of these corollaries of chronic sniffing, it is not surprising that one aso finds references to
the generdly ddeterious effect of petrol sniffing on community morde, both among Aborigind and
nortAboriginal residents (Watson 1986; Clark 1984).

4.4 Problems experienced by the wider society

Petrol sniffing aso has an impact on inditutions in the wider society, mainly in the crimind justice
sysem, especidly juvenle judice, and the hedth sysem. However, the desth and disability of
Indigenous young people through inhalant misuse is aloss dso for the wider society. The distressing
nature of petrol siffing and the media trestment tha it atracts means that its spectre often
overshadows efforts to focus attention on positive achievements of Aborigina communities, or deflects
energy from other less sensationalist but nevertheess serious hedlth issues, such as diagbetes.

The Northern Territory Government, in asubmission to the Senate Sdect Committee on Voldtile
Subgtance Fumes (1985), clamed that most juvenile offences that came before magidrates in
communities where petrol sniffing was prevdent were rdated to petrol sniffing. Brady (1985) cites a
dudy of digpogtions from the circuit magidrate in the Pitjantjajara Lands of South Audrdia
undertaken in 1979-1980, which showed that of 103 cases before the court, 40 involved petrol

sniffing, 32 of them being committed by juveniles. At Maningrida, the crime rate decreased
dramaticaly from an average of 147 court files annudly for 1987-1990 to 62 for 1991-1994 after the
combined Avgas and employment and training program was implemented. (Burns et d 1995b, 83).

Hudson calculated that the detention of young people with a history of petrol sniffing cost Correctiond
Services as much as three million dollarsin 1994 (nd, 6).

The relationship between crime and petrol sniffing, however, is not asmple one. Other factors must
a0 have been involved in the decreased crime rate a Maningrida, as the number of nonsniffing
related files dropped smilarly over the same time period (Burns et a 1995b, 83). Smith and
McCulloch (1986), reporting on a cohort of young people from the Central Desert communities of
Western Australia born between 1958 and 1966 - that is, aged between 19 and 28 years at the time
of writing, found that 1 7 out of 3 O chronic sniffers (5 6.7 per cent) had faced children's court
charges. But s0 too had a smilar percentage of young people identified as having sniffed petrol, but
not on achronic basis (10 out of 17, or 58.8 per cent).

Petrol sniffing poses particular problems to those involved in the crimind justice sysem largely
because most of the options open to those in the system, such asimprisonment, are largely ineffective
as deterrents (as the following chapter shows) - indeed, it was partly in recognition of this fact that one
of the more innovative drategies to counter petrol sniffing, that associated with the Hedthy Aborigind
Life Team (HALT)" in Centrd Audrdia, was initidly developed (Franks 1989).

Petrol sniffing also generates demands on the hedth system, in paticular through the need to
hospitalise acutely affected sniffers as discussed previoudy. In the Arnhem Land community studied
by Brady (1989a), which has a population of about 800, 24 evacuations to hospital occurred over
four years, with one woman having four hospital admissons. In the East Arnhem Region, Northern



Teritory, in just over 1 1 weeks between October 1990 and January 1991, seven young men and
one womean were evacuated from Aborigind communities to hospital as aresult of petrol sniffing,

In her study of 17 mae young people admitted to Royal Darwin Hospital between September 1987
and February 1989 for toxic effects of sniffing petrol, Chambers (1989) found that the duration of

hospitaisation ranged from 4 days to 65 days, the average period being 25 days. She estimates the
cost per course of chelation therapy a $700 for medication alone, and points out that as a result of
cranid nerve damage, some petrol sniffers lose their 'gag reflex’ during therapy, which may cause them
to 'inhalée food and drink." In this event, four additional paramedica staff become involved in
trestment, namely, a dietitian, a speech therapist, a physiothergpist and an occupationa theragpi<t.

"The trestment of acutely toxic petrol sniffers’, she concludes, "is atime consuming and cosily exercise
involving many different paramedicd daff aswel asthe medicd team.”

Across the Northern Territory from January 1993 to September 1997 there were 168 admissions in
the category usudly coded for petrol sniffing related illness (probably an under-count as sniffing leads
to arange of maadies). These resulted in atotal of 1938 hospital days. The median hospitd stay for
24 sniffers evacuated to Royal Darwin Hospitd between January 1992 to December 1993 was 26
days, with one sniffer hospitalised for 167 days (Burns and Currie 1994, 201). People who survived
the trestment period for petrol sniffing related ilinesses at Perth teaching hospital's between 1 January
1984 and 31 December 1991 averaged 33 days in hospital (Goodheart and Dunne 1994).

The nature of the long-term brain damage caused by petrol sniffing can make people erratic,
sometimes violent and often extremdy difficult to care for. In 1997 the Ngaanyatjarra Pitjantjatjara
Y ankunytjatjara (NPY) Women's Council, which covers the cross-border region of the Northern
Territory, South Audtrdia and Western Australia, had 43 people on their database of people disabled
through petrol sniffing (Mosey 1997, 14). By 1999 this number has risen to 60, and of these, 7 were
in inditutiona care. One such chronic sniffer was sent to detention in a mentd hedth facility in South
Australia because there was no other secure accommodation available (Oakley 1999, 15).

McFarland (1999) warns that in a few years there may be 120 'disabled’ sniffers in the Northern
Territory. He calculates this with reference to Roper's (1998) thesis which traced 100 chronic sniffers
over 10 years, of whom 60 sustained serious disability. Using Mosey's (1997) edtimation of
approximately 200 sniffersin the Centrd Austrdian region of the Northern Territory, he concludes that
60 per cent of these people may dso sustain permanent dissbility. However, it appears that
occasiona sniffers do not dways suffer consequent hedlth problems (Brady 1993). For 120 people
to become disabled, the 200 Northern Territory sniffers counted in Mosey's study would have to be
sniffing chronicaly (we do not know what proportion is doing s0). Additiondly, the long-term effect
of sniffing unleaded petrol is unclear. Unleaded petral is now more widdly available than it wasin the
1980s when Roper's study was conducted. Nonetheless, any increase in incidence of disability is a
matter for great concern,

The cost of caring for those profoundly disabled as aresult of petrol sniffing ishigh. Residentid carein
Alice Springs for one severely brain damaged young man cods Territory Hedth Services over
$160,000 per year, and secure accommodation for a violent ex-sniffer costs $750,000 per year
(McFarland 1999,19).



5. Whoisresponsble for stopping petrol
sniffing.?

If young people who sniff petrol do not stop of their own accord, one, or a combination, of three
groups is usudly identified as being respongble for dedling with it: families, communities, or outsde
agencies such as police, non-government agencies and governments (Shaw 1999, 18).

It is sometimes suggested, often by non-Aborigines, that Aborigind families somehow be 'made to
assume respongbility for their errant children's behaviour. People who make such suggestions fail to
understand what is now a well-documented characterigtic of chronic sniffing: the practice is a once a
symptom of the inability of some families to control their adolescent members, and further aggravetes
thet inability. Sniffers, dreaedy dienated from ther families and the wider community, tend to form
gangs, thus placing themsdves further beyond the influence of ther families (Commonwedlth of
Audtralia 1985, Evidence, 1398-9). Asareault, families of sniffers are themsalves exposed to shame
and criticism at the hands of the community (Watson 1986; Franks 1989).

The notion that petrol sniffing is a product of familid neglect has dso been criticised by Brady
(1989a), who, as noted previoudy, points out that sniffers aso come from well-respected, caring
families. It has dso been argued, notably by the Heathy Aborigind Life Team (HALT), basad in
Alice Sorings, that difficulties experienced by Aborigind families in rearing and controlling their
offspring are a product, not of any wilful abandoning of responghility, but of the socia impact of an
earlier era of wefare policy. Under the 'assmilation’ policy, traditional Aborigind kinship structures,
which alocated parenting roles among a number of relatives, were suppressed. An attempt was then
made to supplant them by a European family modd, in which responghility for bringing up children
rests dmost entirely with the biological parents (Franks 1989; Lowe et d 1988). The upshot,
according to this critique, is that not only have many Aborigind families today not internaised the
European model, but hey adso experience difficulties in drawing upon the extensive nurturing and
controlling capacities of their own kinship systems. Bryce et d write that parents who are pressured
by communities or outsders to discipline children who are sniffing are caught between the
contradictory messages of two cultures, as the Anangu way is for relaives to take over when parental
authority fails (1991, 63).

Brady (1985, 1992) argues that there are aso culturaly based reasons for the reluctance - sometimes
remarked upon by outsiders - of Aborigind parents to take firm action againgt their offoring who are
sniffers.  She identifies three such reasons.  Firgly, Aborigind socidisation practices provide less
scope than European traditions for using authoritarian measures to modify behaviour of young children.
Secondly, children in Aborigina society are perceived as people who have not yet learnt 'shame and a
sense of respect. Sniffers are likely to be tolerated and pitied as children who have not yet acquired,
through having grown up, a sense of 'shame. Among Pitjantjatjara people, sniffers are referred to as
being pina wiya, which literdly means 'no ears. In Pitjantjatjara thought, the ears are the locus of

understlanding as wdl as ligening: a child who is pina wiya is not cgpable of understanding rationd



behaviour, and is therefore not to be held responsible for his’her actions. Thirdly, Aborigina societies
are governed by what Brady cdls 'an ideology of nortinterference’ (1985), according to which no one
has the right to tell others how to conduct themsalves, or what they should do with their bodies. It is
this ideology, Brady contends, which results in non-Aborigina exhortations to communities to'do
something'about petrol sniffing faling on desf ears, and dso in the practice of communities inviting
outsiders, such as the police, to assume responshbility for deding with problems. Brady dso refers to
Maddock's (1984) distinction between 'public wrongs and ‘private wrongs (1 992, 104-6). Public
wrongs involve breaches of binding norms, and tend to attract strong sanctions.  Private wrongs, by
contrast, involve breaches of non-binding norms, such as those that might be involved in a violent
dispute. In these ingtances there may be no obligation on anyone to intervene.”

Although exhortations to Aborigind families to ‘do something about sniffing are, on the whole,
gratuitous and insulting, it certainly does not follow that the families of sniffers have no role in
intervention strategies. Indeed, ex-petrol sniffers a one community told researchers that the top two
reasons for giving up petrol were advice or direction from parents or senior relations, or family
respongbilities (to wife or children) (Burns et a 1995a, 166). A process of adaptation in relations
between youth and elders in response to new pressures and problems appears to be under-way in
Aborigina family structures (Rowse 1996; San Roque 1999). A number of programs attribute a
centrd role to family and kinship systems, by attempting to build on what remains, even today, the
single most important mechanism for care, control and nurturance in Aborigina society.”

NonAborigina people often underestimate the leve of activity againg petrol sniffing which occursin
communities. Mosay points out that there have been "countless community generated initiatives which
have not received publicity (or funding), despite the tendency for service providers, the media and new
non-Aborigina resdents in remote communities to assume that nothing is being done" (Mosey 1997,
4).

Non-Aboriginad people often look to councils, wardens and organisations to do something about
sniffing. However, these indtitutions are relaively new to Aborigina people, and their authority within
the community is often problematic. Where community councils are unable to act, elders may, in some
cases, have more authority. In any case, community (rather than just family) action is necessary
because of the changes that colonisation and the movement to larger settlements have wrought in
Aborigind society - particularly the formation of larger, more independent peer groups of young
people. Mosey's research points to a tensgon in some communities between the council and families
over the council's responsibility to'do something'about sniffing, with council members sating thet they
are not funded to ded with socid issues (1997, 22). Conversdly, other consultations have reveded
that parents of sniffers are sometimes angered by community efforts to control their children
(Commonwedth Department of Hedth and Family Services 1998, 108; Brady 1992). In some
instances community censure of sniffing is awkward because other community members are dl kin of
the sniffers, making it ingppropriate for them to confront them. Council members are dso sometimes
hampered by the involvement of their own children in sniffing (Brady 1992, 107-1 1).

Brady (1989a), writing about petrol sniffing in an Arnhem Land coastd community, cites two
additional factors which can congrain a community's willingness or cgpacity to act srongly againgt
petrol sniffing. The fird is the fact that for many people, resdence in the community is a part-time
matter; much of their time is also spent on outdtations and, as aresult, their commitment to maintaining



wellbeing in the community is reduced. The second concerns the limitations inherent in traditiona
authority. While rgecting the view that socia problems such as petrol sniffing reflect a breskdown in
socid organisation, she contends that traditional modes of authority are often not readilv transferred
from established contexts to new ones, such as petrol sniffing.

Nevertheess, community action has been, aswe shall seein alater section, critica in some of the most
successful anti-sniffing campagns. Gill Shaw, a former member of the Petrol Link-up team, seesit as
fundamentd to useful change:

In interviews with informants in the community it was often put to me that "someone ought to
take action" however people did not think it possible that they take action for themsdlves.
Community meetings seem to be stuck at a point of enraged cdls for action, and those who
ingg thet it isafamily repongihility.

Perhapsit is afeature of alarge community with severd powerful families thet makes any joint

action very very difficult. Bethat asit may it ismy belief that this direct community based action holds
the key to reducing the current high levels of sniffing. Other communities have successfully used this
syle of program to effectively stop al but the chronic sniffers (1999, 19).

Governments have an important role in addressing petrol sniffing. The primary finding of a report on
petrol sniffing in Central Austrdia conducted in 1997 was the need for continuity in service ddivery by
Territory Hedth Services and other government and non-government agencies in response to the
issue.  Ancther report deding with hedth service ddivery generdly in Centra Audrdia raised
concerns regarding current models for service ddivery in remote aress, equity in digtribution of
resources and the inadequacy of overal expenditure. The report advocated decentrdisation of
management and an increase in the opportunities for community control of services (Wakerman et d,
1997).

Cuts to funding to the Aborigina and Torres Straits Idander Commission (ATSIC) have generdly
reduced resources on remote communities. Difficulties in accessing hedth and other services have red
implications for petrol sniffers and for communities trying to address petrol sniffing. Hudson (rid)
points out that funding for petrol sniffing programs is very scarce, despite the fact that governments
gpend millions of dollars deding with the results of sniffing through the crimind justice and hedith
sysems.

Petrol sniffing does not fdl neatly into the portfolios of ether State, Territory or Commonwedth
governments. This has led to confuson regarding who should do what, a tendency to shift
respongbility, and a'lack of indtitutional memory' of interventions (Brady in Donald 1998, 50; Robbins
and Hedy 1993). Further, petrol sniffing has impact on the work of a range of government
departments, from those dealing with local councils and recreetion to hedth, welfare and education, as
well as on the work of many ron-government organisations. Reports to Territory Hedth Services
dress the importance of a collaborative gpproach within and between governments, and with
nongovernment agencies (Garrow 1997; Mosey 1997). The Centrd Audtrdian Inhaant Substance
Abuse Network (see McFarland 1999) isamode for collaboration between agencies.



In line with principles of Aborigind sdf-determination, much government policy on petrol sniffing Sates
that Aborigind communities must be respongble - as much as possble and with support - for
generating and controlling solutions to petrol sniffing (Territory Hedlth Services 1998; Commonwedth
of Audrdia 1985). This is a ddicate badance, as history tells us that interventions devised and
implemented without community involvement will not be successful. However, overrdiance on
communities to solve new and very difficult problems such as petrol sniffing, sometimes without even
extrafunding, places unredigtic and often demoraising expectations upon them.

Every s0 often a shocking article gppearsin loca and nationa newspapers decrying the incidence and
impact of petrol sniffing in Aborigind communities” Media interes was heightened in 1996, for
example, as aresult of acoronia inquest into the death of a 14 year old mae snifter. This prompted a
televised item on the ABC '7.30 Report' 14/11/96; radio coverage on 'PM' 7/11/96; and newspaper
gories in The Advertiser 5/11/96 and the Weekend Audrdian (Review) 12-13/4/97, 'Death of a
Petrol Sniffer’.  Although it is criticd that the wider community understands thet Aborigind
communities are facing extremey serious hedth problems, sensationdist reporting can lead to a
deepening of despair over the issue, rather than to constructive change such as increased funding for
services and programs addressing the problems underlying petrol sniffing and other risk behaviours. It
is true that some communities experience enormous trauma and disruption as a result of petrol sniffing;
however, media interest in shocking phenomena like petrol sniffing tends to overshadow reporting of
more prevalent lifestyle diseases (such as diabetes). Additiondly, the more horrificaly events are
reported, the less people are likely to believe that solutions can be found. In some ingtances media
coverage may serve to publicise, glorify and thereby increase drug use (Ives 1986).

Garrow (1997) makes the point that responses by communities and governments are often spasmodic.
All too often, governments fund short-term projects in response to a wave of increased sniffing
prevalence; without ongoing funding, however, these responses have little long-term influence (Mosey
1997, 10). Most programs, whether operated through government or nor-government agencies, are
reactive and inconastent. When petrol sniffing is not present in a sgnificant way, communities and
governments move their attention to other issues, rather than establishing preventative interventions.



6. Petrol sniffing as a problem.. conclusions

A number of aspects of petrol sniffing have implications for intervention. In non-Aborigina
populations, volatile substance misuse is most frequently found among early adolescents, and chronic
use is uncommon.  Although sniffing in Aborigind communities is dso found early in adolescence and
even before, it is dso widespread among older adolescents and young adults, with both of these
categories being more likely to include chronic sniffers.  The experience of Anangu Fitjantjatjara
communities, noted previoudy, is that the majority of chronic sniffers are in their mid- to late twenties.
Young men gtill make up the mgority of sniffers, but there are reports that the proportion of young
women isincreasng. This poses the need for interventions that meet the needs of a range of interest
and age groups, and that address the leves of intendty of sniffing. Further, interventions must be
sengitive to seasond and socid factors associated with waves of sniffing.

While across Audraia the numbers of petrol sniffers compared with other drug usersis smdl, in some
Aborigind communities the practice is widespread, and not merely the province of a deviant minority
of young people. A few communities have managed to eradicate or dramaticaly decrease petrol

sniffing for periods of time. In other aress it has decreased in prevaence and intendty but remains a
serious problem.  There is evidence of an increase in numbers of communities where petrol sniffing is
practised. Nationad monitoring is required to track the spread of petrol siffing and to ascertan
whether it isincreasing.

Early intervention in petrol sniffing is criticd, as people are much more likely to stop early in ther
career when they are only sniffing sporadicaly than when they have sniffed intensgly or over a long
time (Shaw 1999, 15). Accordingly, resources and attention must be focused on primary intervention
to sop people sniffing in the first place, and secondary intervention to stop sniffers early in ther
careers.

A great many causes have been proposed for petrol sniffing, ranging from dispossession and cultura
breakdown to individua psycho-socid factors. While the nature and directions of the causd links
between sniffing and socid isolation are not dways clear, a practicd implication is the need for
interventions which reintegrate sniffers with ther families, kinship systems and the wider community.
This point has been incorporated into some of the intervention approaches considered in the following
chapters, but it dso runs counter to some other drategies that in effect increase the isolation of sniffers
by banishing them. Boredom is commonly thought to foster environments in which petrol sniffing
becomes attractive. Any intervention in petrol sniffing must take account of the pleasures as well as
the pains associated with sniffing petrol. This may seem an obvious point to make, but accounts that
document the quite sgnificant harmful effects of chronic sniffing often do not addressit. Sniffing petrol
is an exciting experience for those who indulgeiniit. It appears to offer young people arecognisable -
if gppogtiond - identity, through membership of a petrol sniffing peer group, and any program



designed to deter sniffers must offer a counter-attraction to these experiences. Poverty must not be
discounted as a causal factor in petrol sniffing.

Petrol sniffing poses not just one problem but a bundle of problems, each demanding different types of
solutions. For individuad sniffers, it poses sgnificant threats to hedth, both short- and long-term, which
require preventetive and rehabilitative interventions. Petrol sniffing has resulted both in sudden death
and in serious brain damage, as well as other forms of disability.

For the families of sniffers, petrol sniffing is a chdlenge b parenta authority and often adds to
difficulties and hardships dready being experienced by those families.  Although Aborigina kinship
systems have come under enormous strains as a result of past policies and rapid socid change, they
remain a key mechanism for providing care and control. Interventions should at best enhance, and at
the least not undermine, these capacities of family and kinship sysems. Any dtrategy which weekens
them isto be avoided.

For Aborigind communities, petrol sniffing by young people poses chalenges both to traditiona
authority and culturd patterns and to morewesternised'authority systems. Through its association with
promiscuity and sexudly transmitted diseases it poses dangers to public hedlth, which are of particular
concern given the threst of HIV and hepatitis infection. Petrol sniffing also results in socid disruption
and vanddiam, the later often involving public facilities and premises occupied by nonAborigina
resdents. It incites inter-family conflict and weakens morale among both Aborigina and nor+
Aborigind people in communities. Asin the case of dcohal and other forms of substance misuse, an
important god of a least some interventions must be that of promoting the community's capacity to
control petrol sniffing. Thisis so notwithstanding the fact that some (but not al) Aborigind families will
choose to solve problems such as petrol sniffing by leaving large communities and moving to
outgtations.

Findly, petrol sniffing generates demands within the wider society, particularly on the juvenile justice
and hedth sysems. For those working in the juvenile justice system, petrol sniffing poses a particular
difficulty: petrol sniffing demands intervention not only, or even primaily, a the keve of individud
sniffers, but a that of the socid environment - family, kin nework and community within which the
desre to siff petrol has arisen and been fostered. Yet the juvenile judtice system is, in effect,
powerless to act except with respect to individud sniffers. Arguably, then, beyond actively pursuing
diversonary programs as dternatives to imprisonment, it has little to offer to the problem of petrol
sniffing. Within the hedlth, educationd and recrestion systems there gppear to be more opportunities
for preventative interventions.

Families, communities, community organisations and governments each have a role in addressng
petrol sniffing. Petrol sniffing cuts across the work of a range of Commonwedth and State/Territory
departmerts, as well as that of many locad community councils and non-government organisations.
Cooperation and consgtent action across dl these agencies is therefore essentid.

Interventions againg petrol sniffing are dl too often spasmodic and inconsstent.  Communities,
agencies and governments respond to crises when sniffing pesks and media attention is focused on the
issue rather than implementing long-term preventative strategies.



PART TWO..

INTERVENTIONS



/. Approachesto intervention

In this chapter we review available evidence regarding the effectiveness or otherwise of a large range
of petrol sniffing interventions. At the outset, however, we emphasise two generd points that emerged
clearly from our review. The fird is that dl successful campaigns againgt petrol sniffing gopear to
involve the use of a range of concurrent strategies. When Roper asked young people in South
Audrdian communities why they had stopped sniffing petrol, avariety of explanations were proffered:

"the introduction of Avgas, having babies, going to jail, physica punishment by families, the activities of
certain community members in working with young people, drinking adcohol instead and ceremonid

induction to manhood" (1998, 47). Stojanovski discusses diverse but complementary community

actions a Y uendumu which indluded individud family actions, hidings, mothers and aunts searching for
their sniffing children a night, marryingoff of girls who sniff, and action by council organisations such as
patrols by the School Council (1994).

Our second point is that interventions only work when they have widespread community support and
include the participation of community members. Developing and fostering this support is therefore
criticd in any anti- petrol sniffing campaign.

