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Executive summary
This is the second progress report on the twelve month trial of syringe vending machines in Canberra. It covers the first half of the trial period, February to July 2005. The data presented here are for monitoring purposes only. It is too early to draw substantive conclusions about trial outcomes from these data. 

The syringe vending machines commenced operating on 4 February 2005, one each at the Civic, Belconnen, Tuggeranong and Phillip Community Health Centres. They dispense rigid plastic Fitpacks® containing four syringes, associated injecting equipment and safer injecting information at a cost of $2.00 for each Fitpack. 

During the 25 weeks of operation to the end of July 2005, 4,607 Fitpacks (18,428 syringes) were sold through the machines. The Phillip vending machine was the most popular, dispensing 33% of the total, followed by Belconnen with 27% of the sales, Tuggeranong 21% and Civic 19%.

From February to July, 198,611 syringes were dispensed by the Canberra Needle Syringe Program and an additional 38,120 were provided to pharmacies for sale. This means that the syringe vending machines’ sales composed approximately seven per cent of all syringes sold or otherwise distributed over the six months through the various types of Canberra outlets.

The vending machines are restocked weekly. The areas around the machines are checked regularly to ascertain if any injecting equipment has been inappropriately disposed of nearby. The number of such occurrences to date is small, and represent a very small proportion of the total number of syringes picked up by City Rangers in public places across Canberra. 

Overdoses attended by the ACT Ambulance Service are being monitored as part of the trial in response to the concern that some people have that increasing the availability of sterile injecting equipment could possibly result in an increased incidence of overdoses. 

A third quarterly progress report on the trial will be prepared at the end of 2005, with the final evaluation report to be presented in the first half of 2006 following the twelve month trial’s conclusion at the end of January 2006.

Background

This is the second progress report on the twelve month trial of syringe vending machines in Canberra. It covers the period February to July 2005. It is presented as part of a comprehensive evaluation of the trial. It is important that readers appreciate that these data are presented for monitoring the trial’s implementation and related matters. It is too early to draw conclusions about the impact of the trial from the data presented here. 

The trial began on 4 February 2005, in the sense that the first vending machines started operating on that date. There are four machines, one each at four of ACT Health’s Community Health Centres: Civic, Belconnen, Tuggeranong and Phillip.

Each machine dispenses yellow Australian-made Fitpacks® at the cost of $2.00 each. Each Fitpack contains the following items

· 4 x Terumo 27 g, 1 mL, single use syringes

· 1 x 10 ml water for injection

· 4 x alcohol swabs

· 1 x spoon

· 1 x cotton balls (5 pack)

· 1 x ‘Safe injecting’ advice card prepared by ACT Health with the assistance of the ACT Hepatitis C Council

The Fitpacks are rigid plastic containers that have an internal moulded flap which captures and locks in place the used needles and syringes, thus preventing their removal and reuse.
 VendaFit Pty Ltd, working under contract to Directions ACT, has supplied and installed the syringe vending machines and keeps them in operation and stocked with Fitpacks. 

240 litre sharps disposal bins are installed next to the syringe vending machines. 

Syringe vending machine usage 

Running counts of the Fitpacks sold from each machine follow. They show the number dispensed each week since the machines began operation on 4 February 2005.

Table 1
Fitpacks sold, location and week, 4 February to 29 July 2005 
(25 weeks)

