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Drug detection dogs at Australian outdoor music festivals: Deterrent, detection and iatrogenic effects 
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Abstract 

BACKGROUND: Recent drug-related deaths at Australian music festivals have led to increasing 

concern about the risk of future harm, but contention about how to effectively respond. One hotly 

debated strategy has been the use of drug detection dogs which currently operate at festivals across 

Australia, despite claims they are ineffective and contribute to risky drug use practices. This paper 

aims to investigate responses to the expected presence, and sightings, of drug dogs at the last festival 

attended.  

METHODS: An anonymous online survey was completed by almost 2000 Australian festival-goers. 

The largest subsample used in the analyses for this paper (n = 647) was 59% male and had a median 

age of 20 (IQR = 18-22). 

RESULTS: Of those who expected dogs to be present at their last festival (n = 647), only 4% reported 

that this threat led them to decide not to take drugs. Other responses included: concealing their drugs 

well (48%), getting someone else to carry their drugs (15%), buying their drugs inside (11%), taking 

less easily detected drugs (10%) and taking drugs before entering (7%). Of those who carried drugs in 

(n = 418), 10% concealed them internally and 1% swallowed them to retrieve inside. Of those who 

had drugs on their person when seeing a dog (n = 189), 10% reported consuming drugs in response. 

No respondents reported being detected with drugs due to a positive identification.  

CONCLUSION: Almost all festival-goers surveyed did not report being deterred from drug usage by 

the expected presence of drug dogs. Instead, a variety of alternative responses to avoid detection were 

reported, many of which could place festival-goers at greater risk of experiencing drug-related harms. 

In the face of mounting evidence of both ineffectiveness and iatrogenic effects, the use of drug 

detection dogs at Australian music festivals should be reconsidered. 
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Introduction 

According to media reports there have been at least 10 drug-related deaths linked to Australian 

outdoor music festivals in the past five years (Begley & Arlington, 2015; Choahan, 2012; Johnson, 

Addie, & Huffadine, 2017; McVeigh, 2017; Moskovitch, 2014; Partridge & Ralston, 2013; Tonedeaf, 

2015). These deaths have led to increasing concern about the risk of future drug-related harm and 

contention about how to effectively respond. One hotly debated strategy has been the use of drug 

detection dogs which currently operate at festivals around Australia, despite claims they are 

ineffective and increase the risk of drug-related deaths. 

The role of drug detection dogs  

In Australia, the use of specially trained drug detection dogs as a policing strategy emerged in the 

early 2000s in New South Wales (NSW) (Lancaster, Hughes, & Ritter, 2016). The primary objective 

was to detect and prosecute persons involved in the sale of prohibited drugs (NSW Ombudsman, 

2006). Since then, despite legal ambiguities (Meagher, 2009) and evidence of ineffectiveness (NSW 

Ombudsman, 2006), the strategy has been adopted and expanded across the country. The continued 

use of drug detection dogs has raised questions about existing approaches to illicit drugs policing in 

Australia, which one might have assumed to be evidence-based (Lancaster et al., 2016). To justify 

ongoing use of this strategy in the face of mounting evidence of ineffectiveness, a shifting rhetoric 

from ‘detection’ to the ‘deterrent’ effects of drug detection dogs has been identified (Lancaster et al., 

2016). However, this justification is also problematic given limited evidence exists to prove they act 

as an effective deterrent (Hughes, Moxham-Hall, Ritter, Weatherburn, & MacCoun, 2017), while 

growing evidence suggests they contribute to negative public health outcomes in settings such as 

outdoor music festivals (Dunn & Degenhardt, 2009; Hickey, McIlwraith, Bruno, Matthews, & Alati, 

2012; Hughes et al., 2017; NSW Ombudsman, 2006). 

Evidence of effectiveness  

One of the first major sources of evidence in Australia undermining the use of drug detection dogs 

and fuelling ongoing debate was a review conducted by the NSW Ombudsman (NSW Ombudsman, 

2006). The main conclusions provided following two years of monitoring were that drug detection 
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dogs were ineffective at addressing the primary objective of detecting and prosecuting illicit drug 

suppliers, evident by a 74% false positive rate and less than 1% of positive indications resulting in 

successful prosecution. They also concluded there was no evidence to suggest this policing strategy 

had a deterrent effect, decreased drug-related crime or provided any other positive public health 

outcomes. However, they did identify negative public health outcomes, such as panic consumption, 

internal concealment, switching to less detectable but potentially more harmful drugs, opting to 

purchase inside from unknown sources and binging beforehand instead, concluding that this strategy 

may inadvertently cause harm by increasing risky drug use practices. This review therefore cast doubt 

on whether drug detection dogs were consistent with a harm minimisation approach, which has 

formed the basis of Australia’s National Drug Strategy since 1985 (Ministerial Council on Drug 

Strategy, 2011).  