Events a the Amhem Land community of Maningridaillugtrate these two points. Maningrida once had
a seemingly chronic petrol sniffing problem. In 1993, following the introduction of Avgas (aviation
fud) sniffing ceased. However, Burns et d argue tha this was only one factor, dong with the
introduction of recreationa and employment programs, in the community's success (1995b). Although
many different means had been tried a Maningrida prior to the success of 1993, Burns suggests that
these faled because, in the main, they were developed as a result of government and nor-Aborigina
concern, rather than that of the community:

In particular, the support and involvement of Aborigind residents and the commitment of loca
decison making bodies is criticd to success. Findly a community environment cgpable of
supporting these interventions is so important (Burns 1996, 247).

Burns draws further links between an increase in the power and sdf-determination of landowners at
Maningrida and the cessation of petrol sniffing (1995b, 84; 1996, 245). Another initiative discussed in
a later section - the Petrol Link-up project - focused on encouraging communities to develop and
sugtain a range of responses to sniffing and to support the enormous effort needed to stop petrol
sniffing (Shaw et d 1994).

As no single intervention can solve 'the petrol sniffing problem, arange of programsis required, firstly,
S0 that particular needs associated with specific problems can be met, and secondly, so that three
basic levels of intervention can be addressed: primary, secondary and tertiary intervention (see Table
2).

While some intervention srategies lie clearly within one of these basic levels (e.g. hospita trestment),
others - such as counsdling - can have a primary, secondary or tertiary focus. The following table,



which categorises the intervention strategies to be considered in this chapter in terms of the typology,
should therefore be seen as a guide to the discussion that follows, rether than as arigid classfication.

Table 2: Leves of intervention, and associated Strategies

Levd of intervention Strategies

Primary intervention Focusing attention and resources on young
or primary prevention: actions taken to prevent people

the emergence of a problem, and/or to prevent it | Recreationa programs

from spreading to new areas or groups (e.g. School and training opportunities

supply reduction, education) Employment

Information and education about petrol sniffing
Subdtitution of petrol with Avgas’Comgas
Use of unleaded petrol

Locking up petrol supplies

Adding deterrents to petrol

Movement to outstations’/homeland centres
Legd sanctions againg petrol sniffing

Secondary intervention Usng Aboriginal culture and symbolism
(also known as secondary prevention or early Individuad and family counsdling and care
intervention): actions targeted towards a Counsdling and community development: the
population either deemed to be at risk, or already | HALT mode

inthe early stages of exhibiting aproblem, Petral Link-up

designed to halt further progress of the problem | Community action

(e.g. community meetings, individud and family Initiation and other ceremonies

counsdling) Community-based sanctions

Community wardens, night patrols and police
aides Jall, treetment orders and other tatutory
sanctions

Outstation programs

Harm reduction and minimisation
Diversonary activities such as sport or discos

Tertiary intervention Town-based rehabilitation and respite
or treatment: actions targeted towards persons | Hospita trestment

dready misusng drugs, designed to halt further
drug misuse or mitigate illness and disability
(e.g. hospitalisation).

In the discussion that follows, each of these strategiesis considered singly. It should be remembered,

however, that sometimes they are to be found in conjunction with other modes of intervention.







8. Primary intervention strategies

8.1 Focusing attention on young people

Langton asserts that young Aborigina people are now "thefront lingof potertid socid disintegration
and collgpse’ (1991, 495). Petrol sniffing isonly one of arange of 'risk’ behaviours such as other drug
use, suicide and sdf-harm, and drink driving which are causng enormous worry and grief to
Aborigind people.

Whether Aborigind people had a concept of adolescence prior to colonisation is not clear. In any
case it did not seem to be atime of particular stress or conflict (Brady 1993). In western cultures an
important task of adolescence is to establish an identity and a sense of future for onesdlf. Perhapsfor
young Aborigina people growing up in rgpidly changing remote communities, surrounded by western
and consumer cultures, as well asthose of their own communities, thisis more criticad and problematic.

Brady suggests young people in Aborigind communities have very little authority and that sniffing is
one means by which they can exert power (1992, 179). Although the problems facing young people
in Aborigina communities, as esewhere, cannot be reduced to the kevd of funding done, severd
observers (Roper 1998; Brady 1992) have suggested that grester attention to young people's needs
and opportunities may in itsdf be protective agang petrol sniffing. McFarland suggests that the
availability of badsc food, shelter, education, youth workers and youth-focused programs in remote
communities would subgtantialy reduce sniffing: "the way forward is by improving thelot of dl youthin
remote communities’ (1999, 7).

Waves of petrol sniffing usudly coincide with periods of limited opportunity for other recreation for
young people in communities. Mosey found that many communities and individuds whom she
consulted in 1997 saw the lack of non-gporting focused recreationa facilities and of youth support
gaff as an important factor in the wave of'socid'sniffing which occurred that year (1997, 18). Even
where communities had a sport and recreation officer, people felt that this person's time was largely
consumed by the activities of the (adult) locd footbdl team, which Ieft him or her without time to
organise activities such as discos which might apped to sniffers or young people a risk. Mosey found
that there was only one identified youth worker in Centrad Australian remote communities (1997, 20).
She reports this worker's experience that young people need activities which "actively and positively
engage’ them (1997, 20). To illugrate this, the youth worker drew the distinction between watching
and actudly making a video in explaining the difference between recreation and' youth development'-
the kind of activity which is simulaing enough to compete with petrol sniffing. McFarland, in a report
to Territory Hedlth Services, advocates funding for youth workers (rather than recreation workers) on
al mgor remote communities. Y outh workers, he argues, provide counsdlling, support and assstance
with the range of issues young people face, aswell as recreationd opportunities (1999, 7).

The Ngaanyatj arra Pitj antj atj ara Yankunytj atjara (N PY) Women's Councl Petrol Sniffing
Support Project commenced in May 1999 and has received funding for four years. It is a regiona
project which attempts to tackle petrol sniffing in the 26 member communities of the Women's Council
in the Yankunytjatjara, Pitjantjatjara and Ngaanyatjarra Lands. A decision to focus on youth work



has been made, with the initid youth worker focusing on one community. Working with the youth
worker is a senior Aborigind man from the community and a traditional hedler. The youth worker is
edablishing a method of working that involves a combination of casud counsdling, provison of
diversonary activities such as running a radio program, and support for a community outstation for
secondary and tertiary intervention. So far he has been very successful in reducing petrol sniffing in the
community in question, dthough it should be noted that some reduction occurred before the youth
worker gtarted to work. The community had argued strongly that they should receive the youth
worker, and received a huge morde boost when other communities agreed that they were well
organised and ready for aprogram. They then united to reduce petrol sniffing on their own.

The Avgas Conferencein Alice Springsin July 1999 fully endorsed movesto try and get youth worker
positions for dl communities. Following this lead the NPY Women's Council has gained funding for
another position, and is in the process of applying for one more. These workers will form a network
of mutua support and cooperation through their link with the Women's Council. The hub of this
network is the coordinator of the program. This is an innovative gpproach that is dowly establishing a
coverage of youth workers for the region (Maggie Kavenagh, pers comm).

The last few years have seen a range of events amed a engaging youth being organised by
nongovernment organisations.  For instance, NPY Women's Council holds a Kungka Careers
Conference a which high-achieving Aborigind women from dl over Audrdia come and spesk to
young wormen about options for their future. For details of additional community activities taking place
in Centrd Audrdia, see other editions of Family News magazine produced by Watja Tjutangku
Pdyapayi Aboriginal Association (1998b).

The Western Line Project, an activity of the Intjartnama Aborigind Corporation (San Roque et d
1999h), takes as its premise the need to focus on young people to ensure a future for Aborigina
people of the area. The project has organised a series of events such as sporting functions, meetings,
camps, dancing and dramatic performances and community vidts, and the 'Four Winds Young
People's Festival and Corroboreg, which attracted 400 people. These events, as yet not formally
evauated, provide opportunities for exchange of information between and within families and
resolution of disputes, and are eclectic enough to have everyone from traditiona heders to western
hedth professonds participating. Their am is to "help sat in place a framework or environment of
willingness to give attention to care about harmful acohol use and other substances' (1999b, 5).

A conference on petrol sniffing held in 1999 and attended by representatives of 40 Aborigina
communities recommended thet:

With 45 per cent of people in most Aborigina communities under the age of 18 (ABS) that asa
maiter of urgency, youth programs on our communities should be funded with identified youth
funding in recognition of the current lack of resources to support young people on our
communities (NPY Women's Council 1999D).

Brady (1992) reports that the only feasible long-term solutions to petrol sniffing lie in providing an
environment in which adterndive activities that are both meaningful and productive are offered. The
development of diversonary recreational and employment programs has been particularly successful
as a primary preventative measure in reducing the incidence of petrol sniffing in some communities



(Commonwedlth of Australia 1985, 207-8). This presents a chalenge, as people in the peak 'at risk’
group for sniffing - those between 15 and 19 years of age - are often difficult to engage in community
activities (Shaw 1999, 18). It is testament to the lack of employment and education and training
opportunities in remote communities that SO much more atention is paid in the literature to recregtion
than to these other occupations, which, dbeit usudly more expensive, are likely to have a longer-term

impact on young peoples lives.

8.2 Recreational programs

"We won the sniffers through disco, videos and footbdl," said LIoyd Jungaral Spencer after a
recregtional program a Y uendumu hel ped reduce numbers of sniffers (in Stojanovski 1994).

On the basis of submissions placed before it. the Senate Select Committee on Volatile Substance
Fumes specified savera prerequisites for successful recreationbased interventions. These were:

»  daff who were sengtive to the needs of the community, who understood something of the
problems of petrol sniffing, and who would provide activities that were " purposeful, interesting,
exciting and educationd” (Commonwealth of Austrlia 1985, 207);

» theprovidon of activities during after-school hours, a evenings and weekends, and during school
holidays,

» thenead to include sniffersin activities, but not to give them preferentia trestment; and

» theneed for activities for femaes; in some instances separate programs and even youth workers
of each sex may be needed.

The report argues that the provison of expengve recregtiond equipment or facilities without
gppropriate youth or recreation workers is not beneficial, and will probably merely create extra targets
for vanddism. It dso draws attention to the need to train Aborigina people as sport/recreation and
youth workers in communities.

In their review of severd reports of recreationa programs, Morice, Swift and Brady (1981) reach
gmilar conclusions to those of the Senate Committee. Brady concludes that programs of recrestiona
activity can help to combat petrol sniffing, provided that they offer arange of "exciting, daring, even
dangerous recregtiond activities to counter the risk-taking behaviour of sniffing" (1984, 56). Pool
tables and dart boards after school, she remarks, are smply not enough; nor, by implication, are
recregtiona programs based on traditiond arts, as advocated by Nurcombe (1974). A Centra
Audrdian gation where young people are taught to bresk in horses, on the other hand, provides
opportunities for risk and a red dternative to sniffing. Recreationad programs must be relatively
ungtructured and informad if they are to aitract the participation of young people at risk of sniffing
(Stojanovski 1999).

A Nationa Drug Strategy publication (Almeida 1994) describes a program to develop out- of-school
activities for young people and create a 'stigma upon sniffing.  This program was noncompetitive



rewarding group rather than individua achievement to ensure that no one felt 'shamed' as a result of
participating - and activities included risk-taking experiences. The program targeted young people in
the age range most vulnerable to sniffing (12-19 years) rather than known petrol sniffers. It attempted
to 'empower’ communities by identifying and training Anangu youth workers and teaching young
people new skills.

Activities must be practical, utilise local resources and be sustainable (Odand 1998, 7). Odand's
consultations a a Top End community reveded that recreational programs were viewed by the
communities she worked with as having a key role in the prevention of petrol sniffing; however, the
communities found it difficult to provide sustained recregtiona programs without the funding to employ
arecregation officer (1998).

The Senate Committee observes that recregtiona programs are not likely to appeal to chronic snffers
Sniffers are a particularly hard group to engage and are sometimes reluctant to participate in events
which they perceive as being organised "for the good kids' (Odand 1998, 25). This presents a
problem as other evidence suggests that programs specificaly targeted at sniffers (which may be more
likely to engage them) can act as a reward or incentive to sniff by making sniffing a criterion for
eigibility; such programs are not recommended (Shaw e d 1994, 18). Community members
interviewed by Roper and Shaw saw recrestional programs as being more useful as preventative
measures, gppeding more to would-be sniffers and experimenta sniffers than to current sniffers (1996,
16). Recredtiond programs are not a subgtitute for trestment and rehabilitation programs for chronic
sniffers. Indeed, they may be of most vaue when they exist dongside more intensve programs for
chronic sniffers, as happened in 1991 a Maningrida. Here, a family worker provided a counsdlling
and support service to chronic sniffers and their families (see later section), and a recreetion officer
offered programs of activity to a broader section of youth (Brady 1989a).

The use of recreationa programs as an intervention strategy has been criticised by Gluck, one of the
founders of the family/kin network-based rehabilitation modd associated with the Gordon Symons
Centre in Darwin. Gluck argues that recreational programs draw people away from the proper focus
of ther activities - ther families (Commonwedth of Audrdia 1985, Evidence, 1487). Itisonly within
the family/kin network, according to this viewpoint, that a solution to the problem of petrol sniffing (or
acohaol misuse) isto be found. Gluck's modd - and thisis a point taken up again later - goes a tage
further than pogiting the kin network as the sngle most important mechanism for dedling with problems
of substance misuse, and pogts it as the sole mechanism. In doing o, it could be argued that he
overlooks the fact that individua adolescents are not only members of families and kin networks; they
are dso members of peer groups. Such groups, obvioudy, will often be major sources of inducement
to misuse substances, but they need not always be, and a strategy aimed at discouraging peer group
activities seems hardly likely to lead to hedthy integration of the individua within his or her society.

8.3 School and training opportunities

There are few opportunities for secondary education or training on remote communities. Even where
schools are available, attendance is low and educationd outcomes are extremely poor. A recent
review of Indigenous education in the Northern Territory (Collins 1999, 1) found "uneguivoca
evidence of deteriorating outcomes from an dready unacceptably low base, linked to a range of



issues, led primarily by poor atendance which has become an educationd criss' and "evidence of a
long-term systemic failure to address this Situation”.

There is strong evidence that Aborigina people are deeply concerned about this stuation (Collins
1999, 1). In 1997 Centrd Australian Aborigina Congress cdled for aliteracy campaign targeted at
both young people and their families, as a means of addressing substance misuse (Centra Audtrdian
Aborigind Congress 1997b). One of the mgor recommendations of a conference on petrol sniffing
held in Alice Springs in 1999 was that a network be established to "ensure that appropriate youth
traning and employment programs are established, where needed in the region” (NPY Women's
Council 1999b).

Mosey found that people in remote communities believe that the lack of opportunities for education
contributes to their young people's sniffing (1997, 18). Interestingly, when one community did manage
to get secondary education on ste, most of the sniffers began attending (Mosey 1997, 22). Some
outstation programs offer training opportunities as part of their overal program (Barrett 1994). Of
course, schools will neither be effective in providing education, nor as a means of keeping young
people from sniffing petrol, if what and how they teach does not seem relevant to their students.

The Detour Project in Alice Springs, run by Tangentyere Council, ams to provide eduction,
recregtion, food and support to young Aborigina people from Alice Springs who have dropped out of
mainstream secondary schools, many of whom have sniffed petrol. While the young people who have
been sniffing are especidly in need of care and attention, they place greet additiond dtrain on the
program (Simpson 1995).

One innovative variant on a skills training gpproach was implemented at Yirrkaain 1984, under the
auspices of the Northern Territory Education Department. A teacher and an Aborigina liaison officer
worked with a group of 17 petrol sniffers who had not been attending school regularly, giving them the
opportunity to develop work skills by engaging in tasks such as lavn mowing, house cleaning and
repair jobs. The program is reported to have resulted in both improved school attendance and
reduced sniffing among the youths concerned (Commonwesdlth of Austraia 1985, Evidence, 1365).

8.4 Employment

Paid employment is very important in giving people (Aborigind and non-Aborigind) a sense of sdf-
worth and an incentive to reduce the use of harmful drugs. A conference about petrol siffing in Alice
Springs (Centrad Australian Rural Practitioners Association 1998) identified "proud work' for CDEP or
other payment as a good way to divert sniffers. One suggestion was that sniffers be employed to
clean up houses and the community, or for ex-sniffers to work in a paid capacity on the night patrol.
Burns concludes that the introduction of Avgas in conjunction with employment programs was critical
to success at Maningrida (Burns 1996, 247). Four months after Avgas was introduced at Maningrida
in 1993 (dong with employment and skills training programs), petrol sniffing ceased (Bums et d
1995h). When 27 sniffers from this community were interviewed in 1992, only 7 per cent were
employed; however, in 1994 the proportion had risen to 63 per cent (Burnset a 1995b, 83; Burns et
a 1993). Although this figure mugt reflect employment availability as well as individud changes
experienced by young people, it is corroborated by a reduction in crime datistics (Burns et
al11995b,83).



We have noted above Brady's observation that petrol sniffing isless of a problem in communities with
an on oing asociation with the cattle industry, providing occupation and excitement for young men.
Some programs have attempted to reproduce this. A Petral Link-up newdetter (19944, no. 6) tells of
three community members who took young men out to West Bore to work with camels. Other Petrol
Link-Up newdetters tell of smilar projects (no. 3 and no. 4). At Watarru Homeland "they keep the
kids with them al day while they work. The kids are hgppy and don't sniff petrol” (Petrol Link-up
19943, no. 4).

A program at Indulkanain South Audtrdiais based on the belief that strategies must be able to be
sustained in the long term by the community if they are to have more than a fleting impact on sniffing:
"petrol sniffing usudly resumes when no ongoing sustainable programs are developed” (Aborigind
Drug and Alcohol Council (SA) Inc 1999). The Indulkana program entails the development of a
cattle station and the provision of training to enable young people to run and maintainit. It ishoped
that it will achieve two outcomes for the community: economic benefit aswell as skills devel opment
and long-term employment for the community's youth. Evauation is built into the program. It will be
interesting to seeitsimpact over the next few years.

8.5 Information and education about petrol sniffing

Smith (1986, 5), on the bass of a review of petrol sniffing literature, advances two pessmigtic
conclusions about educationd Srategies: firg, too little is known about the causes and nature of petrol
sniffing to enable soundly based educationd programs to be designed; and second, few of the
programs that have been implemented have been subjected to rigorous evauations, with a result that
little is known about the factors making for success or fallure. While the former may no longer be the
case, the latter has certainly not changed.

The Senate Select Committee on Volatile Substance Fumes (Commonwedlth of Australia 1985, 217-
18) was a little more hopeful, sounding both a warning and some poditive guiddines. There was
generd agreement, the Senate Committee reported, that juvenile sniffers were well aware of the
dangers of petrol sniffing, and that providing informetion on the dangers of sniffing was not only likely
to be ineffective, but might prove counter-productive. This was especidly the case, the Senate
Committee suggested, with information in the form of scare tactics.

On the other hand, the Senate Committee saw a need for the education of parents, and of others
associated with Aborigind communities, such as hedth and wdfare personnd, teachers, youth
workers, police and counsdllors.
Materid such as films, videos and pamphlets need to be produced in languages appropriate for
each region and should be presented in a way that encourages optimism and increases
confidence, rather than generating despair and increasng the dready evident sense of
hopelessness in dedling with the problem (1985, para. 9.44).

Hayward and Kickett's (1988) findings add weight to the Senate Committeg's conclusions. Hayward
and Kickett interviewed 103 school children from saven Western Desart communities. They found
that 72 per cent of petrol sniffers considered petrol sniffing to be harmful, and 77 per cent agreed that



'petrol sniffing can kill you' (1988, 27). Sandover et d (1997, 122) found that Aborigind petrol

sniffers interviewed in prison knew of the dangers of petrol sniffing but felt powerless to cease the
practice. McFarland points out that young Aborigind peoples lives are full of danger and risk andin
this context petrol sniffing does not appesar to be particularly hazardous ( 1 999, 5).

It does not, however, follow from these observations that preventative srategies involving education
about petrol sniffing should not be pursued, nor even that al attempts to use educational shock tactics
are doomed. Brady (1989a) suggests, for example, that the practice of taking young people to
hospitals where they @an see for themsalves the acute effects of chronic sniffing may have a useful

sdutary effect. Sandover et d report that Aborigina volatile substance users who were incarcerated
were more likely to modify their sniffing if they had seen sniffing harm other people (1997). However,
such drategies are not dways successful. A group of petrol sniffers from one Centra Austraian

community were taken to see burns victims in an Adelaide hospitd. This trip had no impact on thelr
subsequent petrol misuse (Macgregor 1997). It may be that the link between petrol sniffing and
serious injury only seems red when they see the lead up to it, rather than just a person lying in a
hospita bed.

In sum, scare tactics are inappropriate for two main reasons.  Firdly, petrol sniffing for many young
people appears to be intentiond, rebdlious, risk-taking behaviour; messages that emphasise the risks
are therefore hardly likely to have a deterrent effect. Secondly, such messages often lack credibility.
As Brady (1989Db, 9) points out, in some communities sniffing has been present for over 20 years, with
aresult that some young sniffers today are the children or rdatives of former sniffers, some of whom
show no gpparent signs of lasting damage.

Educeational programs and campaigns must focus on effects of sniffing which are likdy to be of
concern to young people. Interviews with current and ex-petrol sniffersin Maningrida suggested that
neurological effects such asimpaired coordination worried petrol sniffers, and thet thiswas particularly
the case if they felt tha it may impact on their ability to play sport (Burns et d 19953, 166). The
authors recommend that educationd programs focus on this consequence rather than more dramétic
sequel ae such as gross brain damage and degth.

Education about petrol sniffing for young people who are not themsdves petrol sniffers must be
undertaken with great caution, as it may risk encouraging them to begin sniffing. Roper and Shaw
(1996, 15) suggest that preventative education only draws attention to the practice and that
information about sniffing should not be offered where people are not sniffing.

The role of information and education amed a the community, professona workers within the
community and a parents is much dearer. Providing information to communities about the hedth
effects of sniffing, what other communities have done in response to it, and fostering links between
communities for exchange of such information has been a useful drategy in the past. This was a
function previoudy undertaken in Centrd Audrdia by Petrol Link-up (discussed in a later section),
which distributed a newdetter to keep people informed of what other communities were doing to stop
petrol sniffing (Petrol Link-up 1994a). The need for a team to provide information and support to
communities was the primary recommendation of Mosey's (1997) report to Territory Health Services.



Education and other forms of support for parents are useful, particularly as those who sniffed
experimentdly in their own youth may not be aware of the consequences of more intensve sniffing.
Evidence from the UK suggests that government hedlth education campaigns aimed at advising parents
about volatile substance misuse have been effective in reducing associated mortaity (Esmail 1997,
1771; Hanagan and Ives 1994, 62). We have found little evidence of resources specificaly
developed for parentsin Aborigind communities.