	Week to
	Civic
	Belconnen
	Tuggeranong
	Phillip
	All sites
weekly total

	11/2/05
	3
	13
	5
	12
	33 

	18/2/05
	18
	17
	7
	24
	66

	25/2/05
	22
	60
	25
	84
	191

	4/3/05
	14
	32
	17
	54
	117

	11/3/05
	12
	38
	12
	42
	104

	18/3/05
	0
	53
	13
	76
	142

	25/3/05
	22
	59
	27
	61
	169

	01/04/05
	48
	63
	34
	52
	197

	08/04/05
	40
	49
	22
	32
	143

	15/04/05
	52
	51
	55
	62
	220

	22/04/05
	49
	50
	21
	32
	152

	29/04/05
	35
	42
	49
	66
	192

	08/05/05
	65
	67
	66
	80
	278

	15/05/05
	31
	0
	42
	62
	135

	21/05/05
	36
	75
	57
	54
	222

	27/05/05
	51
	10
	31
	42
	134

	2/06/05
	39
	56
	43
	68
	206

	9/06/05
	60
	52
	53
	79
	244

	15/06/05
	47
	63
	58
	76
	244

	23/06/05
	52
	66
	54
	79
	251

	30/06/05
	48
	60
	48
	86
	242

	07/07/05
	49
	69
	71
	75
	264

	14/07/05
	10
	29
	43
	53
	135

	22/07/05
	5
	62
	59
	100
	226

	29/07/05
	55
	97
	66
	82
	300

	Total (%) 
4 Feb – 29 Jul
(25 weeks)
	863

(19%)
	1,233

(27%)
	978

(21%)
	1,533

(33%)
	4,607

(100%)


Table 1 shows that 4,607 Fitpacks have been sold from the four syringe vending machines up to the end of July 2005. The vending machine located at the rear of the Phillip Health Centre remains the most popular, dispensing one-third (33%) of the total. Belconnen remains the second most popular with 27% of the sales and Tuggeronong accounted for 21%. Civic continues to be selling the lowest proportion of Fitpacks, just 19% of the total.

The Belconnen machine was out of action for a week in May owing to vandalism, the Civic machine was off for a week in July owing to a fault with its electronics and the Tuggeranong machine was off for a weekend in July owing to maintenance work on the building to which it is attached, requiring the power to be turned off.

Figure 1 presents in graphical form the data provided in Table 1, illustrating the number of Fitpacks sold from all four sites combined, per week, over the 25 weeks from February to July 2005.

Figure 1
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Syringe vending machines and the NSPs

The rationale for installing syringe vending machines in Canberra (as elsewhere) is to make available sterile injecting equipment to people who, for a variety of reasons, cannot obtain it from other outlets, or prefer not to do so. In other words, the intention is that the vending machines supplement, not replace, the services provided by the existing Needle and Syringe Program (NSP) outlets. This is particularly because the NSPs provide a range of important services in addition to dispensing sterile injecting equipment and receiving back and disposing of used equipment. The evaluation is therefore monitoring the volume of syringes dispensed through the Canberra NSP service, including the pharmacy outlets. 

Over the 25 weeks to late July 2005, Canberra NSPs dispensed a total of 198,611 1 mL needle/syringes, and an additional 38,120 were provided to pharmacies for sale. In round figures, some 237,000 syringes were distributed through the pre-existing outlets during that six month period, compared with 18,428 syringes (4,607 Fitpacks) through the syringe vending machines. In other words, the syringe vending machine sales composed approximately seven per cent of the total. (The July 2005 figure is 10 per cent.)

The evaluation will investigate whether or not the vending machine sales appear to have added to the total number of sterile syringes provided to Canberra’s drug using community or whether, on the other hand, there has been displacement from the NSPs and pharmacies to vending machine outlets. 

Disposal of injecting equipment

The disposal of injecting equipment in the vicinity of the syringe vending machines is being monitored

· The contractor who restocks the machines every Friday checks for inappropriately discarded injecting equipment in the vicinity of each machine, collecting and disposing of any found

· Every Saturday and Sunday morning City Rangers inspect the areas around the machines and collect and dispose of any injecting equipment found there

· The ACT Sharps Hotline, a 24 hours service, receives call from the public about inappropriately disposed of equipment and dispatches a City Ranger to collect the material within two hours

· The Manager of the Canberra Needle & Syringe Program visits the machines regularly, checking for discarded equipment on those visits

· The contractors who each week empty the disposal bins located adjacent to the vending machines check the area and collect any injecting equipment waste

The City Rangers’ data covering the February to July 2005 period are in Table 2.