Since the Ombudsman review, a growing body of academic literature has sought to investigate the 

deterrent, detection and other unintended iatrogenic effects of drug detection dogs in Australia. In 

2009, a study of regular ecstasy users (REU) found the majority were not dissuaded from using drugs 

when made aware drug dogs would be operating at an event (Dunn & Degenhardt, 2009). Rather, 

various precautions were taken in an attempt to avoid detection. Concerningly, there were also reports 

of hasty drug consumption when sighting dogs to avoid detection. While this study was limited by a 

small sample size, in 2012 researchers presented findings from a larger REU sample (N = 2127) over 

a three-year period which they claimed supported initial evidence (Hickey et al., 2012). This study 

noted that despite increasing visibility of drug dogs over the period, REU continued to be in 

possession of illicit drugs in public, purportedly demonstrating a limited deterrent effect. They also 

found that despite two-thirds having drugs on their person, less than 7% were positively identified. 

There were also more reports of hasty drug consumption when sighting drug dogs. More recently in 

2017 a study investigated the impacts of different policing strategies on different types of drug 

offending among festival-goers using hypothetical policing vignettes (Hughes et al., 2017). These 

findings revealed that drug detection dogs were more effective than other policing strategies when it 

came to deterring drug use and possession, reducing use by 10.2% and possession by 15.7%. 
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However, the strategy was found to have a negligible impact on drug supply and actually increased 

buying of drugs inside festival grounds. Hughes et al. (2017) noted that this unintended consequence 

could have various deleterious effects, such as increasing risk to consumers who opt to obtain drugs 

inside the festival, and displacing criminal activity by increasing supply and demand for drugs inside 

events. While hypothetical vignettes have been proven as valid predictors of offending behaviour (as 

cited in Hughes et al., 2017; Pogarsky, 2009), the limitation remains that this study investigated 

intended, rather than actual, behaviour. Overall, however, these studies suggest that any deterrent 

effect on drug use should be considered in conjunction with its numerous other impacts (e.g. impacts 

on supply and demand and risky drug use practices) when determining whether it is an appropriate 

and effective policing strategy at outdoor music festivals.  

The policy setting 

The debate about this policing strategy continues to play out in Australia with input from various 

different sectors, including public health/policy advocates (Barklay, 2016; Cowdery & Wodak, 2014; 

Tregoning, 2015), politicians (Barklay, 2016; Di Natale, 2016; Shoebridge, 2017), police (Hansen, 

2017; Mullaney, 2015), legal experts (Malins, 2017; The Law Society of New South Wales, 2016), 

musicians (Baroni, 2014; Murphy, 2015) and the mainstream and alternative media (Harris, 2016; 

McVeigh, Tilley, & McCormack, 2015; The Music, 2016; Triple j, 2016). The primary argument is 

focused on the effectiveness and adverse impacts of drug detection dogs in settings such as music 

festivals. While public health advocates claim drug detection dogs are ineffective at deterring drug use 

and can lead to risky practices like ‘panic consumption’, which has already been linked to two drug-

related deaths in Australia (Jarvis, 2014; Mulligan, 2013; Pedestrian, 2013; 2013), police have 

maintained that “drug dogs are saving lives” (Mullaney, 2015), “are an extremely effective deterrent” 

(Simmons, 2011) and the “[the strategy] is about minimising harm” (The Sydney Morning Herald, 

2015). Another argument relates to cost-effectiveness, with opposing political parties seeking to 

uncover the cost of this strategy, which has been found to be in excess of 9 million dollars per year in 

NSW alone (Parliament of NSW, 2016; Triple j, 2016). There are also civil and human right 

arguments, with various legal groups advising that drug dog searches represent an unfair and 



Page 6 of 23 
 

unnecessary intrusion into people’s privacy (NSW Ombudsman, 2006; The Law Society of New 

South Wales, 2016). Various targeted campaigns have also emerged, such as the Greens ‘Sniff Off’ 

campaign (Shoebridge, 2017) and Unharm’s ‘Ditch the Dogs’ campaign (Tregoning, 2015). This 

ongoing debate may have helped illuminate potential inconsistencies between this policy and the 

available evidence, yet these divergent positions seem to have “culminated in a policy impasse” 

(Hughes et al., 2017).  