Morice, Swift and Brady (1981, 46) reported on a Canadian study of petrol sniffing in Manitoba
which recommended that medica staff on communities organise workshops on the effects of sniffing,
athough they aso cited the study's qudification that such an approach could not be a blanket solution.
Morice, Swift and Brady suggested that, where nurang staff have formed a good rapport with
community resdents, and where those residents fed involved in local hedlth issues, educationd
programs of this kind might prove helpful. Professond gt&ff in contact with petrol sniffers, such as
teachers, hedth workers and council saff can aso benefit from education and training about sniffing.
Problems with Solutions (Ives, 1995) isamanua produced in the UK for professionas working with
solvents sniffers. Readers of the manud will be struck by the pardlds between petrol sniffingin
Aborigind communities and solvent misuse among bored unemployed young people living in British
housing estates.

Education and information are likely to be most effective if they are provided as part of an overdl
drategy agang petrol sniffing. Daton-Morgan (1978) reported on aprogram in a Central Austraian
community which utilised educationd activities as one dement in athree part srategy, dongsde
recregtiond activitiesinprime-crime time' (i.e. 6 pm till midnight) and persond interaction with
individua sniffers. This program is discussed in section 9.5 ‘Other community-based initiatives.

Educationd initiatives that seek to impart life skills and work skills as well as knowledge about
substance misuse are not widely reported in the literature but would appear to offer scope for
development, as the two programs discussed previoudy under'School and training opportunities
suggest. Although programs designed for use among youth in American Indian communities cannot
amply be 'lifted and used in an Aborigina context, initiatives taken in this area could usefully be
explored as a source for locd, culturdly relevant skills enhancement programs. For example, Gilchrist
et al (1987) report on a program trided among a number of American Indian communities. It
congsted of 10 one-hour skills enhancement sessions, the overdl purpose of which was to improve
youthsskills for coping with environmental demands, interpersond pressures and developmentd
dresses. Inasix months follow up, the study found that, compared to young people in a control
group, participants reported a sgnificantly lower usage of acohol, marijuana and inhdants (but not
tobacco) - Participants dso had significantly more knowledge about substance misuse, but assessment
of sdf-esteem did not yield any sgnificant difference between the two groups.

Although there are some generic educationa resources about inhaant misuse (Austrdian Drug
Foundation 1995; New South Wales Centre for Education and Information on Drugs and Alcohol
1991), few educationa resources explaining the effects of sniffing are tailored for Aborigina sniffers
and their families. Some of the teaching tools developed by Aborigina people are discussed later in
the section 'Using Aborigina culture and symbolism’. Of these, the 'Brain Story' (Petrol Link-up
1994b) is perhaps the best known resource. A video called 'Petrola Wanti' illustrates how the
community a Yadatain South Audrdia struggled with the eradication of petrol sniffing (Ydaa



Maradinga Health Service 1994). The West Augtrdian Alcohol and Drug Authority has dso produced
two videos targeted at people who misuse solvents, and their families (Next Step Specidist Drug and
Alcohol Services 1997). The Northern Territory Department of Education (1997) has produced
'Sniffing Story', an A3 sized plain-English booklet that describes the hedth and socid effects of petrol
sniffing. The use of this book should be evauated, and in particular the effect of educating young
people in communities where petrol sniffing is not prevaent needs to be carefully investigated.

Educationbased interventions, in sum, appear to have a useful role to play, provided that they:

* are targeted a the community, and sdected groups within the community such as parents of
sniffers, rather then a sniffers or young people not sniffing;

o if directed a sniffers, focus on effects of petrol sniffing which are likely to deter rather than
encourage the practice, avoiding shock tactics,

e promote caring and coping capacities within the community, rather than spread darm and
despondency;

e areculturdly appropriete;

* occur in conjunction with other interventions amed at reintegrating sniffers with their families and
the community; and

* areevduated, 0 that subsequent programs can learn from them.

8.6 Substitution of petrol with Avgas/Comgas

Supply redtriction, where carefully targeted, has proved to be a ussful harm minimisation strategy in the
context of Aborigina acohol consumption (dAbbs et d 1996), even though it does not address the
underlying causes of substance misuse. The sameis true to some extent in relaion to petrol sniffing.

In some communities, the most successful means of limiting young peopl €'s access to petrol

has been the subgtitution of Avgas (or Comgas as it is caled to digtinguish its use by communities for
nonaviation purposes) for petrol.” Not only does sniffing Avgas cause severe head and stomach
aches, but sniffers report little euphoric effect from its inhdation. Although some people tried sniffing
Avgas, this did not seem to last. Twenty-eight Aborigind communities are usng, or have used,
Avgas/Comgas as an anti - petrol sniffing strategy (OATSIH 1999).

Burns found that the use of Avgas as an averson drategy was critica a Maningrida in eradicating
petrol sniffing; however, community resolve and support were dso key ementsin this success (Bums
1996, 239). Four months after it was introduced at Maningrida in 1993 dong with employment and
kills training programs, petrol sniffing ceased (Bums et d 1995b).  Although some sniffers tried
Avgas, they did not persst. The success, however, could not be attributed to Avgas alone (Burns
1995b,1996).

Prior to its introduction a Maningrida, Avgashad mixed success in other communities, particularly
those where people could access petral through other sources. In view of the Maningrida experience,
Petrol Link-up (discussed in section 9.4) recommended that Central Australian communities congder
using Avgas ingead of petrol, as a means of tackling petrol sniffing. Like Burns, they cautioned
againgt Avgas on its own being seen asthe answer to petrol sniffing (Shaw et d 1994, 16).



In aperiod of less than two months, 22 Anangu Pitjantjatjara communities switched to Avgas as part
of aregiona srategy to combat petrol sniffing. Moving On (Roper and Shaw 1996) the
impact of the introduction of Avgas to dl Anangu Pitjantjajara Land communities. Many people
consulted in this study mentioned Avgas as a sgnificant factor in contralling petrol sniffing. The report
found that there was a marked decline in petrol sniffing between 1984 and 1995, with a particularly
seep decline occurring with the introduction of Avgas in 1994. In communities where sniffing
continued, it had become episodic, as availability was irregular. Those who did continue sniffing were
older, chronic sniffers; few young people commenced sniffing. Over the same period, petral sniffing
related arrests dropped dramatically.

In the two years subsequent to that report, sniffing increased; however, it remained at a much lower
level than before Avgas had been introduced (Roper and Shaw 1996; Roper 1998, 88; Nganampa
Health 1995, 1996 and 199 7).

One Anangu Pitjantiatjara community provides an example of patterns experienced in the region. The
sniffing population increased gradudly in 1997, but remained a a lower level than it had been since
1995, and was less than hdf its prevalence in 1984 (Roper 1998, 41). However, it is testament to the
gporadic nature of petrol sniffing that a conference in 1999 listed this community as one of four
communities in Centrd Audrdia in urgent need of funding to ded with sniffing (NPY Women's
Council 1999a).

Not al communities have benefited to the same extent. Communities on the Anangu Fitjantjatjara
Lands which are easly accessble from main roads have experienced much less improvement than
more isolated communities (Roper 1998, 65). Some Northern Territory Centrd Audrdian
communities that converted to Avgas in 1993 have now reverted to the sale of petrol because sniffers
were found to be ng petrol from other places (Mosey 1997, 22).

Prior to its introduction, there was a concern that the substitution of Avgas would leaed to an increase
in other forms of drug or inhdant use. Roper reports that this did not appear to occur to any
sgnificant degree, and tha there was little sniffing of Avgas itsdf (1988, 67-9). Stojanovski notes,
however, that sniffers & Y uendumu would sphon mixtures of Avgas and petrol from cars, raising
concerns as Avgas has a high lead content (1994).

Thereis currently concern that Avgasis being sniffed more commonly. This may be because of moves
by the petroleum industry to put higher levels of toluene into Avgas. This makes it more dtractive to
siffers. Thereisadso some digparity in levels of toluene between different suppliers of Avges.

In another Centrd Desart community, the introduction of Avgas was initially believed to have brought
about a dramatic reduction in sniffing (Shaw 1999, 9). In an evauation of the impact of Avgas some
years later, Shaw suggests that Avgas was introduced at a time when the sniffing cycle was a alow
ebb, but that it did have an impact for a least 18 months. Not only did people sniff less often, most
importantly, they sniffed less, leading to decreased morbidity. Despite an darming increase in numbers
of young people sniffing petrol in 1996, the clinic Saff reported in 1997 that they no longer had to treat
people for petrol related fits. Thisislikely to have been due to their sniffing unleaded petrol.”



Despite this, after the introduction of Avgas people continued to take up sniffing, and to cease a
amilar rates to previous periods. Avgas could not prevent the 1996 increase in sniffer numbers
experienced in that community. Shaw concludes that Avgas is a useful harm-minimisation messure as
it reduces availability of substances and the intengty of sniffing, but it does not have an impact on the
socid activity around sniffing (1999, 91 1). Petrdl is gill brought into the community, having been
golen from the locd roadhouse or tourist cars or brought in in jerry cans to sdl to sniffers (Shaw
1999, 2 1).

Some people have expressed concern about the effect on their cars of usng Avgas. Avgas can be
used in engines designed for both leaded and unleaded fud (BP 1999b). In cold climates engines may
initidly run roughly on Avgas due to its lower voldility. This will improve as the engine warms up (BP
1999h). In accordance with 1986 Audtraian Design Rules, car engines built since 1986 are designed
for unleaded fuel and contain catalytic converters to reduce toxicity of exhaust emissons, Most dso
have oxygen sensors which contral the air/fud ratio to minimise fud emissons. While engines will be
unaffected by Avgas, the catdytic converter and oxygen sensor will eventudly be damaged by the lead
content. Deterioration of the cataytic converter will increase exhaust emissons. Deterioration of the
oxygen sensor may eventualy cause an increase in fuel consumption or rough running (BP 1999b). In
some jurisdictions catalytic converters may be removed after obtaining gpprova from the relevant
authority. Inthe Northern Territory thisisthe Motor Vehicle Regidtry.

8.7 Using unleaded petrol

We have discussed some hedlth effects of petrol inhaation in section 4. 1. As noted, there is a good
ded of discusson about whether many of the adverse hedlth effects associated with petrol sniffing are
directly linked with lead contained in petrol, and if so, whether making only unleaded petrol availableis
an effective harm minimisation srategy.

After the introduction of unleaded petrol a Maningrida (prior to the switch to Avgas), petral sniffing
hospital evacuations dropped from 10 per year to none (Burns 1996, 225). Burns et a (1995c)
found that sniffers of unleaded fud did not suffer gross neurological defects experienced by sniffers of
leaded petrol and that neurologicd and cognitive deficits "sgnificantly correlated with blood lead
levels, but not with toluene or benzene levels' (hydrocarbons present in petrol). This suggeststhat it is
lead additives rather than hydrocarbons in petrol that are responsble for neurologica illness requiring
hospitalisation (1 995c, 2 1). It isindicative of the reduced morbidity associated with sniffing unleaded
as opposed to leaded petrol that there have been no admissions to Roya Darwin Hospita in the last
five years for patients suffering petrol sniffing related encephaopathy (Bart Currie, pers comm).

While recommending that communities experiencing ongoing petrol sniffing use unleeded petrol as a
harm reduction Strategy in association with prevention strategies, Burns acknowledges that the long-
term effect of inhding these substances are unknown: "it is likely that volatile hydrocarbons and
tetraalkyllead compounds (and their metabolises) both contribute to the toxic effects commonly
reported amongst users of leaded petrol” (Burns 1996, 226).

There is some evidence to support the notion that hydrocarbons present in both leaded and unleaded
petrol are neurotoxic. Tenenbein (1997) suggests that both leaded and unleaded petrol contain toxic
hydrocarbons, and dthough it is mosly tetraethyl lead inhdation which is responsble for long-term



psychosis, prolonged exposure to ether leaded or unleaded petrol can cause neurologica damage.
Sniffers of unleaded petrol Htill experience inebriation, with associated health and socid problems, and
risk of coma or death (Goodheart and Dunne 1994, 181). Long-term users risk encephalopathy,
cerebelar and corticospind symptoms, dementia and mental Satus dterations (Tenenbein 1997).
However, Goodheart and Dunne cite a number of studies which identify organic lead as the main
factor in causing the long-term effects of petrol sniffing (1994, 180).

Brady and Torzillo (1995, 31) have expressed concern that advisng communities to use unleaded
petrol will cause them to believe that sniffing unleaded petrol is safe. Unleaded petrol has various
additives which fulfil the role previoudy undertaken by lead (BP 1999a; Tenenbein 1997) and more
research is needed on the possibly varying effects of inhaing different petrol blends.

Although the long term effects of unleaded petrol inhdation remain unclear, the available evidence
suggedtsthat at least in the short term it is less damaging to sniff unleaded than leeded petrol. It would
therefore seem to be sengble for communities experiencing petrol sniffing to use (where possble)
unleaded petral in preference to leaded petrol. However, as Avgas is more difficult to sniff, it
probably remains the best dternative.

In Western Ausdtrdia it is now illegd to use leaded petrol. Petrol not containing lead has been
developed for use in pre-1986 vehicles (BP 1999a). It will be interesting to trace the impact of this
legidation on petrol sniffing and associated morbidity.

8.8 Locking up petrol supplies

Prior to the introduction of Avgas, the Northern Territory Government, in its submission to the Senate
Sdect Committee on Volatile Substance Fumes, cited measures taken to redtrict the availability of

petrol as having been effective, dbet only in the short term; however, it adduced no evidencein
support of this clam (Northern Territory of Audtrdia 1985, 13). The Senate Committee concluded
that the Strategy of redtricting or preventing access to petrol, being the most obvious response to
sniffing, had been tried in just aout every place that sniffing had become a problem - with just about
universa lack of success (Commonwesdlth of Australia 1985, 203). As the Senate Committee pointed
out, regardless of the measures employed - and these included fitting locking petrol cgps, surrounding
pumps with weldmesh cages and using guard dogs - snifferswould cut fue lines, bresk into the pumps
or break open petrol tanks. Morice, Swift and Brady (1981, 43) reported that on one occasion

community resdents began leaving small containers of petrol m their cars a night, rather than have
their fud lines wrecked by sniffers.

Watson (1986) documents the failure of protective measures a one Top End community in the early
1980s. Despite the fact that the local council had ingtalled a second cyclone fence around the petrol
pumps in the main vehicle yard, and employed both a guard dog and, subsequently, a patrolman, an
estimated 600 litres of fuel were stolen each month.



8.9 Adding deterrents to petrol

Another strategy, which focuses on the substance rather than the sniffer or the community as awhole,
is the addition of malodorous deterrents to petrol. The only substance used to this end to date is ethyl
mercaptan, or 'skunk juice, which, when added to petrol and inhded, induces nausea, vomiting and
diarrhoea

The Senate Sdlect Committee on Vol atile Substance Fumes reviewed four casesin which communities
had added ethyl mercaptan to petrol (Commonwedlth of Austrdia 1985, 204-6). In none of the four
communities did the addition of ethyl mercaptan prove successful. In oneingtance, residents objected
to the offensive smdl| of the additive; in another, parents became distressed at the Sght of their children
vomiting (which, as the Senate Committee suggests, may smply point to the need to educate parents
prior to introducing the additive). In another there was no genuine community support for the
intervention, and in yet another the resident medica officer concluded that the effects of the additive
were no less harmful than those of petrol sniffing, particularly in the case of chronic sniffers who
continued to inhale both petrol and the additive.

As an additive, ethyl mercaptan suffers from another defect. As the Executive Director of the
Augrdian Indtitute of Petroleum reported to the Senate Committee, sniffers have discovered that it
can be removed from petrol by ‘weathering’; that is, leaving the petrol out in the open, which causes
the ethyl mercaptan to evaporate preferentially (Commonwealth of Australia 1985, 895).

The Senate Committee concluded that the addition of ethyl mercaptan provided, at best, a temporary
abaement in siiffing. Faced with the additive, resourceful sniffers would invariably find other,
untreated sources. Similarly, Brady (1985) concludes that adding ethyl mercaptan as an emergency
measure can provide short-term relief, but does nothing to address the underlying causes. She dso
points to the danger that communities who have introduced the additive, even if they viewed it initidly
as a stop-gap measure only, will then fall to follow through with longer-term interventions. In any
case, the strategy appears to have been abandoned in the 1990s.

8. 10 Movement to outstations’/homeland centres

Outstations, or homeland centres, are seen as offering a means to combating petrol siffing in two
ways. fird, as a primary preventative measure, in that families who move to outdtaions are less likdy
to be plagued by petrol sniffing or alcohol misuse or other symptoms of familid dysfunction, and are
more likdy to lead hedthy and satisfying lives, and second, as a remedid centre to which petrol
sniffers can be sent for a time in the hope that they will mend their ways - as either secondary or
tertiary intervention. With such a continuum of uses it is difficult to categorise outstations using our
typology; however, outdtations are discussed here as primary interventions, while their deterrent and
rehabilitative functions are discussed under the section of this chapter addressng secondary
intervention.

Eastwell (1979) attached importance to the outstation movement, on the grounds that petrol sniffing is
a phenomenon of large settlements in which different dlan-language groups live in unaccusomed



mutua proximity, and in which traditiona petterns of socid order are threatened. Underlying hisview
is the observation that in two Top End communities, petrol sniffing was most frequently to be found
among those clan-language groups that had not established outstations.

Freeman (1986), writing in support of outstations as an essentid dement in any long-term solution to
petrol sniffing and similar problems, suggested that their function was not to ‘block out' the modern
world but rather to cushion the conflict caused by the clash of cultures and to dlow young people to
choose what they want from both worlds.

The Senate Sdlect Committee on Volatile Substance Fumes pinned great hopes on the homeands
movement, describing it as ‘the only apparent solution to petrol sniffing in the long term’
(Commonwedth of Audraia 1985, 210). It did point out, though, that the homeands movement
entailed problems of its own, notably with regard to provison of primary health care and educationd
fecilities. Morice, Swift and Brady (1981, 46-7) atached smilar importance to the homeands
movement as a means of revitdisng clan and family life and thereby strengthening the capacity and
moativation of individuas and groups to abandon destructive practices such as petrol sniffing. In alater
report, Brady (1985) expressed cautious support for the capacities of outstations, but also warned
againg viewing them as solutionsto dl Aborigina socid problems.

Elsegood (1986) was more sceptical. He acknowledged that outstations provided a more rewarding
and cohesive socid environment than large communities, and that as a result petrol sniffing was
virtudly unknown in them. He dso argued, however, that the movement of some families to
outstations had made no difference to the prevaence of petrol sniffing in the host communities - at
least in one large Amhem Land community - for four main reasons. First, despite attempts to extend
Services to outstation aress, there was till substantid movement of people between the outstations
and the main community, in part because of the excitement associated with the larger settlement.
Second, many outstations lacked amenities which, over the past few decades, Aborigina people had
come to expect, such as good water, dectricity and mosquito-proof housing. Third, for Aborigind
people who wanted their children to be educated, there was no redl aternative to the large settlement,
and fourth, some Aborigina people, incuding many of the older sniffers, had effectivey logt the sKills
of living in the bush. Stojanovski (1 999) aso adds his experience to this scepticism by pointing out
that many petrol sniffers refuse to accompany ther family to the outstation, preferring to remain in
town.

In short, families who move to outgtations are less likely to exhibit and suffer from arange of socid ills,
including petrol sniffing. This is a dgnificant reason for supporting the outstation movement and
attempting to resolve the problems of service provison which it generates. At the same time, the
outstation movement is not a panacea. Not al people have the right under Europear/Audtrdian law to
occupy their traditiond lands. Many people will continue to resde in large communities, and measures
to control petrol sniffing and other problemsin these socid settings are therefore needed.



8. 11 Legal sanctions against petrol sniffing

A number of Aborigind communities have caled for the right to make by-laws againg petrol sniffing.
A conference of representatives of 40 Aborigind communities recommended “that the Northern
Territory, South Ausdtralian and West Audtrdian Governments be ingtructed that uniform legidation to
enable community by-laws in relaion to sniffing should be enacted for the tri-state region” (NPY
Women's Council 1999b). However, the falure of legidative controls to reduce other forms of drug
use, concern about incarcerating Aborigind youth, and ambivalence about the effect of such bylaws
where they have operated, have tended to discourage policy makers from supporting this option.

Petrol sniffing is illegd on the Ritiantjatjara Lands in South Audtradia (SA), where by-laws under the
Pitjantjatjara Land Rights Act 1981 make it "an offence to possess or supply petrol for the purpose
of inhdation" (Commonwedth Department of Health and Family Services 1998, 108). Brady writes
that these by-laws enable magistrates on the Pitjantjatjara Lands "to make a variety of orders
regarding the trestment or rehabilitation of sniffers’ dthough actud options are generdly limited to
imposing fines and good behaviour bonds (1992, 123). There is disagreement over whether these by-
laws should be maintained. Some government officias and magigtrates in South Audtrdia believe that
by-laws do not deter petrol sniffing, but rather have the effect of relieving the community of a sense of
responsbility for doing something about it. In any case, police are reluctant to enforce the bylaws and
place young people at risk in custody (Drug and Alcohol Services Council 1998). However, a
representative of the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Lands Council is quoted in aletter from Drug and Alcohol
Services Council as strongly opposing revoking of the by-laws without aternatives in place to combeat
petrol sniffing (Watts 1998).

It isdsoillegd on the Ngaanyatjarra Lands in Western Audtralia. For many years convicted petrol
sniffersreceived jall terms. Collectively more than 100 years of jail terms have been ordered in one of
the Ngaanyatjarra communities (Gill Shaw, pers comm). In November 1996 the West Audrdian
Sentencing Act was amended o that any offence attracting a three month jail term would no longer
attract a custodia sentence.  This meant that petrol sniffing offences no longer atracted a jall term.
This change did not effect juveniles, as a jal sentence for petrol sniffing did not goply to them.
Community members considered that the change led to an increase in petrol sniffing and related
problems (Peter Rapkins in Stojanovski 1999, 18). McFarland quotes police and other sources in
support of this view (1999, 28). However, arrest statistics from one Centra Desert community
suggest that the change did not increase the number of adults sniffing, and the author concludes that jall
probably did not act as a strong deterrent to adults (Shaw 1999, 19-20).

For some time now, a smal number of community government councils have been cdling for the
Northern Territory Government to alow them to make by-laws againgt petrol sniffing (Mosey 1997,
Stojanovski 1999). Rather than wishing to send petrol sniffers to jail, one community has requested
by-laws which will give it the capacity to force anyone found sniffing petrol to recelve trestment & an
appropriate outstation (Stojanovski 1999). It is not clear yet who would enforce the by-law, or indeed
whether the Northern Territory Government will alow its enactment. This also raises the question of
whether or not a crimina conviction would have to be recorded in the event of an offender repeatedly
‘breaching’ the conditions of a treatment order.”



Petrol sniffing, unlike some other forms of drug misuse, is not illegd under the crimind code of any
Audrdian jurisdiction. The Commonwedth Senate Select Committee on Volatile Substance Fumes
concluded that it would be ingppropriate to trest sniffers as criminals, in part because such a policy
would possibly have a counter-productive effect of adding to the danger of an dready rebellious act,
and partly because, in the absence of rehabilitation facilities, it would have no lasting deterrent effect.
Brady (1985) opposed making sniffing illegd on smilar grounds. Sanderson et d, in a study of
incarcerated Aborigind inhalant users, suggested that crimingising volatile substance use would force
sniffers to seek out isolated locations where medica help was less likely to be avalable if they got into
trouble (1997, 127). It should be kept in mind that the introduction of lega sanctions againg glue
sniffing and a large-scale public education campaign in Britain coincided with an increase in degths
from butane and aerosol inhaation (Dinwiddie 1994, 928).