Table 2
Inappropriate disposal of injecting equipment
in the vicinity of syringe vending machines, February to July 2005

	Date
	Civic
	Belconnen
	Tuggeranong
	Phillip

	15 Feb
	
	
	
	1 syringe

	5 Mar
	2 syringes
	
	
	

	6 Mar
	
	2 syringes
	
	

	12 Mar
	
	1 syringe
	
	2 syringes

	13 Mar
	
	16 syringes
	
	2 syringes, 1 Fitpack

	26 Mar
	1 Fitpack
	
	
	

	27 Mar
	
	
	1 syringe
	

	2 Apr
	
	
	
	1 Fitpack

	10 Apr
	
	
	
	1 Fitpack

	17 Apr
	2 syringes
	
	3 syringes
	1 syringe

	30 Apr
	1 Fitpack
	
	1 syringe
	

	08 May
	1 Fitpack
	
	
	

	15 May
	2 syringes
	
	1 syringe
	

	29 May
	
	
	
	1 syringe

	04 Jun
	
	4 syringes
	
	4 syringes

	18 Jun
	
	
	
	5 syringes

	19 Jun
	3 syringes
	
	
	


Of course, there is no available information to confirm that the discarded syringes reported here were obtained from the vending machines. Nonetheless, these data covering the first six months of the syringe vending machines trial suggest that the syringe vending machines are not significantly adding to the amount of inappropriately disposed of injecting equipment in the vicinity of the vending machines, particularly when we consider that 378 syringes were picked up by City Rangers in Canberra public places during the February to May 2005 period (at present data are only available up to May). 

Heroin overdoses

One of the evaluation research questions for the trial is this: ‘Does any correlation exist between the introduction of syringe vending machines and the number of ambulance call-outs to opioid overdoses?’. This reflects the concern often expressed by members of the public and some politicians and officials (particularly in the USA) that increased availability of injecting equipment causes increased use of illegal drugs and, as a consequence, increases in the incidence of illicit drug-related harm. Of course, the many studies that have investigated this issue have found that increased availability of sterile injecting equipment does not cause increased harm. Indeed, the opposite is the case.

The ACT Ambulance Service provides data on their call-outs to overdose incidents. Each of these is classified according to the class of drug or drugs implicated in the overdose, and one of the categories is ‘heroin’, by far the most frequently used illicit opioid in Canberra.
 Overdose data for the first six months of the trial are in Table 3. 

Table 3
ACT Ambulance Service: callouts to overdoses
February to July 2005, heroin and other drugs

	Month
	Heroin
number              %
	Other drugs
	Total ODs

	Feb-05
	9
	22
	32
	41

	Mar-05
	12
	20
	48
	60

	Apr-05
	13
	20
	52
	65

	May-05
	14
	21
	54
	68

	Jun-05
	9
	15
	51
	60

	Jul-05
	12
	26
	34
	46

	Total
	69
	20
	271
	340


Heroin is not the only drug injected by people who use illegal drugs in Canberra. Of the 28 respondents to the 2004 Canberra NSP clients’ survey, 14 said that their last drug injected was heroin, 9 reported amphetamines, 4 methadone and one ‘other’.3
Although it is too early in the trial to attempt to draw any conclusions from these data, in the final evaluation report the pattern of overdoses during the trial period will be compared with a corresponding earlier period.

Impacts on stakeholders, and publicity

Media monitoring has not revealed any print or electronic media coverage of the trial since its inception and no ‘letters to the editor’ have been published on the topic in the Canberra Times or Canberra’s local community newspapers. 

During the February to August period, just four adverse comments about the syringe vending machines have been made to the ACT Government and its agencies, and two of these were about inappropriately discarded injecting equipment generally, not necessarily linked to the syringe vending machines trial.

An issue of the publication Anex:Bulletin published earlier this year featured syringe vending machines on its front page, and gave some prominence to the Canberra trial.

Ms Brooke Anderson from ACT Health made a presentation on the trial to the 2005 Anex Harm Reduction Conference, ‘Drugs at Work’, held in Melbourne in June.

Officers of the Victorian Department of Human Services requested details of the trial, and in response ACT Health provided them with a copy of the trial’s Evaluation Research Protocol.

The proprietor of the company that has supplied and operates the vending machines, Mr Andy Hart of VendaFit Pty Ltd, is presenting a paper on syringe vending machines in Australia, including the Canberra trial, to the ‘National Conference on Injecting Drug Use’ being held in London in October.

David McDonald will be delivering a presentation on the trial to the national conference of APSAD, the Australian Professional Society on Alcohol & Other Drugs, Melbourne, November 2005.

Future reports
This is the second quarterly progress report monitoring the implementation of the Canberra trial of syringe vending machines. One more progress report will be produced at the end of this year, and a final report will be prepared in the first half of 2006 following the conclusion of the 12 month trial. The final report will assess, in some detail, the outcomes of the trial.
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