In response to the shifting rhetoric regarding the deterrent effect of this policing strategy, 

further evidence is needed on actual behavioural responses to the expected presence of drug dogs at 

festivals (e.g. have festival-goers actually been deterred from using illicit drugs?). A greater 

understanding of the nature and extent of unintended iatrogenic effects is also critical for allowing a 

balanced evaluation of this policing strategy. While the strategy has already been found to be 

ineffective at addressing the primary aim (detecting drugs), further data on detection ability could help 

extend the evidence-base. Overall, the authors believe all sources of evidence on deterrence, detection 

and iatrogenic effects should be considered when evaluating the efficacy of this strategy. 

Aims 

Using data from a larger doctoral study of Australian festival-goers (Grigg, In preparation), this paper 

investigates: 

1. Responses to the expected presence of drug detection dogs at the last festival attended (among 

those who had intended to take illicit drugs); and  

2. Responses to seeing drug detection dogs at the last festival attended (among those who had 

illicit drugs on their person); and 

3. The proportion detected with illicit drugs due to a positive identification (among those who 

saw drug detection dogs at the last festival attended and had illicit drugs on their person). 

Methods 

A large cross-sectional survey was conducted which investigated a range of drug-related issues in 

association with the last festival attended, such as drug use prevalence and patterns, protective and 
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risk practices, obtaining and supplying illicit drugs, reasons for using drugs, positive and negative 

effects, access and barriers to first-aid and other HR strategies, experiences with police and attitudes 

towards drug policies. To address the first aim related to responses to the expected presence of drug 

dogs, this paper draws on data for the question ‘When you heard/suspected in advance of arriving that 

drug detection dogs would be there, which of the following did you do?’ (n = 647). The preceding 

question filtered out 563 respondents who were not expecting drug detection dogs to be present on the 

day. Additionally, 471 respondents who selected the response ‘I wasn't intending on taking illicit 

drugs so it didn't affect me’ were filtered out of the analysis for this paper. To address the second aim 

related to responses to drug dog sightings, this paper draws on data for the question ‘When you saw 

the drug detection dogs, what did you do?’ (n = 189). Respondents who did not see drug detection 

dogs at the last festival and/or did not have illicit drugs on their person were filtered out in the 

preceding questions. To address the third and final aim related to detection, this paper draws on data 

for the questions ‘Which of the following types of police contact did you have: Stopped by police due 

to 'identification' by a drug detection dog?’, filtered for those who saw drug detection dogs at the last 

festival and had illicit drugs on their person (n = 190) and ‘What was the outcome of being stopped 

by police due to an 'identification' by a drug detection dog?’ (n = 10). Ethics approval was received 

by the Curtin University Human Research Ethics Committee (HR144/2015). 

Sample and recruitment 

The survey ran for seven weeks (May to July 2016) and received 3529 responses. After deleting 

ineligible cases, duplicate cases, and cases where less than 50% of questions were completed, 1967 

responses remained in the final sample. However, based on the filtering processes described above, 

different subsamples were included in the analyses for this paper. The eligibility criteria were: aged 

16 and older, lived in Australia (in either states of Western Australia or Victoria) for the preceding 12 

months and attendance at least one outdoor music festival in the preceding 12 months. The primary 

method of recruitment was paid Facebook advertising targeting populations based on their 

demographic characteristics and affiliation with Australian outdoor music festivals. Advertisements 

stated that participants would be prompted to enter an optional prize draw for a $500 JB Hi-Fi e-gift 
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card after submitting their responses. The survey was designed so it was not possible to link personal 

email addresses to individual survey responses. No reimbursement or other incentive was offered for 

taking part. Various music news and promotion websites, including Music Feeds, Beat Magazine, 

Inthemix, Tone Deaf and AAA Backstage, wrote articles promoting the survey which received shares 

on Facebook. The final sample was primarily recruited through Facebook ads (89%), followed by 

snowballing and music news articles (each 5%). The survey was developed using Qualtrics Survey 

Software (Qualtrics, 2016). Responses were anonymized in survey preferences to ensure no personal 

information, such as IP addresses, was collected. 