Critics of crimind sanctions againgt recregtiond drug use contend that such messures are of
guestionable effectiveness, and often actudly increase the harms associated with use.  Stoianovski
argues that these concerns are not relevant to legal sanctions againgt petrol sniffing. Since petral is
reedily available, he dams, demand for it would be unlikely to entail crimind activities, adulteration, or
the emergence of a black market (1999, 19).

Knowingly supplying petrol in the Northern Territory is, however, illegd. Under the Misuse of Drugs
Act 1993, it isan offence to sdll or supply a volatile substance to another person if the supplier "knows
or ought to know that the other person intends to use the substance by adminigtering it to himsalf or
hersdf or a third person”. To the best of our knowledge this legidation has not been used to
prosecute suppliers. This is partly because petrol sniffers do not normaly rely upon suppliers, and
partly because of probable difficulties in establishing to the satisfaction of a court what a supplier knew
or ought to have known in particular circumstances. However, the law does serve the purpose of
giving legd backing to vendors of petrol wishing to refuse to supply petrol which they suspect might be
missed.  The impact of jal, trestment orders and other statutory sanctions on petrol sniffers is
discussed in the next section of the review.



9. Secondary intervention strategies

9.1 Using Aborigina culture and symbolism - tjukurpa,
paintings and events

This section describes some of the art forms and events that have been developed and used by
Aborigina people and non-Aborigind people working with them to talk and teach about petrol
aniffing. The devices gpan a range of functions such as teaching, counsdling, cultura reviva and
grengthening communities.

The use of tjukurpa, paintings, and cultura events to address petrol sniffing is not, of course,
confined to the activities discussed in this section of the review. These cultural forms are used by
Aborigind people in dl kinds of contexts, as part of many of the interventions discussed in this
document and, undoubtedly, many more that are not.

The impact on petral sniffing of planned interventions involving panting, tdling of sories and events
on petrol sniffing is particularly difficult to evauate and may not be immediatdy discernible in the
behaviour of any individud or group. Indeed, very little such evauation exigs, and most of this
section consdts of description rather than assessment.  Such interventions do, however, offer the
potentid to influence ways in which people think about substance misuse and intoxication through
harnessing resources to be found within Aborigina culture, as wdl as through promoting family and
community ties and systems of care.

Devanesen (1983, 1985) remarks that traditiond art plays an important role in storytelling and
communication; to say something using sand markings is totak’in the Warlpiri way. The Hedthy
Aborigind Life Team (HALT) in Centrd Audrdia used traditiona paintings with specific reference
to petrol sniffing. 1n 1984 an Aborigina member of the team and respected Warlpiri leader, Andrew
Spencer japdjarri, painted a picture usng the 'dots and circles symbolism of Western Desert art to
portray the incidence of petrol sniffing in some Aborigind communities (HALT 1988, 21). This
panting, according to HALT, redefined the problem of petrol sniffing in Aborigind terms, and
suggested that solutions be sought within the socia structures that had been damaged by sniffing.

The painting served as a hedth promotion instrument which triggered recognition that
traditiond styles of problemsolving - consultation to achieve consensus, socia cohesion and
cooperation - would generate effective controls to stop the sniffing (HALT 1988, 2 1).

Spencer Japdjarri characterises paintings as an attempt by Aborigind people to solve their own
problems and to share ideasin away which can be widely understood (1990). The introduction to his
discusson of his paintings notes that the use of this medium to convey information about problems
such as family breakdown has spread to other Aborigind communities (Thompson 1990, 83). Bryce,
Scrimgeour and Rowse (1991), in an evauation of HALT, report adegree of scepticism among some
resdents of Yuendumu community about the effectiveness of the paintings and, by implication, about
the degree to which "gppropriaion” occurred in that community. Thiswould seem to indicate not that
the paintings are without vaue, but rather that the linkages between interpretation of the paintings and



interpretation of the problem of petrol sniffing may be more complex than HALT's writings would
dlow.

The 'Brain Story' developed by the Petrol Link-up team (1994b) followsthe HALT tredition of using
Aborigind art styles. It has been widdly usad in Central Audtrdian communities as a catayst to get
people taking about petrol sniffing in their community (Anne Maosey, pers comm). It depicts the
effects of petrol sniffing on the brain in term of successve loss of functioning of different faculties.

People involved with the Intjartnama Aborigind Corporation have aso produced a series of paintings
and performances about substance misuse. Andrew Spencer Japdjarri has continued his work on
petrol sniffing with Thinking about Y oung People and Family Breskdown (Spencer 1990). Thinking
About Y oung People depicts the dilemma for young people who are caught in the trangtion between
traditiond values and an unknown future. The painting describes four different family reactions to
sniffing. It urges both Aborigind and European adults to meet together to think about their young
people's future. Bertha Nakamarra Dixon's painting Petrol Sniffing describes how the practice
spreads (HALT 1991, 18). Elva Cook painted Fire Painting One and Fire Painting Two in 1996 and
1997. These paintings are based on the symbolism of afire which bums up women and young people.
Thefireis used to represent both Alice Springs and the effect of intoxicating substances on youth, with
suggestions towards restoring the baance of family life. Marlene Nampijimpa Rosss Lonely Boy,
painted in 1994, describes some scenarios associated with petrol sniffing.

Trouble Story is a sx metre long painting developed by the Petrol Link-up Project and its
collaborators, including Aborigind and non-Aborigind people.  Trouble Story represents both a
workshop scenario and a condensation of key factors in deding with young people in trouble. It
includes recognition of family of origin, current multi-cultura influences, agency and family networks of
care, and suggests sources of intervention and healing stories. It is used to "hold idess, put them into a
sequence for discussons and facilitate discussons' without requiring its audience to read or
understand English (San Roque 1996, 11). Two Laws, painted in 1994 (again under the auspices of
Petrol Link-up), depicts the problems faced by custodians of both Aboriginal and European law when
dedling with crimind offences, including those committed under the influence of petrol or acohoal.

Tdling young people stories can function as an expresson of care and ingruction. For instance,
participants at a workshop on petrol sniffing held in Alice Springs in 1998 identified tdlling stories,
ether from tjukurpa or the Bible, as a drategy for deding with petrol sniffers (Centra Audrdian
Rura Practitioners Association). Aborigina people have developed tjukurpa to explain some of the
animas and other phenomena introduced by Europeans. However, at least in the Central Desert area
there appear to be no tjukurpa degling with acohol or petrol (San Roque et a 19994).

The Intjartnama Group's Western Line Project, based on a concept from Elva Cook's painting in
Story About Intjartnama (Cook et d 1994, 48), is a further attempt at cultural heding, this time
through mobilisng dready existing networks and relaionships of care across country and between
families "Knowledge of and ability to work within thesglines is an essentid part of the Intjartnama
drategy and is a privilege based upon the Intjartnama family's own connections' (Cook and Cook
1997). The project centres its activities around new events such as sporting meetings as well as
traditional occurrences in "Aborigina country and according to the Aborigina seasond calendar”
(LeFay nd) which provide opportunity for teaching young people and transmitting law. Activities have



included forums for eders, discussons about night patrols, community vists and mestings,
development of recreationd opportunities and health promotion materids, and organising'events for
goort and artistic and culturd activities. These events provide venues for discussion about substance
misuse (Cook and Cook 1997).

The programs discussed above are, in the main, controlled by Aborigina people. Governments and
organisations outsde Aborigina communities must be sengtive to the possible impact of the way in
which they endorse programs aiming to reingtate Aborigind ‘culture or ‘tradition’ in order to strengthen
community responses to problems such as petrol sniffing. O'Mdley (1994) points to some problems
inherent in govemment-controlled efforts of this nature. In one such program, officias emphasised
aspects of 'tradition congstent with their program aims, and ignored or discredited others (such as the
use of violent punishment or tolerance of sniffing). He concludes that the government department
involved "cannot escape the fact that while setting out to shore up Ngaanyatjarra culturd and socid
autonomy, paradoxically it is setting itself as arbiter of another peopl€'s tradition” (1994,138).

In al, these projects are both interesting and innovative. However, asfar as we know, amost none of
these initiatives have been evauated. How broad their potentia gpped to various age, language and
other groups might be, we cannot gauge. Some form of culturaly appropriate evauation would be
useful.

9.2 Individual and family counselling and care

Tomlinson (1975) criticised interventions based on counsdlling individud sniffers on the grounds that
by focusng on the pathology of the individud, they tended to divert atention from more important
social factors. Morice, Swift and Brady (1981, 41), however, argued that while these dangers should
not be overlooked, therapeutic Strategies had a useful role to play. San Roque notes that one of the
primary needs of sniffers is for "psychologica or persond attention, i.e. the chance to be listened to
andtell their story™ (1999b, 20). Brady (1985) aso suggests that regular sniffers may benefit from
killed counsdlling.

Franks (1989), a trained counsdlor and member of the Hedthy Aborigind Life Team (HALT), has
provided a useful account of the gpplication of counsdling techniques in two Centrd Audtrdian
communities. Centrd to the HALT gpproach was the combination of individuad and family counsdling
with community development techniques (see section 9.3). The twin goas were to promote the
community's capecity to control petrol sniffing at the community level, and to help kin networks to
regain their capacity to care for and control their members. The particular role of counsdling in this
context was to "re-indude the sniffers within the extended family group from which they had become
aienated” (Franks 1989, 17). Another important aspect of the HALT approach was the presence in
the team of arespected Aborigina member, who worked in close cooperation with the counsdllor.

Franks describes two types of individud counsdling, as wdl as family counsdling. Smple support
counsdlling is used where the family is strong and can mobilise support; the counsellor's role is one of
helping persons to reach decisons and giving encouragement. VIhere family functioning has become
distorted, in-depth counsdlling is used. In these cases, parents, kin and children are often angry, afraid
or gpathetic, and may harbour unresolved grief for the loss of children or relatives. Counsdling
involves "vaidating fedings, clarifying the problems; setting and prioritisng gods, and actively moving



towards the achievement of these gods by agreeing to undertake specific tasks' (Franks 1989, 19).
Individua counsdling was used in conjunction with family counsdlling; in this, the Aborigina member of
the team, Andrew Spencer japdiarri, played a mgor role, identifying family and community supports
which could be mobilised. Family counselling aso involved teaching crisis procedures which could be
used to ded with intoxicated sniffers.

Franks stresses that counsdlling in this context requires training and experience, both in counsdling
techniques and in cross-culturd intervention. It is not arole for amateurs, however well-intentioned.
Herein may lie a Sgnificant congraint on this agpproach: within northern and Central Audtrdiathere are
few counsdlors who (a) have the necessary training and experience, and (b) are willing to employ
these skillsin Aborigind communities

The kinds of talk which Aborigind people use to support others and clarify and solve problems are
rarely discussed in the literature or given the status accorded'counsdling.  The following suggestion
was made a aworkshop addressing petrol sniffing held in December 1998:

Community people to dect a committee of 2 men and 2 ladies (like councillors) [Sic] to help
gniffers.  Sit down with them and ask them why they're doing it. They might say "I'm sniffing
because I'm hungry; or I've got no money, I've got no family... These 4 councillors can ke
employed on CDEP by the community and paid CDEP Supervisor wages. Make sure these
councillors have patience and understanding (Centrad Austrdian Rurd Practitioners Association
1998).

The same workshop aso recommended that community councils arrange trips for young people to
enable them to talk about their fedings and be counsdlled by older community members. A painting
by Tjunkaya Tapaya shows how attention and care from older relatives can help sniffersto fed part of
the family network (HALT 1991, 12).

Clearly, thereisaneed to train Aborigina and non-Aborigina people dike in specific counsdling skills
for usein Aborigind communities, particularly, but not exclusvely, in skills related to substance misuse.

Brady points out that brief and minimd intervention srategies are rarely utilised in Aborigina drug and
acohal trestment services (1995). The potentid of these drategies in relation to petrol sniffing could
usefully be examined, and any existing programs eva uated.



9.3 Counselling and community development: the HALT model

Without doubt the intervention approach that attracted more interest than any other in the 1980s and
early 1990s was the modd developed by a Centrd Audrdian trio who, following their officid
formation in November 1985, initidly called themsdlves the Petrol Sniffing Prevention Team, and later,
the Hedlthy Aborigind Life Team, or HALT (Franks 1989). HALT was a family counsdling and
education program based on the principles of community development. It grew out of a community-
based program initiated a Yuendumu in 1984, initidly as an atempt to formdise the Y uendumu
program and gpply it to other communities.

The model developed by the team was based upon a view of petrol sniffing as "a systemic disorder
arigng from and contributing to a degree of broad socid dependency which has resulted from many
harmful forms of interaction with outsders’ (Franks 1989, 15). In other words, the explanation for
petrol sniffing was to be found, not in the pathology of individuad sniffers, or in paticular types of
families (eg. fatherless families, acohol-abusing families), but in the higtoricaly conditioned petterns of
interaction between Aborigina society and white- Audtrdian inditutions.

Under the policy d assmilation, according to HALT's critique, Indigenous socid inditutions were
undermined. In particular, the nurturing and controlling capecities of the family and kinship systems
were atenuated; important socid roles, particularly those occupied by maes were effectively
abolished and, in their place, emphasis was placed on the importance of biologica parents (in keeping
with western family ideology) (Lowe et d 1988). TJe outcome was a society characterised by
"systemic socid dependency” (HALT 1988, 9), fragmented and demoralised kinship systems, apathy,
and a retreet into acohol and other substance misuse as well as violence in an attempt to regain lost
power and cope with unresolved grief.

Although the policy of assmilation had ended, HALT argued that the conventional mode of interaction
imposed on Aborigind communities by non-Aborigind ingtitutions continued to sustain dependency.
From the standpoint of these communities, outsders function as "provider or control agent” (HALT
1988, 61). HALT clamed to operate from a radicdly different perspective to those of conventiona
service providers, one governed by reciprocity rather than provison and control. Its role as an
outside agency was not to deliver a service, but to release capacities inherent in the

community. It amed to work with Aborigind family sysems in order to help them recover their
capacity to resolve problems, specificdly in the case of petrol sniffers, it sought to reintegrate sniffers
with their family sysems and to promote the nurturing and controlling capacities of those systems
(Loweet a 1988, 228; HALT 1988, 1 0; Franks 1989, 15). HALT utilised counselling techniquesto
enable communities and families to redefine petrol sniffing as a problem which could be rectified by
families. "this process then led to authentic initiative and motivation to address the problem” (Franksin
Rowse 1996, 56). Centrd to this gpproach was a belief in the capacity of Aborigina family and
kinship systems to recover their lost capacity.



The modd, as outlined by Bryee et d (1991), conssted of the following steps:

1 Initid engagement: HALT required that a community had dready identified petrol sniffing as an
issue that it wanted to work on before the team would commence its program. The team would
meet with community |eaders and be asked to help solve the petrol sniffing problem. At this point
HALT was careful not to mistake the patronage of one or a few powerful community members
for community acceptance.

2 -Community engagement: HALT convened community meetings to explan and confirm
community commitment to the process. The team made use of Indigenous symbolism in paintings
and diagrams, and other media and messages in the cognitive style of Aborigind society in order
to ensure that problems were defined in Aboriginal terms (Franks 1989). HALT encouraged the
community to have faith in the power of traditiond kinship relations to revive adult authority over
Siffers

3 Recruitment: HALT trained and arranged for the employment of chosen community members
who would continue the work after they had withdrawn from the community. This included the
edablishment of Aborigind night patrols. HALT aso held meetings with workers from other
community agenciesto invite their support.

4 Counsdling by HALT principds and community workers for both individuds and families
experiencing more pervadve sniffing related problems.

5 Withdrawd of HALT principds HALT's work was continued by the loca community workers
with the support of the community council. Originad HALT workers provided additiona support
to these community workers (Bryce et a 199 1; Franks 1989).

Two components of thismodd - individua and family counselling, and the use of Indigenous
symbolism - are discussed elsewhere in this review; the present focus is on the moddl asawhole.

The team's initid interventions at Yuendumu and, subsequently, a Kintore gppear to have been
successful, according to both the team's own and externd assessors.  Smith and McCulloch (1986),
who examined the team's operations on behdf of the West Audrdian Department of Community
Development, reported that in Yuendumu there had previoudy been 40 sniffers, and in Kintore
fourteen. Both communities a the time of assessment were free of sniffing, athough at Kintore two
sniffers had moved to outstations and a third was in gaol. Similarly, an evauation report prepared for
the departments of Aborigind Affars and Community Development (1986) dated that sniffing
appeared to have ceased in both communities.

HALT was evaluated again in 1991 by Bryce, Scrimgeour and Rowse (1991, 1992). The evauation
gives athorough description of HALT practice and outcomes and provides a critica anadlysis of HALT
theory. The evauators hed discussons with people a Yuendumu, who recalled a number of
interventions in the mid- 1980s, including HALT, as having contributed to successes achieved during
this period. It appears that prior to HALT'stime a Y uendumu, community concern about sniffing had
come to a head; the report lists arange of interventions which the community had implemented prior to



and aongsde HALT's work (1991, 36-7). Bryee et d conclude that HALT was one factor in
Y uendumu's SUCCESS:
HALT can rightly claim to have been a part of a powerful mobilisation of community concern
about petrol sniffing a Y uendumu. However we should not see HALT as having authored and
orchestrated that process, HALT does not control al the conditions which determine its success
or falure. It can help a community to focus, to resolve atention into a temporary unanimity of
purpose which adults, in various ways, find empowering' (1991, 45).

The evauators found, moreover, that the successful Y uendumu actions departed at some points from
HALT's suggestion that adults nurture petrol sniffers. Adults had used terror and corpora punishment
to discourage sniffing, and some sniffers gppeared to havegraduatedto acohol when they were
considered to have reached manhood (Bryce et a 1991, 2).

In 1985 HALT commenced work at the Central Augtralian communities of Kintore and Kiwirrkurra
Here the team further developed the technique of ‘family mapping', where a child's relationships was
painted or drawn to reaffirm the role of kin in child rearing (Bryce et d 1992, 391). They dso
gppointed community workers and supported people in sending sniffers to stay with other family
members. Bryce et d reported that HALT had contributed to a reduction in petrol sniffing, but that a
core of sniffersremained (1991, 53).

In the late 1980s the HALT mode was aso gpplied on the Anangu Pitjantjatiara (AP) Lands, where,
in contrast to Yuendumu and Kintore, HALT did not have prior relationships with community
members. Bryce e d conclude that this factor, dong with competition from two other models
favoured by Anangu Fitiantjatjara communities for dealing with petral sniffing, led to HALT'sfalure to
influence petrol sniffing ggnificantly. The two rivd models, in Bryce et d's terms, were thework'
modd™ and the 'Police aide/survellance modd. 2s

HALT's experience suggests that, in the hands of a skilled counsdlor, orthodox counselling and
community development techniques can be effective, if used with sengtivity and respect for Aborigind
perceptions and values. Stojanovski, a worker at the Mount Theo outstation of Y uendumu, suggests
that HALT was successful a Yuendumu because that was where the model had been developed
(McFarland 1999, 31). However, the falure of HALT to impact sgnificantly on the Anangu
Pitjantjatjara Lands suggests that its use as amodd for other groups and communitiesis limited.

In alater discusson of HALT, Rowse (1996,48-81) has argued that in emphasising the imperative for
Aborigind people to solve problems through reactivating traditiona socid authority structures, HALT
may have underestimated the usefulness to Aborigina people of outsde, or new, interventions when
dedling with new problems such as petrol sniffing. Rowse cites a study by Dunlop where Aborigind
people told the researcher that petrol was a threat which required non-traditional responses (1996,
68). He argues thattraditiond'child rearing practices may discourage parents and eders from
censuring petrol sniffers, through fear of losing the goodwill of young people (1996, 7 1). Brady has
aso criticised an uncritica belief in the power of a revivd of 'culture to hea Aborigind people of
modem ills (1995c). Mobbs, on the other hand, in a response to the Bryce et d evauation, argues
thet it is unfar to condemn HALT for its falure to assst communities to stop chronic sniffers (1993,
80).



Perhgps HAL T's ambitious claims for its program attracted more critica commentary than might
otherwise have been made. Bryce et d point out that a change in petrol sniffing prevaenceis unlikey
ever to be atributable to one intervention aone (1992).

Although petral sniffing has since recurred in waves a Y uendumu since the time of HALT's work,
adults have succeeded in containing it through complementary programs in the community and at
Mount Theo outgtation. While Stojanovski was compiling his most recent report, there were no
sniffersa Y uendumu and HAL T's activities were among a range of interventions to which Stojanovski
attributes the community's success (1999,23). This suggests at least that HALT mayhave contributed
to the Yuendumu community's ability to "shore up or to restore adult authority over recdcitrant
children who sniff petrol” - the criterion for success used in Bryce et d's evauation (1992, 390).

9.4 Petrol Link-up

The other petrol sniffing program that has operated across a region, rather than focusing on a
particular community, was Petrol Link-up, which was funded between July 1994 and March 1995
and operated in the Northern Territory, South Augtrdian and West Austrdian cross-border region of
Central Audrdia Unlike HALT, which attracted the three externad eva uations discussed above, there
has been no externd evauation of Petrol Link-up.

Where HALT concentrated on families and individuds, Petrol Link-up's main focus was on creating
mechanians for the sharing of information between communities about petrol sniffing related
interventions, and on encouraging and supporting community action, in the belief that not al sniffers
could be stopped by family action. Petrol Link-up aso provided adminigtrative assistance and liaison
for communities in their search for funding. The program was aso associated with the adoption of
Avgas by Anangu PFitjantjatjara communities, the Ngaanyatjarra communities and Western Desert
communities in the Northern Territory, which, dong with other community-based programs, proved
veay dffective in reducing sniffing.

The Three Ways mode developed by the Petrol Link-up team advocates the use of arange of
drategies in dedling with petrol sniffing (aview consstent with the main thrust of thisreview). The
modd entails:

1 reducing the avallability of petrol by its subgtitution with Avgas,

2 rehabilitatingsniffersthroughremovingthemtooutstations- givingrespitetocommunitiesand giving
sniffers an opportunity to 'break’ their behaviour; and

3 providing pogtive dternatives through youth programs, recregtiond activities, employment
opportunities and the like within communities (Shaw et d 1994, 19).

Themodd thus addresses the three levels of drug, set and setting, and spans both primary and

secondary intervention.

The Petral Link-up team contends that stopping petrol sniffing requires an enormous effort by adults;
their mgjor drategy involves fostering and supporting these endeavours (Shaw et a 1994, 13). Where
families are unable to gop their children sniffing, community action is most useful:



Essentidly the community action makes the statement that petrol sniffing is not acceptable... We
bdieve it is important to encourage the community to try something, and whatever it is to
support them. An intervention that is up and running and experiencing problems can be changed
according to peopl€e's perception of a more postive approach. In communities that currently
have no intervention we have found that there are invarigbly plans and dreams. We have
encouraged people to embark on their plans and given every support we can. It is aso clear
that people have been inspired by the stories from other communities... Activities of a program
such as Petrol Link-up are a catays for reactivation of community will (1994, 13-14) (their
emphass).