Data analysis 

Data analysis for this paper was primarily descriptive; however, chi-square tests of independence 

were used to determine whether there were significant differences between those expecting drug 

detection dogs to be present at the last festival versus those who were not expecting them (e.g. in 

terms of methods for carrying drugs into the festival). All data were analysed using SPSS Statistics 23 

for Windows (IBM Corp., 2015). 

Results 

Sample characteristics  

The median age of those who expected drug detection dogs to be at the last festival and were 

intending to take drugs was 20 years old (IQR = 18-22, range = 16-48) and more than half were male 

(59%) (n = 647). The majority were born in Australia (88%) and spoke English at home (98%). Most 

respondents 18 years old or over reported completing year 12 or equivalent (92%) and approximately 

half reported completing a tertiary qualification (49%). The majority reported living in their 

parents’/family home (60%), followed by rented accommodation (29%) and then their own home 

(9%). Almost two-fifths reported full-time study (39%) and about one-third reported full-time work 

(32%). A breakdown of demographics for the key subsamples used in the analyses for this paper are 

included in a supplementary online table.  
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Responses to expected drug dog presence at the last festival 

Among those who expected drug detection dogs to be present at the last festival and were intending to 

take illicit drugs (n = 647), the most commonly reported response was ‘planned to conceal them well’ 

(48%), followed by ‘nothing, I just hoped for the best’ (35%). Although ‘nothing, I just hoped for the 

best’ suggests exclusivity, further analysis found the majority also selected other responses (89%). 

Other common responses involved precautions to avoid contact, such as assessing the situation when 

they arrived and avoiding the dogs (26%) or sending a spotter ahead (20%), whereas some attempted 

to avoid the risk altogether by getting someone else to carry their drugs for them (15%) or deciding to 

buy drugs inside (11%). Some reported trying to minimise the risk by taking less easily detected drugs 

(10%) or taking smaller quantities to the festival (7%). The least commonly reported response was to 

make the decision not to take drugs at all on the day (4%). A complete breakdown of responses is 

provided in Table 1. 

[Insert Table 1] 

Other unintended responses to expected drug dog presence at the last festival 

Other unintended iatrogenic effects which may have resulted from the expected presence of drug 

detection dogs were also investigated. Table 2 provides a breakdown of results for those expecting 

drugs dogs to be present at the last festival they attended versus those who were not expecting them. 

Of those who carried their own illicit drugs into the festival and were expecting detection dogs to be 

present (n = 418), 10% reported concealing them internally in a body cavity and 1% (n = 4) reported 

swallowing their drugs to retrieve once they got inside the festival grounds. The proportion reporting 

internal concealment was statistically significantly greater for those expecting drug detection dogs 

versus those who were not. Of those who were expecting drug dogs and obtained drugs inside the 

festival grounds (n = 238), two-fifths (39%) reported doing so to avoid being detected by police 

before entering. Again, the proportion reporting obtaining inside to avoid detection was significantly 

greater for those expecting dogs to be present. Of those who supplied illicit drugs at the last festival 

and were expecting drug dogs (n = 171), approximately one-third (32%) reported doing so to help a 

friend or partner who was concerned about carrying their own drugs in.  
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[Insert Table 2] 

Responses to drug detection dog sightings at the last festival 

Less than one-third of respondents (28%) reported actually seeing drug detection dogs at the last 

festival they attended (Table 3). Of those, two-fifths had illicit drugs on their person at the time. When 

respondents who had illicit drugs on them were asked about their response to seeing the drug dogs, 

almost half reported avoiding them (47%), while 10% reported either consuming some or all of their 

drugs. 

[Insert Table 3] 

Detection at the last festival among those who saw drug detection dogs 

Of all those who saw drug dogs at the last festival (including those not in possession of illicit drugs) 

(n = 467), 2% (n = 10) were stopped due to a ‘positive identification’ from a drug detection dog. Of 

those who had illicit drugs on their person at the time, the proportion positively identified was 3% (n 

= 5). Of all those positively identified (n = 10), no illicit drugs were reportedly detected by police, 

despite half of them having illicit drugs on their person at the time. Thus, as evident in Table 4, no 

prosecutions for drug possession or supply reportedly resulted from this policing strategy in this 

sample. 