Petrol Link-up was involved in producing a number of resources il in regular usein Centra
Audtrdia, most notably the Brain Story, discussed earlier under 'Using Aborigina Culture and
Symbolism..

The Perol Link-up team were keen to redeem the outstation movement which, as discussed
elsawhere in this review, was not viewed pogtively in the literature at that time. Petrol Link-up
organised a workshop at Winbarrku for outstation managers and others thinking of establishing
outstations for young people (Shaw et d 1994, 1 1; Winbarrku Outstation Meeting 1994; Petrol
Link-up 1994). Since the demise of Petrol Link-up thereis no designated position in Centra Audrdia
for providing support and advice to outstations.

It is difficult to assess the overadl impact of Petrol Link-up. However, two of the strategies that it
advocated - Avgas and outdtation programs - were aitica in reducing petrol sniffing in Centra

Audraian communitiesin the late 1990s. There appears to be an ongoing need for services such as
those provided by Petrol Link-up. The mgor recommendation from Mosey's (1997) consultation
over what should be done about petrol sniffing was the establishment of an inhdant substance misuse
team to support communities and act as a conduit for information, quite Smilar in function to Petrol

Link-up. Outstation managers continue to cal for town-based support (Cook and Cook 1998).

The Centrd Audrdian Inhaant Substance Abuse Network in Alice Springs has recommended to
governments that a Y outh Link-up (based on an earlier proposal from the Petrol Link-up team) be
funded, a proposa that was supported by a cnference representing 40 Aborigind communities
(McFariand 1999; NPY Women's Council 1999b).

9.5 Other community-based initiatives

A number of community-based initiatives are discussed throughout this review. The following
examples illugrate the potertid srength of community campaigns and some difficulties which have
arisen for communities in implementing action againg petrol sniffing.

In 1986 the West Audrdian Government established a Working Party on Petrol Sniffing. In the
following year, folowing consultations involving the working party and communities in the Eastern
Goldfields region of Western Audrdia, a community-based program was inaugurated to reduce
petrol sniffing among the Ngaanyatjara people.  The area included eight communities with a
combined Aborigina population estimated in 1988 at 1388 (Lang and Kickett 1989). The program
took as its garting point the disempowerment and disintegration which, the working party argued,



afflicted Aborigind communities as a result of the impogtion of European dominance (Lang and
Kickett 1989). To counteract these effects, the program sought not only to impart skills which could
be used to combat petrol sniffing, but aso to promote the capacity of communitiesto act collectively
to prevent petrol sniffing, support families who needed help, and to generate a sense of collective
and individud pride.

The gpproach involved a number of key components. The first of these was the compilation of deta
for use as a basdine againg which to measure any progress which might occur. The working party
gathered hospitd morbidity and mortality data and information from police records. A second

component involved convening community workshops a which community members identified arange
of possible strategic options and then selected one for action. One community, for example, decided
to establish a camp for sniffers on a remote outdtation.  Sniffers would not only be given time to dry
out, but aso to work on tasks such as fencing, and to learn traditiond culture and bushcraft. A third
component involved the production of educationa materials which in turn sought to impart sKills,

promote sdalf-esteem, and disseminate information about the effects of petrol sniffing on the body.

Findly, key informants in communities were selected as sources of information about the effects of the
programs.

In an early report (Lang and Kickett 1989), members of the working party presented an optimistic
account of the program. Later, however, the same authors were much more critical of their own
approach (Lang and Kickett 1990). It had been a mistake, they now argued, to regard the
community as theprimary sysem'on which to focus the program; beneath a veneer of homogeneity,
communities were in redlity too divided - by language, rdigious &filiation, generationa loydties, to
mention a few factors - to be able to act cohesively. Ingtead, the authors continued, the family should
have been regarded as the mgor syslem. They pointed out that after two years, the working party
had been unable to establish a single core working group in any community. They adso stressed, on
the basis of their experience with the project, the need for effective evauation mechanisms to be built
in from the outset of any project of this nature. Had this been done, they argued, those responsible for
the program would have been much less likely to have misnterpreted early Sgns of community action.

Relying on families to stop petrol sniffing does not always work. Rowse notes that there is often
conflict between family and community authority in Aborigind communities (1996, 68). Petrol sniffing
requires Aborigind people to reconsder old and current child rearing patterns, and this process is
currently occurring in Centrd Audtrdian communities (Rowse 1996).  Although family is obvioudy
critical in addressing petrol sniffing, and must remain amgor focus of interventions, community action
can sometimes be an extremey powerful tool for change where families have been unable to influence
their children.

As anumber of observers point out (e.g. Smith and McCulloch 1986; Brady 1985, 1992), Aborigina
residents of communities do not always share the perceptions of non-Aborigines about the seriousness
of petrol sniffing as a problem. The danger is that intervention strategies which purport to be dedling
with a'community’ problem may not, from the point of view of Aborigind residents of that community,
have any such clam on their support.

Watson's (1986) account of an attempt to eradicate petrol sniffing from a Top End community
demondtrates this point. Asthe regiona medica officer at the time, Watson was caled in to help the



community to end sniffing. Acting on his advice, the community decided to add ethyl mercaptan, or
tskunk juice, to the loca petrol storage facility as a deterrent againgt sniffing. In moves initiated by
the loca council, a public meeting was held and a decision taken () to add ethyl mercaptan to the
loca petrol supply, and (b) to indtitute a publicity campaign, using alocaly written and recorded song
and a poder, prepared by the Audrdian Inditute of Petroleum telling youths DON'T SNIFF
PETROL. Subsequently, ethyl mercaptan was injected a a concentration of 1 ml per 100 litres of
petrol to the main petrol storage tank in the community.

Initialy, the prevalence of petrol sniffing dropped sharply, presumably as a result of the initiative,
athough Brady (1985) points out that just prior to the additive being introduced, severd sniffers had
been beaten by Aborigind adults, including a police aide, and that this too might have contributed to
the observed fdl off. The effect, however, was short-lived. Shortly after the initid injection of ethyl
mercaptan, the council experienced financid difficulties and was unable to refill the main storage tank.
Petrol was then purchased in 20 litre containers from another community, and sold without the
additive. Sniffing resumed shortly afterwards.

Watson argues that the program did not have genuine community support, but rather was agreed to by
the community through deference to the Europeans, and the latters concerns about vanddism. The
program might have succeeded, he argues, if it had had local support, and if it had been combined
with a rehabilitation program for sniffers. Watson's account points to the need to distinguish genuine
community concern and participation from the gppearance of consultation which, at the hands of nor+
Aborigina professonas and bureaucrats, dl too often passes for the same thing.

One Centrd Audrdian community established a successful three-part program in 1977 (Dator+
Morgan 1978). Prior to the program there were 63 young people known to sniff petrol, nine of them
regularly. In contrast to many accounts, females outhumbered maes, dthough dl of the regular sniffers
were mae.  Daton-Morgan dates that the sniffers were held in low esteem in the community and
tended to be excluded from socid activities by peers, kin and other families. It is not clear from his
account, however, whether isolation was regarded as a cause or consequence of sniffing (or both).

A community petrol-sniffing committee was established, made up of 10 people, including fathers or
brothers of sniffers, tranee community development workers, hedth workers, teachers, police
trackers and one reformed sniffer. The committee then initiated a three-pronged intervention Strategy,

comprising:

e aprogram of recreationd activities inprime-crime time- i.e. 6 pm till midnight - offering films,
volleyball, a darts competition, and smilar activities (dways, according to Dator+Morgan, with a
choice of activities avallable);

* apolicy whereby committee members gave attention to individua sniffers, in order to'de-isolate
them; and

*  educational courses on legd education and community hedlth, the first dedling with links between
legd and socid responghbilities, the second with the damaging effects of petrol sniffing.



Six months after the program commenced, petrol sniffing was a rare event and when it did occur, it
usudly involved no more than one or two individuas. According to Dator Morgan, the community as
awhole was heartened by its success in tackling petrol sniffing, and was prepared, as a result, to dedl

with other socia problems.

He attributes the program's success to four main factors: first, the community regarded petrol sniffing
as a serious problem and was motivated to take action; second, the program was designed to achieve
some visble results quickly; third, the problem was reasonably well-researched in the local community
before intervention began; and fourth, the committee was encouraged to proceed in its own preferred
manner.

Providing communities with smdl grants to fund anti- niffing activities is a modd which is curently
popular with governments. In Alice Springs, for ingtance, Waltja Tjutangku Pdyapayi Aborigind

Association, Drug and Alcohol Services (DASA) and the NPY Women's Council have dl received
‘brokeragefunding, designed to support "community driven projects and training to address substance
misuse" (Waltj a Tjutangku Payapayi Aborigina Association 1998a, 27). It is argued that the benefit
of this style of funding is thet it is easy for communities to access money quickly. This means that
when the community is ready to take action it can receive quick and efficient support. One of the
recommendations of a recent conference on petrol sniffing was that funding given to the NPY
Women's Council be increased in order thet it be able to offer brokerage funds to West Audtrdian
communities (1999b). An evauation of the impact of brokerage funding would be useful.

We have discussed few interventions undertaken in an urban context. A greater range of voldile
substances is often available in urban areas, and it is more difficult to restrict supply. Hefgott and
Rose (1994) describe a campaign undertaken in the Midland area of Western Audirdia to assst a
hardware store to develop srategies addressing its concern that young people were steding or
attempting to buy volatile substances for the purpose of inhdation. Through the use of dummy canson
display, staff education, signs and liaison with relevant services, the store was able to reduce its
problem substantialy; however, the authors of the report wonder whether young people might, as a
result, be ng volatile substances elsewhere.

It is not surprising that some communities need ongoing outside support in dealing with petrol sniffing.
Some communities have a 20 year history of entrenched petrol sniffing, making it hard for people to
imagine that things will ever change (Brady 1992, 16-17). Petrol sniffing can be distressng and
confronting for families and eders, but it is only one of many serious issues that Aborigind people are
forced to ded with, and it cannot dways be the priority. Furthermore, unacceptable levels of sickness
and early deeth in Aborigind communities add to the difficulties in working conggently. As San
Roque et d remark:

The accumulating grief, loss of reiable colleagues and family through death or acoholic cardessness,
and the increasing level of collective, exhausted despondency has to be recognised as a significant
factor of existence and an important chronic eement in the systemic problems of Aborigind people
(San Roque et a 1999D, 8).

However, within many communities there are groups of people who are highly concerned about
aiiffing.  This comes paticularly from families of sniffers who have tried many trestments and



responses to their children's drug misuse (Mosey 1997, 1 1). Odand observes that the communities
with which she worked care about petrol sniffing and have some ideas about what could be done, but
are a aloss as to what the next step should be (1998). The Intjartnama team found in one community
that efforts were needed to "congruct a viable structure for action, in terms of enabling competing and
feuding family groups to work out better ways of living and working together” (in Durnan 1999, 7),
prior to addressing petrol sniffing.

This suggests that in some communities, extensive community development and work with families is
needed before the community can be mobilised to ded with sniffing.  Without genuine and cohesive
community support, interventions are doomed to failure.

9.6 Community-based sanctions

Closdy dlied to the notion of employing legd sanctions as a deterrent to petrol sniffing is that of
employing nongatutory, community-based sanctions, such as flogging, banishment, shaming a public
mestings, or denia of access to the loca store and other facilities. In one Arnhem Land community
the names of known petrol sniffers were publicly listed (Eastwell 1979). In another, the parents of
sniffers were denied the use of community facilities (Northern Territory Department of Hedlth 1982,
23). These and other smilar measures are often reported as having an gpparent shortterm impact, but
litle long-term effect. The Senate Select Committee on Volatile Substance Fumes noted that many
communities had tried such measures, with little success (Commonwedth of Audralia 1985, 201-2).
Some councils have conducted public floggings, which may have deterred some casud sniffers, but
which aso gppear to have had the counter-productive effect of glorifying the act of sniffing as daring
and dangerous, a the same time increasing the gulf between sniffers and non-sniffers, and between
adolescents and parents. A recent conference about petrol sniffing (Centrd Audtrdian Rurd
Practitioner's Association 1998) identified "aggresson/violence, kicking out of community, rejection
and shaming in public" as strategies which had not worked.

Morice, Swift and Brady (1981, 41-3) reviewed the use of community-based punishments, and
concluded that on the whole they do not have long-term benefits. Brady, however, has suggested that
the use of community-based sanctions may have some beneficid effects in settings where there are few
chronic sniffers and where, as a consequence, most of those who do sniff are experimenters (Brady
1985). More recently, she has identified four cultura sanctions which, she suggests, could be usd
effectively as a reponse to petrol sniffing: shaming, cursing, ceremonid indruction, and the imposition
of compensation payments (1992, 180). Mosgy, in her study of petrol sniffing in Centra Audtrdian
communities, found that communities experiencing small outbresks of sniffing were often able to quash
the practice through "publicly shaming, hitting or chastisng" the young people involved (1997, 21).

One of the most frequently employed community-based sanctions is banishment. The practice of
banishing petrol sniffers to outstations is discussed below. Another drategy is to banish sniffers to
uninhabited idands or remote parts of the bush, usudly in the company of a supervisng rdative.
Tomlinson (1 9 7 5) described a program dev ised in an idand community off Arnhem Land, in
which five boys who were sniffing petrol at least once a day were banished for Sx months to an
idand 100 kilometres away, while a sixth boy was banished to an outstation. Tomlinson reports on
the outcomes 6-12 months later: of the five who had been banished to an idand, two had resumed



sniffing in their home community, and a third had moved elsawhere and done the same. Two hed
returned, taken jobs, and not resumed sniffing. The youth who had been banished to an outgtation
had aso returned and not resumed sniffing.  Another report of the use of banishment stated that,
upon their return, the youths were greeted as heroes, since they were thought to have demongtrated
enhanced surviva skills (Eastwell 1979).

Morice, Swift and Brady (1981, 412-13) reviewed severa reports of banishment and concluded
that, while it may bring about a temporary cessation of sniffing by denying people access to petral, it
was unlikely to have lasting benefits, unless the period in exile was used to bring about a magor
change in dtitudes on the part of former sniffers. For this to be achieved, the authors suggested,
close supervison would be needed, both during the period of banishment and subsequently,
following return to the home community.

One situation in which expulsion appears to have beneficia effects - for the community if not for the
young person concerned - is when petrol sniffing is introduced by vidtors from other communities.
According to Brady, quick action to send them back before the practice gains a foothold in the
community is essentia to prevent its spread (Brady 1997h).

An interesting example of community-based sanctions comes from Mimili in the Anangu
Pitjantj atjaralands nSouthA ugtrdia A fterexperiencingtwodeathsof teenagepetrol sniffersthe community
elders decided that they would no longer tolerate the practice. They told the families of sniffers that
sniffing was no longer dlowed, and that anyone continuing to sniff would have to leave. They
reinforced this by sending any vigting sniffers back to their home community. This community is still
without sniffing five yearslater. Critics have argued that dl their sniffers moved to a nearby community
and continued to sniff. Evidence from family members suggest that some did this, however, many
stayed and stopped sniffing (Gill Shaw, pers comm, 1999).

Flogging, regardless of its human rights implications, does not seem to be a helpful response. A report
on a program addressing petrol sniffing in the Katherine region states that flogging petrol sniffers had
been effective in the pagt, but not recently. Some community members reportedly felt that it had not
been donein atraditional manner, while others argued that sniffers needed love rather than punishment
(Odand 1997, 12). The Review of the Commonwedth Aborigind and Torres Strait Idander
Substance Misuse Program (Commonwealth Department of Hedlth and Family Services 1998, 107)
was told by community members that floggings only pushed petrol sniffing further underground.
Stojanovski tells of young people flogged a Y uendumu who were sniffing petrol again later the same
day (1994).

Strategies involving banishment and/or other punishments run the risk of accentuating one of the key
conditions associated with chronic sniffing: the socid isolation of the sniffer - from thair families, kin
networks and the community. It isfor this reason that a number of workers have preferred a variety
of other drategies, dl of which are desgned to 'reintegrate’ the sniffer with hisher family, kin and
community (eg. Ddton-Morgan 1978; Franks 1989), both by providing dternative recreationa
activities and through counsdlling or attendance at an outstation program.

9.7 Initiation and other ceremonies



A number of writers have observed that petrol sniffing among boys often ceases when the initiation
process sarts. Morice, Swift and Brady described the significance of initiation training for young boys
as "probably inestimable, and ... difficult to communicate directly in writing”, dthough they stopped
short of advocaing initiaion as an explicit anti-petrol sniffing strategy (1981, 47). In a later
publication, however, Brady describes as ‘naive the bdief that young men undergoing initiation will
necessarily subsequently agree to forgo the privileges of youth and adhere to expected socid norms
(1992, 96). The Senate Select Committee on Volatile Substance Fumes noted that some people had
advocated utilisng traditiond ceremonies such as initiation as a means of deterring sniffers from
continuing the practice. In some ingtances, the Senate Committee stated, the strategy was reported to
have been effective.

There is of course a huge difference between observing that some young people stop sniffing in order
to undergo initiation on the one hand and, on the other,'sentencing’youths to initiation in order to punish
them for sniffing. It is analogous to observing that some people stop abusing dcohal when they
become Chrigtian, and arguing that therefore people should be made to become Chrigtian as a
punishment for excessve acohol consumption (see Brady 1992 for discusson of the role of
Chridtianity in helping some people stop sniffing petrol).

The Senate Committee pointed out that some Aborigina people were reluctant to use initiation as a
punishment, on the grounds that it devalued the spiritud context of the ritud. Elsegood (1986) dso
opposed the measure, arguing that it was likely to make aready rebellious young people even more
antegonidtic to traditiond Aborigind culture. He cited one ingance of a 'busness camp' being
abandoned after one young offender atacked the older men with a shotgun. "Participation in initiation
or any other ceremonies’, he asserted, "is a matter for gppropriate Aboriginal people to decide away
from the legd arena.”

9.8 Community warden schemes, night patrols and police aides

Many communities have ingtitutedwarden'or'night patrol'systems, under which selected persons are
assigned to patrol the community a night, apprehend sniffers and, usudly, return them to their families.
Unfortunately, little effort gppears to have been directed to evauating night patrols and warden
programs, athough Aborigina people have often described them as being critica in efforts to combat
substance misuse.

Clark (1984) refers briefly to one such program in a Centra Australian community; the program failed
because, according to Clark, the men chosen as wardens lacked authority. A workshop on petrol
sniffing convened by the Northern Territory Department of Hedlth in 1982 wastold of a program in an
idand community under which orderlies kept young people on the move a night, to prevent them from
siiffing.  The program, it was stated, had been successful, but no further details are given (Northern
Territory Department of Health 1982, 23). Franks (1989) reports on a program implemented a a
Centrd Audraian community between 1982 and 1984 which included, alongside other interventions,
a two-pronged patrol system. While a mde patrol assgned by the loca council moved openly
through the community, returning sniffing youths to their camps, groups of women crept through the
bushes to surprise secret sniffing groups. As aresult of the program under which the patrol system



was st up, the number of petrol sniffers in the community dropped from 40 in 1982 to 12 by July
1984. A later report, which praises the efforts of night patrols in deterring petrol sniffers, found that
patrols in vehicles were less effective than foot patrols with lights turned off, as headlights derted the
sniffers to the imminent arriva of patrollers, resulting in a "spotlight and chasey” game (Stoi anovski
1994, 3).

Shaw et d found that night patrols had a role in returning sniffers to their families. They reported that
some communities called mestings the next morning to shame sniffers and thar families, with sniffers
often given ahiding' (1994, 18). Brady reported, however, that wardens often encounter opposition
from family members of sniffers (1992; 1993, S58). Deding with petrol sniffers can be stressful and
difficult for night patrol workers (Centrad Austraian Family Resource Centre 1994).

Bryce et d reported on the use of police aidesin Anan£!u Fitiantjatiara communities (1991, 68). Like
warden scheme or night patrol members, police aides never have a neutrd role in a community, as
they are dwaysin kinship relations to other people and so are dready implicated in disputes. Thusthe
police aidesauthority, grounded in western notions of policing, Sts somewhat uncomfortably with
Pitjantjatjara values of individuad autonomy and interconnectedness through relaionship with others.
Bryce et d found that rounding sniffers up and locking them up became more problematic for police
and police ades after the Royd Commisson into Aborigind Deeths in Cugtody, particularly with
successive South Audralian governments refusng community requests to write petrol sniffing into the
Public Intoxication Act. Bryce et d saw the work of police aides as being in opposition to other
moves which attempt to reinforce the power of the family to control sniffers (such as HALT's work),
and argued that while police aides were an important part of the community response, they were
limited in thelr effectiveness

9.9 Jall, treatment orders and other statutory sanctions

Since sniffing petral is not generdly illegd, sniffers normally gppear before the courts only when they
are charged with committing an offence rdlated to sniffing, usudly bresking-and-entering and/ or
geding or arson, and occasiondly a more serious offence such as rape, indecent assault or murder
(Elsegood 1986; McFarland 1999). In fact, most chronic sniffers are involved with the law and its
inditutions in some way (Stojanovski 1 999). The literature which we have surveyed for this review
has not provided an indication of the effect of mandatory sentencing legidation in the Northern
Territory and Western Audtrdia on petrol sniffers. As many of the crimes committed by sniffers are
property offences, the legidation must have led to an increased rate of incarceration.

Though not intended as a form of punishment, under the Northern Territory Community Welfare Act
(and, probably, corresponding legidation in other jurisdictions), a petrol sniffer aged less than 18 can
aso be declared to belin need of care'and dedlt with as amatter of statutory child protection if thereis
evidence of family neglect or misuse. These provisions are unlikely to be used except where the sniffer
is very young (see interviews with Family, Youth and Children's Services workers in McFarland
1999).

Neither of these statutory avenues has proved particularly hepful as a response to petrol sniffing, and
thereislittle reason to believe that they could become so. It iswiddy recognised that imprisonment is
not an effective deterrent with respect to young Aborigind people. Some observers have suggested



that incarceration is often perceived by young people as an attractive dternative to the boredom,
family didocation and socid anomie of community life, offering as it does companionship, regular food
and recreationd activities (DatonMorgan 1978; Elsegood 1986). Magistrates, uncomfortably aware
of this, have cast around for aternative sanctions. However, incarceration poses a range of risks, not
least of which is death in custody. Indeed, Dunlop (1988, 85) found that the deleterious effects of
gpoending time in jal was a causd factor in some young peoples sniffing.  In the next section we
discuss the use of outgtations as respite and rehabilitation services for petrol sniffers. The Mount Theo
Petrol Sniffer Program (described in section 9. 10. 1) is sometimes used by magidrates as a
sentencing option for young peoplein Central Australiawho have been convicted of crimes associated
with petrol sniffing. Bond and bail conditions include terms such as "'not to sniff petrol and to reside at
Mt Theo or esewhere a the direction of the Outstation Manager” (Stojanovski 1999). However,
outstations are only suitable for the accommodation and care of some young people. They are not, for
ingtance, usudly suitable for serious offenders, or serioudy ill or brain damaged young people:

We can look after offenders and criminds but not if that person isredly bad, like amurderer or

sexua assault or too much brain damage. We've got too many young kids here. We've got to

think of them too, and our own family (Cook and Cook with San Roque 1994, 53).