[Insert Table 4] 

Discussion 

Deterrent effect of drug detection dogs 

The present study sought to investigate responses to the expected presence of drug detection dogs at 

the last outdoor music festival respondents attended. One of the primary responses of interest was the 

deterrent effect of this policing strategy. The findings presented in this paper suggest that the expected 

presence of drug detection dogs did not deter the vast majority of festival-goers in this sample (96%) 

from using illicit drugs at the last festival they attended. Rather, the threat of drug dogs appeared to 

result in a variety of alternative responses to avoid detection.  
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Other unintended iatrogenic effects of drug detection dogs 

Consistent with previous studies (Dunn & Degenhardt, 2009), the most common response to the 

expected presence of drug detection dogs was planning to conceal their drugs well (48%). Many 

festival-goers also decided to take precautions to minimise the risk of encountering drug detection 

dogs (e.g. sending spotters ahead and planning their arrival time), whereas some avoided personal risk 

altogether by getting their friends or partners to carry their drugs for them or by buying drugs inside 

the festival grounds instead. The latter finding supports Hughes et al. (2017) who identified buying 

drugs inside the festival as a potential consequence of this policing strategy. In agreeance with 

Hughes et al. (2017), this finding is concerning given festival-goers purchasing drugs inside the event 

are less likely to have knowledge about or past experience with those drugs. There may also be a 

heightened risk of purchasing drugs that are adulterated or misrepresented, as preference may be 

given to quick, conspicuous transactions, rather than considered ones. Consequently, decisions 

regarding drug use may be less informed for those obtaining drugs inside the festival. The finding that 

some respondents decided to get others to carry their drugs in for them suggests that some festival-

goers may be inadvertently putting themselves at risk of a more serious drug supply charge when they 

are only trying to help out their friends. This finding also raises questions about how many supply 

prosecutions resulting from drug policing in this context represent genuine supply offending, rather 

than ‘social supply’ (Lenton, Grigg, Scott, & Barratt, 2016; Moyle, Coomber, & Lowther, 2013). The 

finding that 10% decided to take drugs they considered less easily detected also provides confirmation 

of suspicions that some festival-goers may switch from using drugs like cannabis to potentially more 

risky drugs, like ecstasy, GHB or new psychoactive substances, which they perceive as less likely to 

be detected (Hughes et al., 2017; Jarvis, 2014). While some reported taking a smaller quantity of 

drugs to the festival (7%), which has implications for minimising the risk of harm (or providing 

evidence of ‘restrictive deterrence’), closer investigation revealed most (63%) concomitantly reported 

responses which may increase risk, such as taking drugs before arriving (5%), buying drugs inside the 

festival (23%), taking less easily detected drugs (3%) and getting friends to carry drugs in for them 

(10%). Likewise, while using drugs before the festival only could potentially reduce risk if it 

represented a reduction in overall use, qualitative data from the larger study suggest this response 
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typically involves binging (i.e. using drugs they may have otherwise spaced across the day) (Grigg, In 

preparation). Moreover, given studies suggest higher ambient temperatures may potentiate acute drug 

effects (Kiyatkin, Kim, Wakabayashi, Baumann, & Shaham, 2014; Kiyatkin & Ren, 2016), festival-

goers may be at greater risk of hyperthermia when using drugs beforehand in the warmer hours of the 

day. Unsurprisingly, qualitative data from the larger study identified a preference to pace drug use 

during the daytime and plan for peak intoxication during headlining acts in the night-time (i.e. in the 

cooler hours of the day) (Grigg, In preparation). This trajectory of use may represent lower risk of 

hyperthermia than binging beforehand to avoid detection.  

Other iatrogenic effects identified which may have resulted from this policing strategy included 

hiding drugs internally in body cavities and swallowing drugs to retrieve inside the festival (e.g. via 

vomiting). While hiding drugs internally may have been a response to any type of drug policing at the 

festival, this behaviour appeared significantly more common among those expecting drug detection 

dogs to be present on the day. Additionally, anecdotal reports suggest some festival-goers believe 

concealing drugs internally can help mask the scent from drug detection dogs (Hansen, 2017). These 

methods for hiding drugs are of considerable concern given the clear health risk implications, such as 

inadequate concealment leading to drugs accidentally being absorbed by the body, the inability to 

vomit the drugs back up or accidental swallowing of drugs hidden in the mouth. Indeed, key 

stakeholders involved in the larger study provided anecdotal reports of festival-goers presenting to 

emergency departments unable to relocate and remove drugs concealed internally (Grigg, In 

preparation). Additionally, in 2015 it was reported that a young festival-goer saw drug detection dogs 

at ‘A State of Trance’ festival and decided to hide his drugs in a plastic bag in his mouth, but 

accidentally swallowed them, resulting in him being rushed to hospital (McClellan, 2015; Partridge, 

2015). If this concealment trend continues at festivals, it is likely there will be more incidents 

involving the complications described above.  

Another finding providing support for previous research (Dunn & Degenhardt, 2009; Hickey et al., 

2012) was that 10% of those in possession of illicit drugs reported swallowing them in response to 

seeing drug detection dogs at the last festival. While it is unclear whether this was in fact ‘panic 
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consumption’ or planned behaviour in that situation, consuming drugs that were intended to be spaced 

across the day increases the risk of overdosing (Jarvis, 2014; Mulligan, 2013; Pedestrian, 2013). It 

may also increase the risk of experiencing adverse effects, given these festival-goers would be 

consuming drugs in a shorter space of time, in the warmer hours of the day, which again increase the 

risk of complications like hyperthermia (Kiyatkin, Kim, Wakabayashi, Baumann, & Shaham, 2014; 

Kiyatkin & Ren, 2016) 

Detection from positive drug detection dog identifications 

In terms of detection, it appeared that the majority of respondents (97%) who had illicit drugs on their 

person when they saw drug dogs at the last festival went undetected. Interestingly, the 3% that were 

positively identified by drug detection dogs still managed to carry their drugs into the festival grounds 

as police performing the searches were unable to detect the drugs. Thus, no respondents in this sample 

reported that they were detected or prosecuted due to a positive identification from a drug detection 

dog at the last festival. The finding that police were unable to detect the drugs raised questions about 

whether the drugs were hidden internally and therefore unable to be easily detected by a police search. 

Interestingly, police have recently warned female festival-goers, who they claimed are increasingly 

hiding their drugs internally, that they will still be detected and prosecuted, even though they did not 

explain how this would be possible given current search powers do not allow searches of body 

cavities (Hansen, 2017). However, further analysis to explore this possibility revealed that those 

festival-goers whose drugs went undetected by police, despite a positive identification, were actually 

carrying their drugs in underwear or in a bag/wallet. These reportedly missed detections raise 

questions about the efficacy and thoroughness of current police search protocols. While one might 

then argue to increase the efficacy of police searches, given the legal ambiguities (Meagher, 2009), 

and opposition from civil liberties and legal groups (Malins, 2017; New South Wales Council for 

Civil Liberties, 2018; The Law Society of New South Wales, 2016), a more appropriate response may 

be to re-evaluate whether searches should take place at all. On a side note, if an argument was made to 

extend powers to allow cavity searches (to increase detection ability and deter internal concealment), 

this could trigger an increase in patrons opting to swallow their drugs and then purge them inside. 
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This iatrogenic effect is arguably the most dangerous method of smuggling drugs into festivals and 

should therefore be seriously considered in the ongoing debate about drug policing at festivals. While 

acknowledging this method was rare in this cohort, there may have been underreporting due to stigma 

and/or distrust of how the data may be used. Overall, while it is possible festival-goers are using 

concealment methods which inhibit the ability for police to detect drugs, the findings presented here 

still call into question the efficacy of this policing strategy for drug detection in the context of outdoor 

music festivals. 

Limitations and strengths 

This study had a number of limitations. Firstly, a purposive, rather than probability, sample was 

recruited. Consequently, the results cannot be viewed as representative of the wider population of 

Australian festival-goers. Secondly, it is not known how close respondents were to the drug detection 

dogs when seeing them at the last festival. Accordingly, the detection rate should be interpreted with 

caution as some respondents may have been out of the detection range or there may not have been 

enough dogs present to pursue everyone who was emitting a drug scent. Thirdly, when interpreting 

the deterrent effect, it is important to consider the possibility that respondents were drawing on 

different past experiences with this policing strategy, which may have presented varying levels of 

risk. For example, some respondents may have attended festivals with multiple entrance lines and 

only one drug detection dog, whereas others may have attended festivals with only one entrance line 

and multiple detection dogs. Therefore, different past experiences may have resulted in varying 

perceptions of risk associated with this policing strategy. Finally, it should be noted that this question 

was asked to all respondents who were expecting drug detection dogs to be present at the last festival 

they attended, but there may have been varying levels of certainty. Future research may benefit from 

collecting data about different levels of expectation (e.g. likelihood dogs will be present and how 

many they expect will be present) and investigating how that affects responses. Notwithstanding these 

limitations, the present study extends the existing literature as it appears to be the first in Australia to 

investigate actual behavioural responses to the expected presence, and sighting, of drug detection dogs 

specifically in the context of the last outdoor music festival attended.  
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Conclusion 