We have dready discussed the bdief of Aborigind families in their children's rights to persond
autonomy. Stojanovski argues that this can make it very difficult for families to stop children sniffing or
to make them go to an outdtation, and that young people sometimes react to parental direction with
violence or anger (1999, 14). Because of this, families sometimes look to outside agencies such as
police to control their children (1999, 16). According to Stojanovski, young people are often relieved
when police intervene and send them to Mount Theo, something that can only occur when they have
been convicted of acrime,

In order to have jurisdiction over sniffers not yet convicted for committing crimes, the Y uendumu
Community Government Council has requested that the Northern Territory Government dlow it to
create a by-law making petrol siffing illegd in the community. This by-law would empower police to
support families by taking young people to Mount Theo as soon as they are found sniffing at
Yuendumu (1999, 18). There are, however, red problems in increasing police involvement in young
peoples lives, and police reluctance to enforce such by-laws is undersandable. In a Minigterid
Statement, the (then) Minigter for Family, Hedth and Children's Services, Denis Burke, suggested that
community by-laws not requiring police enforcement be implemented to "enforce trestment
requirements on identified sniffers’ (1998). The difficulty here will be to work out whether there are
any enforcement options which do not involve the police as a last resort.  The question'what is
treatment? aso needsto be raised. |s spending time with relatives on an outstation sufficient, or does
aformal program need to exist in order that a sniffer can be said to be recaivingtrestment'?

It is sometimes argued that, even if they lack deterrent power, legd sanctions should be used as a
means of removing petrol sniffingringleadersfrom communities. In this view, whaever the effect or
lack of it on the ringleaders themsdlves, their remova from communities reduces the likelihood that
other young people will sniff. The Senate Committee invedtigating volaile substance misuse
recommended that grester use be made of statutory care and custody provisions as a means of
removing petrol sniffing ringleeders from communities. It clamed that remova of ringleeders "is
paramount to the effective control of sniffing” (Commonwedth of Austrdia 1985, 222),



This argument suffers from three important flaws. Firdtly, it is based on asmplistic notion of the nature
of petrol sniffing gangs. While a number of observers have documented the hierarchical structure of
these gangs and the important role played by dominant older youths in recruiting younger sniffers (e.g.
Nurcombe et a 1970; Craighead 1976; Spencer japdjarri 1990), the presence of ringleaders is
merely one among severd factors which give rise to petrol sniffing. In a sudy of one Arnhem Land
community where petrol sniffing virtually ceased during the 1988 dry season, Brady (1989a, 1992)
encountered and examined the thesis that sniffing had ceased because the ringleaders were absent
from the community during the period concerned. She concluded that the absence of certain
individuas had indeed been a factor in the virtua disappearance of sniffing. However, she aso found
that some of the dleged ringleaders were not absent throughout the entire period, and warned that
relationships between peer group leaders and their followers were more complex than the ‘ringleader’
thess dlowed. Watson (1985) asserted that new petrol sniffers are often recruited by older siblings
who dready sniff. The Yuendumu community was surprised when sniffing did not stop after the
remova of ‘ringleaders in 1994 (Stojanovski 1994). As discussed in section 8.11, Shaw found thet in
her community of study, jall did not deter adults from petrol sniffing. Despite this, Shaw believes that
jaling sniffersis helpful to the community in two ways. Firdly, it keeps people dive by enforcing time
out from sniffing.  Secondly, it removes influentid sniffers from their communities so thet they are
unable to recruit others to the practice. Shaw concludes that in conjunction with community-based
programs, jal is a last resort option for very perastent sniffers or those who are actively recruiting
others (1 999). In our view, if such legidation were to be introduced it would be important to draft it
in amanner that ensured that sniffers could not be jailled Smply as a matter of course.

Secondly, the use of statutory care and custody provisions with respect to young Aborigina people -
except where families themselves request placement in an Aborigina-run inditution - runs counter to
the whole purpose and rationale underlying contemporary Aborigina child wefare legidation. This
rationde emphasises the need to maintain the integrity of Aborigind family, kinship and community
dructures, in contragt to the earlier era of assmilaionist wefare policies, under which children were
readily removed from their socia environments and placed in European-run inditutions. Thirdly, even
if the above objections were to be set asde, and one or more ringleaders removed, a practical
problem remains. when they return to their communities, as they must eventualy be permitted to do,
there is no reason to suppose that they will not resume old habits.

Legd sanctions, in short, offer few keys to the petrol sniffing problem. Sanctions currently available
can certainly deprive petrol sniffers of access to petrol for alimited period, but offer little prospect of
inducing any longer-term behavioural change. Nonetheless, the search for suitable diversonary
schemes should continue on the grounds that they are less wasteful and more congructive than
incarceration for minor crimes and might, in some circumstances, impart skills and attitudes which lead
some young people to regppraise the attractions of sniffing petrol.

9.10 Outstations

Outgtations have been used both for early intervention with people who have just sarted sniffing and
(less commonly) as tertiary intervention to hep sniffers who have been using petrol for some time.
Y oung people who have committed offences are dso sometimes sent to outdtations instead of jall.
Although the use of outdtaions for people who are dready sniffing can be consgdered as both
secondary and tertiary intervention, for convenience both of these useswill be discussed here.



Outgtations have been used for some time as a means of diverting sniffers, and are gaining in
popularity. Craighead (1976) described a scheme in Galiwinku, Elcho Idand, involving arehabilitation
camp for petrol sniffers located 12 miles (20 kilometres) from the main settlement. The camp was of
three days duration, and was run by Craighead himsdlf (a recreation officer), and three Aborigina
members of the community, including a reformed petrol sniffer. Establishment of the program seems
to have been somewhat casud: 28 boys aged 7-17 who happened to be sniffing on a particular day
were rounded up'and, after their parentspermission had been obtained, taken to the camp. There
they underwent a program run'on a Christian basis, ' with each day including an early morning run and
physcad exercise, Chrigian devotions, sporting activities, hunting, fishing, Aborigind snging and
dancing, and lectures about petrol sniffing.

Craighead's report appears to have been written about one month after the program took place hardly
long enough to assess the program'simpact. Nonetheless, within the time surveyed, he reported that 5
of the 28 participants resumed sniffing within a few days of returning to the community, and were
subsequently exiled to a group of remoteidands. Another 5 became involved in arobbery a the post
office and were subsequently sentenced to gaol by a court in Darwin. Those who remained in the
community sopped sniffing - for how long, we do not know; however, the number of later
interventions reported as having been attempted in this community suggest that the effects of the
rehabilitation camp, however marked, were short-lived.

In 1985 the Senate Committee warned againgt the use of outdtations as early intervention facilities into
petrol sniffing on two grounds: firdly, because it Smply transfers the problem rather than solvesit, and
in 0 doing tends to place stress on the newly emerging socia systems and authority structures of the
outdtations, and secondly, because, even if sniffers do sometimes mend their ways, they usualy resume
sniffing upon return to their main communities (Commonwedlth of Australia 1985, 209).

Elsegood (1986) criticised the practice of placing young people who commit petrol sniffing related
offences on a bond, with one condition being that the offender reside in an outstation. He argued that
the practice was inappropriate, in part because it failed to consder the effect on socid harmony in the
outstation, and in part because the bond condition was frequently disobeyed; young people returned
to resume petrol sniffing in the main community.  This in turn was aresult, he argued, of the pervasive
norm of non-interference within Aborigina culture, aready aluded to above:

No-one has authority to tel anyone ese where to live, how to live, or who to live with. No-
one will regtrain another person if they wish to relocate even though they know such a
relocation may prove injurious. On numerous occasions, 11 and 12 year old boys have
returned to mgor urban areas on supply vehices to resume sniffing, and when the police
demanded an explanation from the adults they were told The boys wouldn't get off the truck'.
No-one was prepared to accept the responsibility of removing them. The reasons why are
quite complicated and involve the Aborigina notion of responsibility for injury and death, and
the consequences involved in being judged as respongble for ‘causng harm to another
(Elsegood 1986).



More recently, however, a report prepared by the Petrol Link-up team (Shaw et d 1994) has
criticised earlier research that tends to dismiss the use of outstations. The report argues that outstation
programs can assist people to achieve long-term petrol sniffing abstinence, but note that there are no
specific evauations of outdtation programs to subgtantiate this. In alater document, Shaw writes of a
community which sent sniffers to an outstation for a four week stint, and returned them whenever they
recommenced sniffing.  This program cut sniffing in the community by three-quarters (1999, 16).

Evauation of one 'dry out camp' a Yaaa and Oak Vdley where sniffers spend 3-12 months showed
that after attending the camps many young people became involved in positive community activities,

helping the night patrol and attending school instead of sniffing (Sputore et d, 1997).™

According to the Petrol Link-up team, communities consder that outstations give young people a
chance to "get away from petrol and to become involved in more congructive activities', and at the
same time alow communities a bresk from petrol sniffers (Shaw et d 1994, 14). They ae dso
symbolicaly important as a"statement by the community that petrol sniffing is not acceptable’ (1 994,
15). Sending young people to outstations reasserts the power of adults over young people. Asone
Fitjantjatjara man put it: "they are not big men - 1 am a big man and 1 tell them what to do" (1994,
15). It aso demongtirates to young people the community's concern and care.

Outgtations are aso important for cultural reasons. Shaw et d Sate that they "fit the cultural modd of
banishment” (1994, 14). Brady reports that travelling or moving to significant locations is often seen
by Aborigina people as a solution to substance misuse problems as "the land itsdlf is understood to
nurture and heal those who live upon it and partake of its resources’ (1995, 1949). San Roque et al

note that some Central Audtralian outstations that provide care for people affected by substance
misuse are linked with each other by family ties and dreaming lines (1999b, 5). Bryce et d bdieve
that the outstations modd for care of petrol sniffers has community support in the Anangu Ritjantjatjara
Lands because "its true worth is that its implementation takes people back to traditiond learning,

authority and discipline structures' (1991, 61). Programs for boys replicate nyinka, the training period
for manhood where boys were segregated and taught hunting and surviva skills and culturd
knowledge by mae relatives. Beyond al these reasons, outstations are often the strategy preferred by
communities, and to dismiss them as unworkable does not help simulate communities to become
activein contralling ther petrol sniffers

A consultation conducted by Maosey in 1997 for Territory Hedth Services found that communities
identified the use of outdations as their preferred draegy for deding with petrol sniffers.
DivakaranBrown and Minutjkur (1993), in an evauation of petrol sniffing programs on the Anangu
Pitjantjatjara Lands, argued that a two-pronged approach was needed: provison of community
counsdllorgfamily workers and a short-medium term homeand- based prevention program.

One outgtation program was termed theworkmodd'by Bryce et d (1991,61). It involved rounding
sniffers up and gaining parental permission for their care a an outstation or other location with a bore,
where they were nurtured and put to work so "their lungs and noses will forget petrol” (1991, 60).
These programs were usudly run by a husband and wife team, who sometimes received funding for
wages, fue, vehicle cogs and food. Girls and boys were usudly segregated. The programs were
popular because they gave communities respite from sniffers, safe in the knowledge that sniffers were
in the care of kin. Bryce et d interviewed people running these programs, who reported greeat
satisfaction in teaching young people hunting skills (1991, 61). In the eastern Anangu Pitjantjatjara



Lands, cattle work provides chalenges and sdf-esteem boodts for sniffers. Bryce et d did not
comment on the success rate of these programs, athough they did report that only afew months after
one hushand and wife team at Pipalyatjara failed to secure funding to keep 15 boys at their outstation,
al the boysinvolved wereinjal a Port Augusta.

The 'Aborigina and Torres Strait Idander Drug and Alcohol Projects Database' (Sputore et a 1997)
developed by the Nationa Drug Research Inditute a Curtin Universty, Perth, lists a number of
projects in remote communities and towns dedling with petrol sniffing. Many of these utilise ‘camps,
taking people away from large communities and spending time engaging them in culturd and other
activities and intengive taking. A common theme of these camps is that they involve teaching young
people hunting and survival skills and arranging other activities which it is believed will raise their sdlf-
esteem and lend a sense of purpose to their lives. One program at Dareton used older boys regularly
attending school or employment as camp facilitators and role models. Another project at Ydata
involved ex-sniffers working with current petrol sniffers - a process that reportedly enhanced the ex-
sifferssdf-esteem.

Two important aspects of outdtation or homeand programs are, firdly, the need for funding,
infrastructure and other resources and, secondly, the need for community support.

Shaw et d suggest that where outstation programs fail, they do so often because of lack of secure
funding or through disputes over access to resources such as vehicles. Outgtation programs tend to
operate episodicaly, when needed, and this makes funding them difficult for bureaucracies. Shaw et
a (1994) and Stojanovski (1999) aso suggest that too much funding can jeopardise programs.

A mesting of outgtation managers & Winbarrku, organised by Petrol Link-up in 1994 (Petrol Linkup
Project 1994), concluded that outstations taking petrol sniffers needed support in relation to liaising
with court and welfare bodies over referrd and placement of young people, seeking funds, establishing
income for young people in their care, and for facilitating information exchange. The meeting
recommended that a permanent service be established to support outstations, however, thisis yet to
occur. Petrol Link-up wrote a further report on options for funding and income sources for young
people being cared for at outstations (Barrett 1994).

Mosey, in her 1997 consultation, also recorded community concerns regarding resourcing of
outstations. Among these were the lack of infrastructure and educational opportunities on outstations,
and a need to investigate where money to provide food and other basics for petrol sniffers should
come from.

A coronid inquiry in Alice Springs conducted into the deeth of a petrol sniffer who sustained a severe
injury a an outdation found that the absence of trained medica personnd to conduct assessments
prior to sending young people to outstations, along with inadequate communication technology & the
outdation, contributed to his death (Dondd 1998, 28). The coroner found that outstations have no
formal procedures for medica or psychologica assessment of sniffers prior to sending them to isolated
locations and strongly recommended that this be made available, and that staff be trained in first aid
and have access to gppropriate telecommunication facilities (Donald 1998, 3 7). Mosey (1997) also
reported that outstation workers required first aid training and clinical backup.



The support of edersisacriticd dement in dl programs. An outdtation for girls at Marla Bore failed
due to lack of support from parents, who ‘felt sorry'for their daughters and brought them home (and
sometimes other girls dso) (Stojanovski 1994). Finaly, outstations must be isolated to prevent people
ecaping and petrol coming in.  Those located close to main roads or communities have rot been
effective (Mosey 1997).

Avallable evidence, in particular the coronid inquiry referred to above, suggests that outstations are
generdly not equipped to cope with long-term sniffers or with serious offenders.

Mosey (1997) found that three outstations were caring for petrol sniffersin the Northern Territory
segment of Central Audtraia, mainly taking in young people from their own language groups. Two of
these outdtations are discussed in greater detail below.

9.10.1 Mount Theo Petrol Sniffer Program

Mount Theo, an outstation of 'Y uendumu community, has been taking petrol sniffers snce 1994, under
the care of Peggy and Barney Brown. One of those who has been closely involved with the Petrol
Sniffer Program is Andrew Stoj anovski, on whose account we draw in the description below.

Mount Theo is seen as a sacred and spiritudly powerful hedling place (Stojanovski 1999). Sniffers
and other young people at risk are taken there and looked after by tribd elders until they have
recovered from the effects of sniffing and are ready to move back to Yuendumu (1999, I). Although
Mount Theo now receives funding, the program has dways been very much owned by Aborigind
people from the Y uendumu community. Senior Aborigina people run the programs and, importantly,
give the young people lots of love (Stojanovski 1999, 13).

The outdation is a congderable distance from the community and any main road, making it very hard
for young people to leave without adult assstance. According to Duman, the program "includes both
preventative and harm minimisation eements in a sensble aray of interrdated programs and
procedures’ (1999, 3). Activities include gardening, CDEP, traditiond activities and courses.
Importantly, the program is complemented by youth activities in Yuendumu itsdf, intended as
dternatives to sniffing.

Stojanovski credits the program with bringing about "a remarkable change in the petrol sniffing
gtuation a Y uendumu’ (1999):

Before the program began operating in early 1994 Y uendumu Community was plagued with
problems associated with petrol sniffing. There were gangs of petrol sniffers roaming the streets
every night. They would often commit crimes and create disturbances. School attendance was
low as petrol snifferswould actively recruit sudents from the schoal to join them in sniffing
petrol. The community tried many Srategies to ded with these problems including banishment
and public floggings of sniffers, night patrols and the introduction of Avgas. The most successful
strategy proved to be having a petrol sniffer program running at Mount Theo and a proactive
youth and recregtion program running in Y uendumu... By taking the young people who sniff
petrol away from Y uendumu to Mount Theo we not only alow their bodies to detoxify and
recover from petrol inhaation, but we aso prevent them from getting into trouble in Y uendumu



and recruiting more young people to sniff with them. Thisisavery important aspect of the
program which works to prevent a culture of petrol sniffing from becoming entrenched amongst
the young people of Y uendumu (Stojanovski 1999, 1-2).

In 1998, a the time Stojanovski wrote his report, the number of sniffersin Y uendumu had fallen from
44 prior to commencement of the program in 1994 to zero. The program has been particularly
successful with children whose families were traditional owners for the area, because of thar links to
this country and their care during tha time by family members (Stojanovski 1994). Stojanovski
attributes the program's success to severa factors, including:

community confidence from past success in dedling with sniffing;

initiation and ongoing control of the program by families of siffers,
appropriate support from non-Aborigina people;

whole community backing; and

attainment of quick results (1999, 23).

Stojanovski stresses the importance of relationships between staff members. Implicit in the program is
"recognition of Aborigind culture and cross culturd relationships of mutud obligation”. He provides
this advice about sugtanibility for those wishing to establish asmilar program:
While people like getting paid wages, wages do not carry the same weight and meaning as
persond relationships. Wages will not keep my co-workers working through the difficult times.
Emotiond support and reationships of mutua obligation do...

Thisiswheat 1 redly believe sustains our program. It is the love and the relationships that we hold for
each other as co-workers and for our clients - the petrol sniffers. This is a difficult thing for
governments to grasp. A dructure like our program is easy to modd and reproduce but the
moativation care and love that holds it together is difficult to duplicate.

My advice to people trying to set up smilar projectsisto st down in a community for along
time, to build relationships, to never stop trying (Stojanovski 1999, 26).

9.10.2 Intjartnama Aborigina Corporation

The Intjartnama Program has four main areds of activity: aresdentid outstation; consultancy to other
communities over substance misuse matters, community youth support (mainly at Hermannsburg); and,
ladtly, acting as a"think tank™ on petrol sniffing in its area of operation (Duman 1999, 7).

Traditiond custodid rights to Intiartnama outstetion are held by Elva Cook who, together with her
husband Barry (now deceased), decided to establish an outstation for their family and for other people
wanting to recover from substance misuse (Cook and Cook 1994, g). The Cooks started caring for
acohol-affected people at Intjartnama around 1988. The program was formally established in 1991,
and an active petrol sniffing focus developed gradualy from 1992 (Craig San Roque, pers comm). As



sniffers tend to be disruptive, they are kept a a youth camp some kilometres away from the adult
acohol program.

We found that immediately they came out here it was better than using vaium or just keeping
people on acohol and bringing it down bit by bit. Just to be in the bush and free, in a good
amosphere, in an Aborigind amosphere, people camed down dmogt immediately when they
came (Cook and Cook with San Roque 1994, 18),

Intjartnamas approach to substance misuse treatment is documented in Story About Intjartnama
(Cook and Cook with San Roque 1994). The program operates as an Aborigind family group),
utiligng a bi-cultural gpproach that combines Aboriging cultural values and the family kinship system
with European thergpeutic communities:

Maybe we see some young kids petrol sniffing and nobody looking after them so we find out
who ther family is and we arrange for them to come and stop with us. We work this out
Aboriginal way. We know what to do (Cook 1994, 5 1).

We don't use magic, we just gick to the smdl details of everyday life so people begin to
recover and act respongbly and meet their Aborigind duties in every day life... (Cook and
Cook with San Roque 1994, 42).

Recovery is achieved though helping the person to think about five aspects of heding: care for family,
care for sdf, care for land, place and travelling, care for Tjukurpa (dreaming) and care of spirit...
(Cook and Cook with San Roque 1994, 40-2).

It is difficult to gauge the impact of the program, as Intjartnama takes people from a range of
communities and language groups. However, a 1999 report clams that its impact on nearby
Hermannsburg is apparent, with about half the number of chronic sniffers compared with afew years
ago (Durnan 1999, 6-8).

Harm minimisation

One drategy which has attracted little atention is that of 'harm reduction’ or, as Brady calsit, ‘casuaty
reduction’ (1985). Harm reduction is an approach to substance misuse that rests on an acceptance
that total prevention or eradication is not always possble, and that therefore hedth educators and
others should introduce strategies to minimise harmful consegquences. Making only unleaded petrol or
Avgas avalable in communities are harm minimisation srategies which have been discussed ealier.
Brady suggests that the following factors should also be consdered:

1 Sniffers should be discouraged from sniffing in small, secret, enclosed spaces such as caravans
and cupboards, as the presence of severa sniffersin such aplaceis more likely to lead sniffersto
|ose consciousness.

Sniffing from large containers, with larger surface aress, is more dangerous than smal tins; the
combination of a large container in a smal space can prove, and has proved, fad. (Volatile
substances may also be sniffed from a soaked rag, be placed in a bag and inhaled or sprayed



directly into the mouth. These means result in a higher vapour concentration than sniffing from an
open container and hence present greater risk [Dinwiddie 19941).

Children should not be surprised or given a scare when sniffing, or engage in violent physica

exercise dfter sniffing, as sudden sniffing deaths appear to occur when sniffers receive a shock,
jump up and run away.

Precautions should be taken againgt accidental burning as aresult of sniffers spilling petrol.

In another paper (1989c), Brady advances some further suggestions, drawing on research findings
which point to an association between susceptibility to lead toxicity and nutritional and dietary factors.

One harm minimisation measure that has been proposed is that young people be advised that some
voldile substances are safer to sniff than others. However, the British Advisory Council on the Misuse
of Drugs has concluded that the overall danger of volatile substance misuse is such that messages of
this nature are not generdly advisable, particularly as the evidence regarding relative safety is week
(1995, 57). While it is unclear whether some volatile substances are safer to inhae than others, it is
gpparent that spraying gases (such as lighter fuels) directly into the mouth is particularly dangerous ad
should be stirongly discouraged.

Some of the cultures associated with volatile substance misuse have evolved ther own harm
minimisation measures. A study of incarcerated Aboriginad volatile substance users in Western
Audrdia found that these people practissd harm minimisation through therr choice of inhdant,
rgecting, where possible, petrol in favour of (they suggest) less harmful inhdants such askwikgrip'
(Sandover et d 1997, 121). The study found that young people in remote areas, where other volatile
substances are hard to procure, sniffed petrol, while those in urban areas preferred more readily
accessble toluene and glues. However, as noted above, there is insufficient evidence to advise users
that these other inhdants are comparatively sfe. Petrol sniffers in the Sandover et d study aso
dternated sniffing through the nose and mouth to reduce harm and sniffed in public places or in
company so that help could be sought if necessary (1997, 126). It would be useful to find out how
these grategies for harm minimisation developed within this group, in order to see whether they could
be fogtered in other communities of young people.