In summary, almost all festival-goers surveyed did not report being deterred from drug usage by the 

expected presence of drug detection dogs. Instead, a variety of alternative responses to avoid detection 

were reported, many of which could place festival-goers at greater risk of experiencing a range of 

drug-related harms. The findings also suggest this policing strategy was largely ineffective at 

detecting drugs on festival-goers. In the face of mounting evidence of both ineffectiveness and 

iatrogenic effects, the use of drug detection dogs at Australian outdoor music festivals should be 

urgently reconsidered. Moving forward, consideration should be given to more evidence-informed 

responses which are consistent with Australia’s harm minimisation policy. Accumulating evidence 

suggests drug checking services have the capacity to effectively deter festival-goers from using 

dangerous drugs and using drugs in dangerous ways (Barratt, Bruno, Ezard, & Ritter, 2017; Sage, 

2016; Sullivan, 2018). Expanding trials of this intervention across Australia should therefore be 

considered as an approach for reducing the overall harmfulness of drug use in these settings.   
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Table 1: Responses to the expected presence of drug detection dogs at the last festival (among those 
who were intending to take illicit drugs) (%) 

Response to expected drug dog presence at the last festival n=647 

Planned to conceal them well 
Nothing, I just hoped for the besta 
Decided to assess the situation when I arrived and avoid them 
Decided to send a spotter ahead/call a friend to report back police activity, drug dogs, etc. 
Got someone else to carry my drugs in for me 
Decided to time my arrival to avoid them 
Decided to try and buy drugs inside the festival 
Decided to take drugs less easily detected by the dogs 
Decided to take drugs before the festival, but not during 
Decided to take a smaller quantity of drugs to the festival 
Decided NOT to take drugs at all that day 
Other 

48 
35 
26 
20 
15 
15 
11 
10 
7 
7 
4 
3 

Note. Multiple responses were allowed therefore the total may exceed 100%. 
aOnly 11% (n=74) selected this response option exclusively. This indicates that while they hoped for the best, they also 
engaged in other precautions. 
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Table 2: Other iatrogenic effects (%) 

Other iatrogenic effects Expecting 
drug dogs 

Not 
expecting 
drug dogs 

Total 
p  

chi sq 

Of those who carried their own drugs: Concealed 
drugs internally in a body cavity  

n = 418 
10  

n = 219 
3 

n = 637 
8 

0.001* 

Of those who carried their own drugs: Swallowed 
drugs and then retrieved them once inside the festival 
(i.e. vomited them) 

n = 418 
1  

n = 219 
0 

n = 637 
0.6 

# 

Of those who obtained inside: Did so because they 
were concerned about being detected with drugs 
before entering 

n = 238 
39  

n = 108 
13 

n = 346 
31 

<0.001* 

Of those who supplied: Did so to help a friend/partner 
concerned about carrying them in 

n = 171 
32  

n = 100 
21 

n = 271 
28 

0.060 

* p = 0.001. 
#Cell sizes were too small for statistical analysis.  
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Table 3: Response to seeing drug detection dogs at the last festival (%) 
Variable (%) 

Did you see any drug detection dogs outside or nearby the LAST music festival you attended? 
Yes 
No 
Don't know/can't remember 

n = 1674 
28 
50 
22 

When you saw the drug detection dogs, did you have illicit drugs on you?  
Had illicit drugs on my person 
Did not have illicit drugs on my person 
Don’t know/can’t remember     

n = 470 
40 
57 
3 

Of those who had illicit drugs on them: When you saw the drug detection dogs, what did you do?a 