Some youth cultures impose negative sanctions on inhalant misuse. Trotter et d reported that inhalant
users were looked down on by Navgo American Indian young people. However, they aso
concluded that this made sniffers harder to reach by isolating them from other teenagers and, in the
process, leaving them lessinfluenced by changesin peer norms (1997, 55).

In some circumstances, nontintervention itself can be aform of harm minimisation. It has been argued
that strategies addressing volatile substance misuse should be targeted carefully to exigting users, to
avoid encouraging others to try it themsalves "solvents and aerosols are seen by young people as
‘gutter drugs and the best way of making sure they don't become big in the drug culture may be to
dlow these in-built cultura sanctions to operate without interference’ (Munday 1995, 7-9). The UK
experience has been that the introduction of legd sanctions and a public campaign againgt glue sniffing
in Britain coincided with an increase in deaths from other inhdants (Munday 1995, 8).

Harm minimisation messures inevitably raise ethica issues.  In our view, ignoring petrol sniffing in
Aborigind communities is usudly not gppropriate, for three reasons.  Firdly, petrol sniffing is a



paticulaly damaging form of inhdant substance misuse and has serious socid and hedth
consequences.  Secondly, in-built sanctions such as those discussed above do not dways exist in
relation to petrol sniffing, or if they do they may be weak. In some communities petrol sniffing is part
of a powerful culture of rebelion among young people, and these cultures serve to reinforce rather
than undermine the practice. Thirdly, the 'sniffing career'of a young person in a remote Aborigina
community is likely to be both more intensve and sustained over alonger period than that of an urban
inhalant abuser. For ingtance, a sudy of sniffers in Maningrida found that the mean period which
current sniffers had been inhding petrol was eight years (Burns et d 1995a), giving them far greater
opportunity than most urban sniffers to sustain neurologica and other damage.



10. Tertiary intervention strategies

While some people take up and later abandon the practice of sniffing petrol without gpparent long
term effects, others need rehabilitation or even hospitalisation. Three basic approaches appear in the
literature: the use d outdtations or other remote settings as rehabilitation camps (discussed in the
previous section), town-based resdentia rehabilitation, and trestment in hospitd.

Thereislittle literature on the role of Aborigind traditiona hedlers and hedling practicesin dedling with
petrol sniffing, dthough some mention of this is made by Brady (1995). Dunlop (1988) found that
petrol sniffing is consdered to be an introduced disorder, and therefore outsde the power of
traditiond healing practices.

Before ngangkari (traditiond heder) fix'em up if gart get ramarama Now ngangkari can't fix
)em up, sniffers, ngangkari can't see petrol, petrol only wind, walpa. Doctor can't fix'em either.
If sck, ngangkari can fix, but not from petrol (respondent in Dunlop 1988, 14 1).

Much of the hedth care of sniffers occurs in community clinics. The Centrd Audrdian Rurd
Practitioners Association (CARPA) Standard Trestment Manua (1997, 206-9) includes advice for
hedth staff on acute and ongoing care of petrol iffers. It ligs the three main acute hedth issues for
niffers asfits, srange or violent behaviour and, in the longer term, wesakness and infections. Currie et
a (1 994) dress the importance of airway protection in the care of acutely affected petrol sniffers.
The literature on petrol sniffing has little dse to say with regard to the care of sniffers in ther
communities.

10. 1 Town-based rehabilitation, 'sobering-up' and respite services

There are very few modds available to draw upon in assessing the efficacy of treestment programs for
Aborigind petrol sniffers, or indeed for people who misuse any kind of solvent. The internationa
literature is not encouraging. Beauvais and Trimble, writing in America, Sate that solvent users "defy
convertiona treatment and prevention efforts’ (1997, xi). Elsawhere Beauvais notes that sniffers
referred to treatment have often sustained neurological damage, meaning that many drategies in
conventiond drug trestment will prove too cognitively complex to be useful (1997, 106). A review of
the internationd literature addressing inhalant misuse programs for the genera community found that
there was little data to draw on in relaion to trestment, and that what was available suggested that
outcomes were disgppointing (Dinwiddie 1994, 993).

The Senate Select Committee on Volatile Substance Fumes in 1985 was opposed to residentia
rehabilitation programs, claming that most people believed that remova of petrol sniffers to urban
resdentid ingdtitutions was not desirable, except in the cases of chronic sniffers requiring hospita
treatment.



One resdentid facility in the Northern Territory for petrol sniffers is the program for tribaly oriented
Aborigind people run by the Council for Aborigind Alcohol Program Services (CAAPS). An
evauation of the program conducted in 1990 found that between its establishment in 1985 and March
1990, after which the program was restructured to become a ‘family program’, CAAPSs Gordon
Symons Centre DependentsEducation-Recovery Program for Men catered for some 475 admissons,
just under a quarter of which involved petrol sniffers; most of the remainder were admitted on account
of acohol misuse (d'Abbs 1990, 47-9).

The treatment program combined dements of afamily/kin network’ (Gluck 1985a, 1985b) with a
model that viewed alcohol and drug dependence as instances of chemica dependency, aprogressive
disease which could be arrested but never cured. The evauation, however, found no evidence of
program effectiveness with respect to petrol sniffers. Between 1994 and 1996 CAAPS stopped
admitting petrol sniffers because of inadequate funding (Donald 1998, 4 1).

In Alice Springs, the Central Audiralian Aborigina Alcohol Programs Unit (CAAAPU) accepted half
a dozen petrol sniffers into its resdentid trestment program at one dage. A paper from Centrd
Audrdian Aborigina Congress dates that this program had "reported short term positive results’
(1997a, 1). There is now some consderation of whether or not CAAAPU will once again accept
siffers

Whether or not a resdentid rehabilitation service for petrol sniffers should be established in Alice
Springs remained a highly controversd issue in Centrd Audrdia in the late 1990s, and was hotly
debated during the hearings of a coronid inquest held in 1997 into the death of a young petrol sniffer
(Donad 1998). The inquest recommended that a centrd facility be established in Alice Springs to
provide medicdl, psychologica and counsdling support to sniffers, with outstations used for longer-
term aftercare and rehabilitation (Donad 1998, 44). However, some controversy exists over
whether, in fact, people in remote communities want town-based care for their young people, with
some Aborigind organisations pushing strongly for such facilities, while other organisations especidly
government agencies - are equaly adamant that such services would swalow up large amounts of
scarce funding for programs which are neither gppropriate nor effective. It is dgnificant that this
debate occurs in the context of a national move away from resdentid rehabilitation services as a
favoured strategy in substance misuse treatment (Nationa Drug Strategy 1993).

Some research supports the latter view. A sudy of petrol sniffing on the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Lands
(DivakaranBrown and Minutjukur 1993) found that people did not want children removed and ‘fixed
up' in places away from their ‘proper country’. The etablishment of a residentid rehabilitation facility
was not suggested by members of remote communities consulted in 1997 by Mosey over what should
be done about petrol sniffing (1997, 18). However, some service providers consulted strongly
expressed the need for such a facility for long-term ‘chronic’ and urban-based sniffers. Others argued
that aresidentid facility was a poor use of scarce funds and would serve to isolate sniffers further from
their family networks (Mosey 1997, 18).

Centrd Audtrdian Aboriginal Congress, in aresponse to a draft of Mosey's report, argues that remote
area Aborigina people who request treatment services out bush are unaware that governments are
unlikely to fund adequate services in dl remote communities. Once thisissue is discussed, people will
opt for a town-based unit (19973, 3). Furthermore, as Congress points out, Alice Springs is the



largest Aborigind community in Centrd Audtralia Many Alice Springs resdents do not have access
to an outstation and these people need to be resourced to deal with substance misuse problems such
as siiffing. Both Congress and CAAPS dress that the willingness of remote Aborigind people to
send sniffers to town-based services a8 CAAAPU and CAAPS indicates that such services are
acceptable to remote area people (Central Austrdian Aborigind Congress 1997a; Donald 1998, 41-
2). Hudson, a consultant to CAAPS in,1994, found widespread support from communities
(presumably in the Top End of the Northern Territory) for an "intermediary centrd facility to be
complemented by community based programs’ (nd, 9), adthough she does not describe the
consultations on which her finding was based. She reported that magistrates indicated that they would
sentence young people to such afacility rather than to detention services.

A review of detoxification and treatment services for Aborigina solvent abusers by the Aborigind

Drug and Alcohol Council in South Austrdia describes resdentid trestment services in other countries
(Lehmann 1998). Of particular interest are eight residentia treatment facilities for Indigenous youth in
Canada, which the author claims appear to be highly successful (1998, 38) - in contrast with other
findings from the internationd literature noted above (Beauvais 1997; Dinwiddie 1994).

Typica of these is the Whiskeyjack Treatment Centre, which utilises a blend of First Nation and
wegtern heding traditions. It is multi-disciplinary in approach and addresses physica, socid and
spiritual aspects of welbeing through education about solvents, counsdling and native heding
techniques. The program accepts solvent users between 8 and 17 years of age, generdly for a period
of sx months, and families are encouraged to be involved (Lehmann 1998, 37-41). The
Okonagegayin Project, also in Canada, has a hedling program for solvent abusers based on traditiona
hedling taking place at a bush camp (Bradv 1995, 1493).

Brady'singghtful article 'Culture in Trestment, Culture as Treatment’ warns of challengesto be
negotiated in developing treatment drategies based on‘culturd heding. She criticises a tendency
within Aborigind acohal treatment services for reying too exclusvely on a "single disease-based
residentia stay modd" (1 995c, 1496).

There appears to be some disagreement about the appropriate objectives of a town-based residential
facility for petrol sniffersin Alice Springs, in particular over whether attendance should be voluntary or
involuntary, and whether its purpose should be for detoxification or trestment, or both. Some view it
as a service that provides short-term secure care where people could be detained to detoxify and
'sober up'. As the effects of petrol inhalation do not last longer than about six hours, this part of the
process would be over rdatively quickly (see Stojanovski in McFarland 1999, 31). To have more
than afew hours effect, then, such afacility would have to detain people to force them to take a bresk
from continud sniffing. Others bdlieve that chronic sniffers could receive trestment on a voluntary
bass a such a fadlity dong the lines of that provided at residentid drug and acohol rehabilitation
sarvices, or that the facility could act as an dternative sentencing option for sniffers. A further and
different need is for repite care for sniffers who have become disabled. Current thinking in Central
Audrdiais that the establishment of such a service in Alice Springs might provide sniffers with a safe
place to 'sober up' and with short-term accommodation. This service could cater for urban sniffers
and dso support outgtation programs and would only be effective if primary and secondary
interventions were aso in place (McFarland 1999).



In short, there is little evidence regarding the efficacy or otherwise of resdentid rehabilitation
programs. At the same time, while the vaue of residentia care for rehabilitation of sniffers remains
open to question, no one denies that it serves a useful purpose in offering respite to communities and
parents, and to enforce a break for sniffers. However, the limited outcome data available suggests
that such a use of resources for resdentia care, particularly if only for short-term benefit, may beless
effective than a program based on recreation, community development, and individud and family
counsdling.

Four caveats must be added to this assessment, however. Firdly, further sudy of North American
models may provide more information about the potentid effectiveness of rehabilitation services.
Secondly, in the absence of resdentid facilities, urban centres such as Alice Springs and other
communities without outstations often have nowhere to send young people to get them away from
inhalant misuse and engage them in other activities in a pogtive and caring environment.  Thirdly,
regardless of the value of residentia services, safe and secure places for sobering up are required.
And findly, long-term care will continue to be essentid for those who have become so severdly
disabled that they can no longer be looked after in their communities, particularly where brain injury
has rendered them unpredictable and violent.

10.2 Hospitalisation

As indicated earlier, some sniffers require hospital trestment, usualy as a result of chronic intake of

organic lead contained in petrol. The main hospita trestment used is chelation therapy, which involves
use of achemica compound (a chelating agent) which binds heavy metals. However, asleaded fud is
being phased out in Audrdia, chdaion therapy will have a limited role in the future care of petrol

sniffers. In Audrdia, chelation thergpy has been usad primarily in Perth and Darwin.

Chelation thergpy has been extensvely used in the treatment of inorganic lead poisoning, but its use as
a response to organic lead poisoning has aroused controversy. Morice, Swift and Brady (1981, 29-
33) argued againg its use, partly in light of possble Sde effects of the treetment, and partly on the
grounds that most of the organic lead absorbed through chronic sniffing becomes lodged in the brain,
from where it is essentidly irretrievable, with neurological onsequences that are therefore largely
irreversgble. Burns (1996) cites evidence suggesting thet there is a level of harm sustained beyond
which it is difficult to obtain improvement. Vapey et d (1978) drew smilar conclusons from a case
study of a chronic sniffer admitted to hospital four times for acute encephaopathy. However, a later
paper coauthored by Bums (Maruff et d 1998) notes that the severity of cognitive and neurologica
abnormdlities is reduced by abstinence.

Brady (1992,47-52) raised concerns about possible toxicologica side effects of chelation ther apy,
including its potentid to increase the body's ahility to absorb lead, and called for areview of its usein
cases of petrol sniffing.

Freeman (1986) reported on two petrol sniffers from a Centra Austrdian community who received
chelation therapy in hospitd. He stated that the drop in whole blood levels achieved by this method
corresponded to the drop achieved by another group of five chronic sniffers who were sent to
Addaide (but not hospitalised) for two months, where they abstained from sniffing.  In a gloomy



sequd, he daed that dl sniffers from both groups resumed sniffing following ther return to the
community.

As discussed in section 8.7, the relative contribution of tetragthyl lead to sniffing rdated brain damage
isamatter of continuing debate. Tenenbein clams that lead chelation therapy is not rationd, as much
of the damage is due not to lead poisoning, but to hydrocarbons present in both leaded and unleaded
petrol (1997).

Goodheart and Dunne reviewed the cases of 25 patients admitted to Perth tertiary referra hospitas
for petrol sniffing related illness between 1 January 1984 and 31 December 1991, 8 of whom
subsequently died. They concluded that chelation thergpy did little to improve the poor prognos's of
petrol sniffers admitted to hospita with high blood lead levels, athough they acknowledged the
findings of other studies which suggested that it may have arole in the trestment of those less severely
afected (1994, 181). In a later publication, Dunne states that the efficacy of chelation therapy in
removing lead from the brain remains unknown; severdly affected sniffers appear to gain little
improvement from it, athough a randomised controlled trid woud be necessary to confirm this
(1995).

A study of 20 petrol sniffers who recelved chelation therapy at Royd Darwin Hospital in 1992-93 is
more optimigic. Burns and Currie (1995) found that clinicians working with hospitalised petrol
sniffers with very high blood lead levels believed that patients recovered more quickly if they were
given chelation therapy, but again they could not validate this without a controlled trid (Currie et d
1994). They did find, however, that petrol sniffers experienced smilar reductionsin blood lead levels
as did people chdated with inorganic lead poisoning, for whom chelation therapy was originaly
developed (1995, 202). Because of the high risk of agphyxiation, Currie et d (1994) advise early
evacuation of acutdy affected petrol sniffers to a high dependency ward with staff experienced in the
care of petrol sniffers and with access to intubation and ventilation facilities. They argue that deeth is
not inevitable for encephalopathic chronic sniffers and that "early access to aggressve hospitdl
management should be made available’ (Currie et d 1995; Bums and Currie 1995). However, like
Goodheart and Dunne (1994), Burns and Currie (1994) concluded that the role of treatments such as
chelation thergpy is limited and that primary preventative measures have the most potentia to reduce
petrol sniffing related harm.

One aspect of rehabilitation which appears to have been neglected to date, both by existing services
and in the literature, is the need for intensve physiothergpy for chronic sniffers, to enable them to
restore wasted muscles, regain coordination, and overcome symptoms of neuropathy. Brady (pers
comm) remarks that this has become amgor concern in Canada; she aso reports on complaints from
severa Aborigind communities that sniffers had been'dumped'on them after being hospitalised, without
any intensive physotherapy having been undertaken, or any advice or assistance with dietary or other
needs. Peggy Brown, of the successful Mount Theo Petrol Sniffer Program, advised a meeting of

families working with sniffers to "work them hard: walking up the river bed alot, wearing rucksacks on
their backs with stones in" (Winbarrku Outstation Meeting 1994). Roper and Shaw (1995) adso

pointed out that Nganampa Hedth would need to examine the posshility of employing a
physiotherapist to work with damaged sniffers. NPY Women's Council employs a physotherapist in
its Disability Support Program, and reports that 40 per cent of her workload is in improving mohility
for damaged sniffers (Gill Shaw, pers comm).



10.3 Conclusion

It isclear that the above survey of interventions has brought to light no single offthe-shelf,
comprehensive solutions to petrol sniffing. On the contrary, it indicates that many of the
interventions tried have been ineffective, and that very few have been adequately
monitored or evaluated. When signs of success do appear, it is often difficult to attribute
outcomes to a particular intervention. Nonetheless, some communities over the past few
years have significantly reduced or even eradicated petrol sniffing with some innovative
and exciting programs. Past experiences hold lessons for those contemplating future
interventions. Inthe final chapter we attempt to identify these.



11. Leaming from the past

The manner in which a mind-dtering substance is used in any socid setting and the consequences of
these patterns of usage are a product of the interrelated effects of three sets of variables, [abelled by
Zinberg (1979, 1984) asdrug, set and setting'. By these he means the pharmacol ogica-toxicologica
properties of the substance concerned (drug); the attributes of the persons using the substance, such
as persondity and physica hedth (set), and aspects of the socid and physica environment in which
consumption occurs (setting). None of these factors, by themselves, accounts adequately for the
impact of amind-atering substance on usars, their families or their society.

It follows that no intervention strategy is likely to amdiorate petrol sniffing and its associated problems
unless it addresses each of these factors, and the interrdlated effects engendered by them. This does
not mean that a single program must attempt to bring about change in dl three domains, even if it could
do s0. But it does mean that any intervention strategy, of which particular programs will form a part,
must begin by identifying the factors in each of these domains that shape the usage patterns and
consequences of petrol sniffing in the community concerned.

Many of the interventions considered in the previous chapter addressed only one of the three factors:
eg. adding ethyl mercaptan to the petrol (drug), resdentiad rehabilitation (set), or banishment to
remote idands (setting). In each of these cases, lack of any significant outcome effect could be
attributed, at least in part, to afailure to take account of more than one of the three sets of factors.

A critical component of successful strategies is that they enjoy strong community support and include
participation by community members. Interventions proposed by the community need to complement
those of families and vice versa It follows, therefore, that community development work that
enhances community cohesion, srengthens community resolve in aldressng sniffing and gives the
community hope is likely to contribute to helpful change. There need to be mechanisms in place for
the sharing of information between and within communities so that people are aware of what has been
successful in the past. Often what communities need is someone to kick-gart their enthusiasm, and a
process through which to work cooperatively.

In concluding this review of interventions, we summarise the findings from the previous chapters, usng
the 'drug/sst/settingframework with respect to primary, secondary and tertiary interventions
respectively.

11. 1 Primary Intervention

Any primary intervention program must address the setting in which sniffing is liable to occur; thet is, it
must look to the range of opportunities and congraints that present themselves to young residents,
especidly the opportunities for rewarding and exciting activities.

There are many difficulties facing young people growing up on Aborigind communities and a
channdlling of adult atention to these issues by communities, agencies and funding bodies may impact
on 'rik' behaviours including petrol sniffing. The participation of Aborigind elders and other
community members has been a criticd dement of a number of programs described here.



Recreational facilities and workers not focused on sport are in short supply. Some people have
suggested that youth workers on communities would be able to help young people ded with arange of
issues, providing counsdlling and support aswell as recreational opportunities.

Recrestiond programs have been part of most successful campaigns and have a useful primary
intervention role to play, provided they meet the conditions set out in the previous chapter, namely:
that staff are sengtive to the needs of the community and provide arange of programs (not just
footbal) that are genuindy engaging and exciting, and provide opportunity for risk-taking; that
activities be provided during after-school hours, a evenings and weekends, and during school
holidays, that sniffers are encouraged to take part, but not given preferentid treatment; and that
activitiesfor girls and young women be included in the program. Some recent programs have entailed
training community workers as youth/recreation workers, and if ongoing support is provided, thisisa
sensble move.

Secondary education options are very limited in remote Northern Territory communities. Along with
training opportunities, gppropriate schooling may act as a diverson from petrol sniffing. Employment
options that engage young people can make petrol sniffing relatively less attractive and perhaps foster
a sense of optimism about the future. 1t must be remembered, however, that recreetion, education,
training and employment will not meet the needs for secondary and tertiary intervention measures
creeted by the presence of chronic sniffers. In most settings, therefore, these ements should only
condtitute part of the intervention strategy.

Provided that factors present in the setting are addressed, then interventions focusing on the attitudes,
knowledge and behaviours of individuas have a useful role to play; however, there is generd
agreement that young people dready know that sniffing is dangerous and that Strategies relying on
scare tactics are likely to be counter-productive. Educationd interventions are vauable, provided thet:
they are targeted at the community and selected groups within the community such as parents, rather
than a sniffers or other young people; they promote caring and coping capacities within the
community, rather than spread darm and despondency; they are culturaly appropriate; they occur in
conjunction with other interventions amed a reintegrating sniffers with their families and the
community; and they are evaluated. Where aimed at sniffers, programs should focus on effects (such
as decreased fithess) which are likely to be of immediate concern to young people, rather than being
adarmigt or focusing on dramatic consequences.

Interventions that focus on the substance itsdlf - ether by redtricting its availability or adding deterrent
chemicasto it - cannot be effective unless accompanied by interventions at the level of set and setting.
Locking up petrol supplies or adding deterrents to petrol has not proved useful in the past. However,
interventions which include restriction of access to petrol through its substitution with Avgas have been
an integrd part of the most successful anti-petrol sniffing campaigns over the last decade. These
campaigns have not relied solely on Avgas, but have been accompanied by a concerted effort to
increase recrestional and employment opportunities. Substitution of leaded with unleaded petrol has
been associated with a sgnificant reduction in petrol sniffing mortaity and morbidity, but this is not
reason for complacency about the hedlth effects of sniffing unleaded petrol, as the longterm effects of
inhaing unleaded petral are largely unknown.



The movement of families to outstations represents another action with ussful primary preventetive
conseguences and, within the congdraints creeted by the need to provide services to many smdll,
remote communities, should be encouraged. However, this action does not solve the sniffing problems
of those who remain in the host community, who will therefore continue to require recregtiond and
other programs.