Nothing, just hoped for the best 
Just avoided the police and drug dogs 
Consumed some of the drugs I had 
Consumed all the drugs I had 
Gave them to a friend (who carried them in for me) 
Dropped them on the ground 
Other 

n = 189 
64b 

47 
8 
2 
1 
1 
5 

aMultiple responses were allowed so the total may exceed 100%. 
bOnly 44% (n = 84) selected this response option exclusively. This indicates that while they hoped for the best, they also 
engaged in other behaviours to avoid detection. 
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Table 4: Identification by a drug detection dog at the last festival (among those who saw drug dogs 
there) (%) 

Variable (%) 

Stopped by police due to an ‘identification’ by a drug dog 
n = 467 

2 (n = 10) 

Stopped by police due to an ‘identification’ by a drug dog (among those who had illicit drugs on 
their person at the time) 

n = 190 
3 (n = 5) 

Outcome of being stopped due to an ‘identification’: 
They DID NOT find drugs (because I had no drugs on me) 
They DID NOT find drugs (even though I had drugs on me) 

n = 10 
50 
50 
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Subsample demographics 

 

Expected drug dogs 
and were intending 
to take illicit drugs 

n=647 

Saw drug dogs and 
had illicit drugs on 

their person 
n=190 

Positively identified 
by drug detection 

dogs 
n=10 

Median age (IQR) 
n=647 

20 (18-22) 
n=190 

20 (19-22) 
n=10 

22 (18-24) 

Underage (under 18) (%) 
n=647 

14 
n=190 

10 
n=10 

10 

Gender- male (%) 
n=647 

59 
n=190 

65 
n=10 

90 

Born in Australia (%) 
n=607 

88 
n=178 

84 
n=9 
89 

Speak English at home (%) 
n=601 

98 
n=178 

96 
n=9 
89 

Sexual identity- Heterosexual (%) 
n=608 

89 
n=179 

89 
n=9 
67 

Marital statusa (%) 
Never married 
Married 
Other 

n=607 
94 
6 

<1 

n=179 
93 
7 
1 

n=9 
100 

0 
0 

Location (%) 
Inner city 
Inner suburbs 
Outer suburbs 
Regional 
Remote  
Don’t know 

n=608 
9 
45 
33 
12 
1 

<1 

n=179 
11 
49 
30 
10 
1 
0 

n=9 
11 
22 
33 
33 
0 
0 

Accommodation (%) 
Own house 
Rented house 
Parents’ house 
Boarding house/hostel 

Other 

n=607 
9 
29 
60 
2 

<1 

n=179 
11 
26 
62 
0 
1 

n=9 
11 
33 
56 
0 
0 

Highest school year for those 18 or over (%) 
Year 6-9 
Year 10 
Year 11 
Year 12 or equivalent 

n=520 
1 
3 
4 
92 

n=161 
1 
4 
8 
87 

n=7 
14 
86 
0 
0 

Trade or tertiary qualification for those 18 or over 

(%) 
n=521 

49 
n=162 

46 
n=8 
75 
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Expected drug dogs 
and were intending 
to take illicit drugs 

n=647 

Saw drug dogs and 
had illicit drugs on 

their person 
n=190 

Positively identified 
by drug detection 

dogs 
n=10 

Employmenta  
Part-time or casual work 
Full-time student 
Full-time work 
Unemployed (looking for work) 
Part-time student  
Self-employed 
Benefits 
Unemployed (not looking for work) 
Home duties (stay at home parent or carer) 

n=608 
45 
39 
32 
4 
4 
3 
1 
1 
1 

n=179 
41 
32 
41 
3 
5 
3 
0 
1 
1 

n=9 
33 
11 
56 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

Main source of income (%) 
Wage or salary 
Parental allowance 
Government  
Self-employment 
No income 
Criminal activity 
Other 

n=606 
82 
8 
5 
4 
1 

<1 
1 

n=179 
88 
3 
4 
4 
1 
0 
0 

n=9 
89 
0 
0 

11 
0 
0 
0 

Total income per week (%) 
$1-249 
$250-599 
$600-999 
$1000-1599 
$1600-2800 
Greater than $2800 
Nil or negative 

n=567 
33 
31 
18 
12 
4 
1 
1 

n=174 
29 
29 
18 
14 
6 
2 
1 

n=8 
13 
38 
38 
0 

13 
0 
0 

Note. Subsamples described in this table are not mutually exclusive. Percentages were rounded to the nearest whole 
number so totals may not equal 100%. 
aMultiple responses were allowed so totals may exceed 100%. 
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