Petrol sniffing is not illegd under the crimind code of any Audrdian jurisdiction. There is currently
some dispute over whether legd sanctions have the capacity to deter sniffing.  Some people
(particularly Aborigind community representatives) clam that by-laws function to reduce petrol
sniffing; others believe that they ether have little impact, or even serve to reduce the sense of
community responshility for addressng the issue. There has been some discussion in the Northern
Territory over dlowing communities to create by-laws imposing treatment orders to be served a an
appropriate outstation. The usefulness of this gpproach, and whether indeed it is possble without
police involvement, remains to be seen. Other legidative measures do not seem to reduce the
incidence of petrol sniffing. Fear of incurring punishment for crimes does not seem to have a Sgnificant
impact on preventing the practice, and legd prohibitions againgt suppling petrol for the purpose of
inhdaion are very difficult to enforce.

Primary preventative measures are important and should form part of any intervention straregy; they
should aso be monitored and evauated. At the same time, they should not be assessed on the basis
of unredidic criteria  In generd, they will not meet the needs of chronic sniffers, and they will
probably not always succeed in preventing some young people from becoming chronic sniffers. Thus,
however comprehensive the primary intervention program, a need will remain for secondary and,
probably, tertiary measures.

11.2 Secondary intervention

Secondary intervention (also called secondary prevention or early intervention) measures directed a
those who are dready sniffing, in some cases heavily, should address both the needs and problems
faced by the sniffer and his or her family (set) and those faced by the wider community (setting).

There is a movement among artists and community workers in Alice Springs to use tjukurpa and
Aborigind art forms (often paintings) to teach and counsd about socid problems including petrol

sniffing. The Intjartnama Aborigina Corporation currently seems to be the most visible proponent of
this activity, but the practice occured previoudy in the work of both HALT and Petrol Link-up.
TheBrain Story' (Petrol Link-up 1994) is a widely used educationa resource of this nature. VJhile
some of the paintings are produced by Aborigind artists, other projects are developed by a range of
collaborators, many of whom are nontAborigind, and some projects require outsde funding. We
could find no evauation of these activities and resources, and culturdly gppropriate evauation would
be useful here. Some have expressed the need for care to be taken to ensure that projects such as
these are carried out with great sendtivity and genuine Aborigina control, otherwise they run the risk
of gppropriating Aborigind culture and dienating community members.



A program involving skilled individud and family counsdling, particularly if accompanied by
gppropriate community development, is potentidly effective. 1t is clear that family and kin networks
represent the most important vehicles for counsdling and other supportive interventions, but they
should not be the sole focus of attention. Discussion of counsdlling as a strategy should not discredit
the importance of smply talking with and ligening to young people and this is a vitd part of many
programs. Whatever methods are adopted, the goas of counsdling (gpart from bringing about a
cessation of sniffing) should be to reintegrate the snifter with his or her family and kin network, and to
promote the caring and controlling capacities present in both family and community.

Two programs to support Aborigind people in preventing petrol sniffing have been discussed here:
HALT and Petrol Link-up. While HALT had some success and may well have contributed to the
long-term &bility of the Y uendumu community to act againgt petrol sniffing, Petrol Link-up's focus on
supporting community action, encouraging the development of outstation programs and acting as a
conduit for information gppears to have been associated with a more widespread community
mobilisation and reduction in petrol sniffing. In this, the Petrol Link-up team was fortunate that its
work was timed so that it was able to support the introduction of Avgas in Centrd Audtrdian
communities.

Where families are unable to stop substance misuse, community councils and other community
organisations have an important role. However, actions are generdly unsustainable without genuine
community support, and communities will not act unless they regard petrol sniffing as a serious
problem. When communities decide that it istime to respond, conflicts can arise between families and
community power gtructures over what should be done and who is respongble for doing it.
Community action requires much hard work and persstence. There is a clear role for community
development in heping communities to @me to an agreement about what should be done and then
implementing decisons, and communities have indicated that this support should be funded on an
ongoing bass. A process to develop the capacity of the community to act cohesively is sometimes
required prior to any other interventions.

Initiation and other ceremonies may well act as a prevention measure againgt petrol sniffing, but it
cannot be harnessed to perform this function in the service of non-Aborigind judicid or other
systems.

Despite the apped they have for desperate elders (both Aborigina and European), measures based
upon shaming, banishing or ostracising sniffers offer little prospect of success, except (@) in the very
short term and/or (b) in the unusud Stuation where sniffing is anew phenomenon, where most
siffers ae experimenters, and where the locd leaders wield a high degree of authority and
adminigter the sanctions, (C) where a visitor to the community introduces sniffing, or (d) where there
isafunctiona outstation program to send them to. Sanctions which further aienate sniffers from therr
family and community are not likely to be useful. We have found no evidence to support flogging of
petrol sniffers.

Community warden schemes and night patrols have a limited but useful role, particularly if they form
part of a broader strategy. If they merely bring pressure to bear on the families of sniffers, without
any provison being made to asss those families, they are likey to be ineffectud. |If additiond
measures are alopted, then warden schemes may in the short term (8) reduce the incidence of



sniffing, (b) reduce the leve of sniffing related vanddism, and (c) give the community a sense that
something can be done about sniffing. In the longer term they may dso enhance the community's
confidence and willingness to dedl with other related issues.

Incarceration does not gppear to help in early intervention, other than by enforcing a bresk for both
siffers and their communities. However, as discussed previoudy, some Northern Territory
communities are requesting the right to make by-laws to enforce trestment orders. If this is
implemented, it will be important to evauate it carefully. There is disagreement over the efficacy of
removing alegedringleadersfrom petrol sniffing groups, but the baance of opinion is that petrol
sniffing is a group activity rather then being behaviour that is led by specific individuds, and therefore
removing gpparent'ringleadersis not usudly advised.

Outgtations or homelands have an important role to play in combating petrol sniffing as a primary,
secondary and, for some young people, possibly aso tertiary intervention. However, it is critica that
such messures do not focus exclusively on the sniffer and ignore the community. Outstation programs
may assig in the rehabilitation of some young people and certainly provide a restorative bresk from
the practice; however, most will return to sniffing if complementary changes have not been made in the
home community.

Where outdations are used for these purposes, they must be adequately resourced with proper access
to medica support, first aid training and telecommunication facilities. Funding for essentids such as
food, and in most cases sdaries for staff, is dso necessary for oudtations to maintain a consstent
cgpacity. Although thar function in giving communities a bresk from sniffing is important, outstations
must never merely be dumping grounds for sniffers. In particular, they are not generaly appropriate
places to send serioudy disabled or unstable young people, and petrol sniffers must be appropriately
assessed before being sent to isolated locations. Findly, they need to provide a meaningful program
of activities, culturd or otherwise, to engage young peoplesinterest.

Outstation programs depend on the ongoing commitment of a family group, and this can place alot of
drain on individuds. Outstations are an Aborigind initiative and the needs and wishes of Aborigind
gaff working at outstations must be respected. Although governments can support them, outstations
must be initiated, controlled and maintained by Aboriginad people. They gppear to be most successful
in helping young people with family ties to the land on which they are based, and so communities made
up of different language or clan groups may need a number of outgtation programs. Many people do
not have access to an outstation to which to send their children or, where they do, funding to sugtain it,
and mogt outstation programs need more financial support and backup than they currently receive.
Two quite different outstation programs a Intjartnama and Mount Theo have been described.

Measures aimed at reducing the harm that sniffers may inflict upon themsdlves should be adopted as a
matter of course. These were itemised in the previous chapter as. discouraging sniffers from sniffing in
small, secret, enclosed paces such as caravans and cupboards, not surprising or scaring sniffers, as
sudden sniffing deeths appear to occur when sniffers recelve a shock ' Jump up and run away;

discouraging sniffing from large containers, with larger surface areas, as the combination of a large
container in asmall gpace can prove, and has proved, fata; not sniffing from arag or plagtic bag, or by
Soraying fumesinto the mouth; and taking precautions againgt accidenta burning.



Spraying inhdants directly into the mouth appears to be more dangerous than other means of
inhaation. Gas fuds and aerosols are more likely to lead to 'sudden death’ (dthough it is not known
what ther long-term effects are compared with petrol sniffing). This raises particular concerns for
young people reported to be sniffing aerosol paintsin Alice Springs. Some glues have been said to be
safer than some other inhdants, but a British committee concluded that misuse of dl inhaants was so
hazardous that no relatively safe option could be recommended (Advisory Council on the Misuse of
Drugs 1995).

Harm reduction interventions should be adopted in addition to, rather than as a substitute for, other
secondary intervention measures amed at bringing about a cessation of sniffing.

In some urban centres, smply ignoring volatile substance use can be judtified as a harm minimisation
goproach.  This is not true of Aborigind communities, for three reasons: firsly, because young
people's sniffing ‘careers tend to be more intendve and prolonged than those of urban volatile
substance users; secondly, the toll in terms of socid disruption, disability and deeth is very high; and
thirdly, because the cultures within peer groups of sniffers do not seem to operate to contain the
practice as they do among some other groups of young people.

11.3 Tertiary intervention

Unless primary and secondary intervention measures prove remarkably successful, aneed will remain
for treetment and rehabilitation programs. The main hospital treatment method for sniffers with organic
lead poisoning has been chelation therapy, despite doubts as to its effectiveness in the trestment of
organic lead poisoning. The role of chelation thergpy in the care of petrol sniffers is decreasing with
increased use of unleaded petrol. Currie et d (1994) advise airway protection, early evacuation to a
high dependency ward and aggressive hospita management for acutely affected petrol sniffers.

Mogt of the responghility for care of chronic and disabled sniffers fdls to families, with much-needed
physiotherapy and other dlied hedth in short supply in remote communitiess Most outstation
programs are unsuitable places to care for very'difficultor brain damaged sniffers. It has been
suggested that the next decade will see a sgnificant increase in the number of dissbled sniffers
requiring longterm residentia care (McFarland 1999).

Rehabilitation raises a number of difficult issues. The first concerns the role of resdentia programs.
These involve treating the person outside of hisor her setting. 1n the absence of follow-up intervention
in that setting, the effectiveness of such programs appearsto be very limited. A second issue concerns
the theoretical models underlying rehabilitation: to what extent are resdential models which have been
developed primarily in the context of adult substance misuse among urban, western societies
appropriate for young Aborigina people? To what extent are addiction-based models of substance
misuse relevant to petrol sniffing?

T'hese questions cannot be answered with the information that is currently avalable. V,7hat is
required is an assessment of rehabilitation options. Such an assessment should not be based on prior
ideologica commitments to particular modes or theories, or on what might be possible with



unlimited funds, rather, it should be an empiricaly based assessment of the likely outcomes of
feasble options, and comparisons should be made with outcomes obtained from dternative
arrangements such as respite and dry out services and outstation programs.

The issue of rehabilitation aso poses policy questions for government departments. In the Northern
Territory at least, current policy favours outstation rehakilitation facilities over town-based residentia
sarvices. This may be judtified in the light of avallable evidence regarding trestment outcomes, but it
aso means, as pointed out earlier, that people and families without access to outstations may thereby
be |eft without tertiary intervention options.

11.4 Conclusions

This review was written in 1989, updated initidly in 1991 and again in 1999-2000. Over that period
there have been fluctuations in the prevalence of petrol sniffing, a spread to some communities which
previoudy were not affected and reductions in sniffing in others. Although sniffing remains a matter of
despair for many communities and there are concerns over numbers of chronic sniffers currently
acquiring brain damage, on the whole the outlook for those trying to reduce petrol sniffing appears
perhaps a little brighter in than it did a decade ago. At fird glance the main success gories in the
prevention of petrol sniffing have been the introduction of Avgas to reduce petrol availahility, the
development of a few outdtation programs as early intervention, detoxification and, it appears,
rehabilitation programs, and reduced morbidity and mortdity due to sniffing of unleaded rather than
leaded petral.

We have seen that petrol sniffing is very difficult to eradicate permanently, and no individud
intervention should be judged unsuccessful for failing to stop sniffers across the continuum of use, or
for dl time. Although there is no blueprint for action againgt petrol sniffing, there are some campaigns
which have managed to stop or reduce it substantidly; for ingance, the range of programs run a
Maningrida (Burns et at 1995b) and Y uendumu (Stojanovski 1999). Programs are often devel oped
by family groups to suit their specific context and therefore cannot be exactly reproduced esewhere;
however, factors which are believed to have lead to their success can be kept in mind by others
wishing to do smilar work.

Those involved in the introduction d Avgas or the further development of outdtation facilities stress
that on ther own nather is a solution to petrol sniffing. This review demondrates that when
communities have been successful in doing something about sniffing, two conditions have been present.
Fird, there has been sufficiently strong community resolve for families and community decision-making
dructures to act cohesively in deciding on and supporting strategies, and community members are
actively involved in implementing them. Second, not just one or two interventions are introduced but a
range of concurrent activities affecting the drug, the users and the socid setting in which use occurs.

Perhaps the most exciting development over the past decade has been the leadership of Aborigind
people in designing and implementing programs addressing petrol sniffing. This can be seen in the use
of paintings as counsdlling and teaching tools, a outstation programs where the care and teaching of
tribal edersis critica to the rehabilitation and reintegration of petrol sniffers, and in the strong cross-
community action involved in introducing Avgas to many communities. In many ways the chdlenge is



to combine the old with the new, mixing strategies and practices from Aborigina culture that are seen
to help sniffers together with whatever can be found to be useful from western systems.

Aboriginad drug and acohol policy is developed 'in the shadow' of wider Audrdian debates. We
need to look thoughtfully at whether current policy directions (such as the move away ftom resdentia
rehabilitation trestment programs and concern over problems associated with legal sanctions against
drug use) are gppropriate to the context of Aborigind drug and acohol use and misuse. We cannot
be sure that developments in mainstream approaches will work for Aborigina people - or that they are
irrdevant. Similarly, where an gpproach has proved helpful for Aborigind adults, we cannot assume
that it will gpply to the different circumstances of the younger generation. The reported experiences of
other countries in addressing petrol sniffing can dso usefully inform Audrdian initigtives, athough they
cannot be assumed to be directly transferable.

There remain clear gaps in the research, both here and oversess. To dart with, very few Audrdian
programs have been evaluated or reviewed. Many programs would benefit from evaluation thet is
sengtive to the ams of those involved, and to the congtraints under which the programs operate. In
particular, the respective capacities of outstation programs and town-based residentia programs to
rehabilitate sniffers require evauation if their roles are to be properly recognised by funding bodies,
and rational resource alocation decisons made.

Current knowledge aout the pharmacology of inhalant misuse - what chemicals are respongble for
causing what harms - remains patchy. We need to know more about the long-term effects of inhding
unleaded petrol, and the hedth impact of occasond sniffing. Further research may help people to
advise sniffers which substances might be least harmful to them.

The establishment of a dearing house for literature about petrol sniffing would make the task of
gathering information about petrol sniffing much less time-consuming and ad hoc. At present there are
few mechanismsin place for sharing information and fostering cooperation among State and Territory
government departments, Commonwesalth departments and non-government agencies.

Findly, we should not lose Sght of the rdlationship in Aborigina communities, as esawhere, between
socioeconomic disadvantage and volatile substance misuse. We believe that strategies which improve
young Aborigind peoplées lives and the hedth and wellbeing of their families and communities will be
mogt effective in combating substance misuse among young people. Recreetiond, educationd and
employment opportunities, funding for youth workers on remote communities, parenta and community
attention and the pogtive regard of the wider Australian community are criticd in giving young people
engaging things to do with their lives and a sense of optimism that such activities can be part of a
meaningful future.



12. Appendix One., Organisations contacted in
updating this review

® Aborigind Drug and Alcohol Council of South Austrdia

» Aborigind hedth or drug and acohol sections of the South Audtrdian, West Audtraian, New
South Waes and Queendand Governments

» Alcohol and Drug Council of Audrdia
 Alice Springs Y outh Accommodation and Support Service

* Anyinginyi Congress
* Apunipma Cape Y ork Hedlth Council

* ArrandaHouse

* Audrdian Drug Foundation

» Audrdian Indtitute of Aboriginad and Torres Strait Idander Studies
» Centrd Audrdian Aborigina Alcohol Programs Unit

» Centra Audrdian Aborigind Congress
¢ Centra Audrdian Inhalant Substance Abuse Network

» Council for Aborigina Alcohol Program Services

» DanilaDilbaMedicd Service
* Drug and Alcohol Services Association, Alice Springs

* Intjartnama Aborigina Corporation
* Menzies School for Health Research
» Miwatj Health Aborigind Corporation

* Mount Theo Outstation Program
» Nationa Centre for Research into the Prevention of Drug Abuse

» Ngaanyatjarra Hedlth Service
» Ngaanyatjarra Rtiantjatjara Y ankunytjatjara (NPY) Women's Council

* Nganampa Hedth Coundil
» Office of Aborigina and Torres Strait Idander Hedlth Services of the Commonwedth Department
of Human Services and Hedlth



Pitj antj atj ara Council

Tangentyere Council

Territory Hedlth Services: Alcohol and Other Drugs Program, Alcohol and other Drug Services
and Centra Audtraian Alcohol and Other Drug Services

Wadtj aTj utanka Palyapayi

Wurli Wurlinjang Hedlth Service

Y data Maralinga Hedlth Service



13. Appendix Two.. Definitions of petroleum

Fuel Composition Purpose

petrol Petrol is a processed blend of Petrol is used to power cars, trucks, tractors,
volatile (evaporative) products of | motor bikes, portable generators and stationary
crude oil digtillation. Petrol is equipment. With the addition of two stroke oils
made up of amixture of different | in arequired ratio it can be used in two stroke
aromatic hydrocarbons (including | engines for lawn mowers, brush cutters, chain
toluene, benzene and xylene) and | saws and outboard motors. As petrol isvolétile,
napthalenes, paraffins and alkenes | it can mix with air in an engine to combust (BP
(Goodheart & Dunne 1994) 1999a)

leaded petrol Petrol with added organic lead Most cars manufactured before 1986 run on

(Super) (tetraethyl lead). Lead isadded leaded petrol. Speciadised non-leaded petrols
as an “anti knock” agent. Lead have now been designed for use in pre-1986
additives boost octane levelsto; cars.
optimise engine efficiency.

unleaded petrol | Petrol without lead. Some brands | Unleaded petrol was introduced in 1986 to alow
contain addidtives to keep inlet new vehicles to be fitted with catalytic
valves and injectors clean (BP convertersin accordance with the 1986
19993). Othersincrease levelsof | Australian Design Rules. The rules are codified
toluene and benzene or add in State/Territory legidation. Most vehicles
attitional components to boost produced since 1986 are designed to run on
octaone levels (Tenenbein 1997) unleaded fuel. Catalytic converters substantialy

reduce fuel emissions (BP 1999a).
diesel fuel High density fuel Designed for use in high-speed diesel engines
(cannot be used in engines designed for petrol).
Avgas/ Comgasis a name for Avgas Developed for high performance engines with
Comgas (aviation fudl), supplied to assist high compression rates. Comgas will perform

prevention of petrol sniffing. It
has alow volatility, which makes
it more difficult to sniff, and '
contains higher levels of lead and
octane than leaded petrol (BP
1999b).

Thereisarange of blends with
various levels of toxic
components.

exactly as leaded super petrol in car engines with
no change required to engine tune. It is suitable
for dl pre- 1 986 cars as well as two stroke
engines." Avgas/Comgas can also be used in
vehicles designed for unleaded fuel. It will not
damage the engine; however, catalytic
converters and oxygen sensors fitted to minimise
exhaust emissions will be affected after a period
of use, with some impact on vehicle function.’
Rebates are available for fuel excise paid on
Avgas/Comgas for approved use (BP 1999D).

'Lead fouling of spark plugs may occur in two stroke engines designed for leaded or unloaded fuel.

'Deterioration of the catalytic converter will increase exhaust emissions. Deterioration of the oxygen sensor may
eventually cause an increase in fuel consumption or rough running (BP 1999b).




14. Endnotes

1. The CRCATH isajoint initigtive of Sx inditutions, namely, Danila Dilba Medicd Service,
Centrd Audrdian Aborigind Congress, the MSHR, the Northern Territory Univerdty, Hinders
Univergtv of South Audrdiaand THS,

2. Also published in Garrow and Mosey 1999.

3. In this review we generdly refer to 'young peopl€ or ‘youth' when talking about petrol sniffers.
We recognise, however, that these concepts have different meanings for Aborigind and
European societies.

4. Surveys of dl school students over a certain age can be mideading, insofar as experimenta
sniffing tends to occur among younger secondary school students, many of whom leave school

upon passing the minimum leaving age.

5. In April 2000 there were 68 Aborigind communities in the Northern Territory that had a
population of more than one hundred.

6. Also published in Garrow and Mosey 1999.

7. Seeaso section 8.6.

8. See section 8.2 Recregtiona Programs.

9. Asnoted in the introduction, the purpose of this review is not to provide specidist medicd and
scientific information about petrol sniffing related morbidity and mortality or treatment.
Information of this nature can be found in the following references: Goodheart and Dunne 1994;
White and Proctor 1997; Tenenbein 1997; johns 1991; Flanagan and lves 1994; Chamers
1991; Dinwiddie 1994; Burns and Currie 1995; Maruff et al 1998; Brady and Torzillo 1995;
Adgey et a 1995.

10. See aso the discussion on unleaded petrol in section 8.7,

11. See section 10.2.

12. See section 9.3.

13. See Currie et a 1994.

14. McFarland does not define'disabled’here.

15. See section 9.3 - discusson of the Hedthy Aborigind Life Team (HALT).



16. Rose and Midford (1994) provide advice to workers who are asked to speak to the media
about solvent misuse.

17. See Appendix Two for definition of Avgas.

18. Discussed under section 8.2.

19. See section 10. 1.

20. Some of the community resources described in section 9.1 are likely to be relevant to parents.
Seedso dicusson of HALT in section 9.3.

21. See Appendix Two - Definitions of petroleum products.

22. See section 8.7.

23. See section 9.5.

24. The proposed by-laws are discussed in grester detail in section 9.9 jail, treatment orders and
other statutory sanctions.

25. Tjukurpa has been defined as:

gory; tjukurpa numutjara 'a story about mamu (mongers)’; tjukur kura-kura panya,
yankunytja yankunytja nyinanytja murkaordinary unimportant stories, about comings and
goings, various activities.

Dreaming, Law (often, and appropriately, spelt with a capital letter in this usage). Note
that there seems to be an emerging Aborigina preference for this use of the word not to be
given an English equivaent a al; wati Tjukurpa, tjdku nyinanytja. Tjaku Tjukurpathisis
where a Dreaming man, abilby camped. It'sbilby Dreaming.

individua word; wiya, ngunti palatja.  Tjukurpa wiyano that's wrong. That's not a word'
(e.g. of alanguage learner's mistake) -

what someone says, things said; palu tjukur ngayulu wangkanytja wiyaof course 1 can't say
athing (to my father-in-law)...

birthmark, wart. Regarded as something distinctive and persond (Indtitute for Aborigind
Development 1987, 145).

Tjukur pa has various spellings.

26.
27.

Thanksto Craig San Roque for condensed explications of paintings discussed here.

See section 9. 1 0 Outdtations.



28.
29.
30.

31

See section 9.8 Community warden schemes, night patrols and police aides.

See discussion of Avgas/Comgas in section 8.6.

This camp is discussed in the video'Petrola Wanti Petrol Story 1993-94' (Y data Mardinga
Health Service 1994).

See discusson in section 9.1 Using Aborigina Culture and Symbolism.
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