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Background 
The Crime Statistics Agency (CSA) recently published a research paper on the types of drugs recorded by Victoria 
Police for drug use and possession offences across Victoria over the past ten years (see Sutherland and Millsteed, 
2016). The publication classified drug types according to the offence code initially recorded by the detecting police 
officer at the time of the offence. While a small proportion of use and possession offences (6% over the past ten 
years) are recorded by police using a generic drug type code such as “possess drug of dependence (not named)”, 
there are currently 74 offence codes available for police to record a drug use and possession offence, with the 
majority of offences being recorded using a code that indicates the specific type of drug the detecting officer 
believes the alleged offender has used and/or possessed. These codes include, for example, “possess heroin” or 
“use anabolic steroids”. In addition, there are 66 offence codes available for recording cultivation and 
manufacturing drug offences, 138 codes for recording dealing and trafficking offences and 53 codes for recording 
other drug offences.  

Police officers have very little information available to them in order to identify the type of drug detected at the 
scene of an offence and may rely on a combination of factors including, for example, the appearance of the 
substance, what the offender believes the substance to be, and the behaviour of the offender if they have 
consumed the substance. However, it is not reasonable to expect that police officers will correctly be able to 
identify drug types in all instances as these are all proxy methods for identifying the chemical composition of the 
substances encountered. As noted by Blanchard and Chin (1997), “as a scientific matter, it is impossible to identify 
the chemical composition of white powders by sight” (p.560). A number of studies have also identified that illicit 
drug users may not be obtaining the substances that they believe they are purchasing. This is because substances 
that are marketed as a particular type of drug, such as ecstasy, when tested, “contain chemically unrelated 
compounds with little or no psychotropic effect, or contain a range of other drugs” (p.3; Department of Health and 
Aging, 2005). The only infallible way to accurately identify the type of drug present is to conduct chemical testing 
in a laboratory setting, which requires specialised expertise. 

No existing empirical research could be located that examines how accurate police officers are in identifying 
specific drug types based on the appearance of the substance. Further, only limited research has been conducted 
on police officers’ ability to identify what substances an individual might have consumed based on observing their 
behaviour (see for example, Shinar and Schechtman, 2005).  

Another issue is that the offence codes available for police officers to record drug crimes in Victoria do not specify 
the form of the drug detected. For example, while there are offence codes available to police officers to record 
methylamphetamine as the drug type involved in an offence, there are no codes that enable them to specify the 
form of methylamphetamine. As a result, there is currently a lack of data available about the amount of recorded 
crime that relates specifically to the crystal form of methylamphetamine (commonly referred to as ‘ice’) in Victoria. 
This was highlighted by the final report of the Inquiry into the Supply and Use of Methamphetamines, Particularly Ice, 
In Victoria (2014), which noted that it was: 
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“…difficult to quantify the prevalence of methamphetamine use, and particularly, crystal 
methamphetamine, in Victoria owing to data not being collected in sufficient detail to explain patterns of 
use in particular regions and include particular forms of methamphetamine” (p.xliii) 

It is critically important for policymakers and program designers to understand the types of drugs associated with 
offending in Victoria. The CSA has consistent access to data about drug offences according to the drug types 
initially recorded by police. However, given the issues outlined above, the CSA sought to ensure that this data was 
of a high enough quality in accurately reflecting the types of drugs involved in offences in Victoria, prior to using 
this data for reporting and analysis purposes.  

Therefore, the CSA conducted a small data analysis project to explore the accuracy of initial police recorded drug 
offence codes in reflecting what type of drugs are actually seized by police. The questions that the analysis aimed 
to answer were: 

 Overall, to what extent is the offence code recorded by police officers an accurate indicator of the type of 
drug associated with a drug offence?  

 Is the offence code a more reliable indicator for certain drug types than others?   
 Is the offence code a more reliable indicator for some types of drug offences (e.g., for drug manufacturing 

offences as opposed to drug possession offences)?  
 What proportion of the methylamphetamine offences recorded by police relate to crystal 

methylamphetamine as opposed to other forms?  

This paper outlines the method used to conduct the analysis and provides an overview of the findings. It is 
intended to offer some indication as to the level of accuracy associated with police recorded drug type, which in 
turn can be used to inform interpretations of other CSA publications that use police recorded offence codes to 
classify and report on the types of drugs involved in drug offences in Victoria.  

 
Method 
This project involved requesting a sample of forensic drug test data from the Drug Sciences Group (DSG) within the 
Victoria Police Forensic Services Department and matching that data to offence information recorded by police 
officers in the Victoria Police Law Enforcement Assistance Program (LEAP). The initial recorded offence was then 
compared with the results of forensic tests undertaken on the drugs seized by police at the time of detection. In 
turn, this enabled an assessment of the accuracy of the initial recorded offence in reflecting the types of drugs that 
were actually seized.   

Linking forensic data to offence data 

A sample of forensic test cases with test dates recorded between July 2014 and June 2015 was provided to the 
CSA by DSG. Sixty-six percent of the cases provided by DSG did not have a unique LEAP incident ID recorded, 
which meant that the cases could not be directly matched to the LEAP offence data currently held by the CSA. As a 
result, DSG engaged the Forensic Intelligence & IT Management Unit (FIITMU) to run a data matching exercise to 
match LEAP IDs to their forensic cases to recorded offence information in LEAP. This involved attempting to 
match records across the two datasets using various combinations of the following variables, depending on what 
data was recorded for each forensic case:  

 offender name ID 
 offender first name and/or surname 
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 offender date of birth 
 date of offence 
 date of forensic test. 

As a result, 218 forensic cases were able to be matched to LEAP incident records. However, a single LEAP incident 
can comprise multiple drug offences, and a single forensic test case can include the results of multiple forensic 
tests on the substance(s) tested. Further, the number of offences in the LEAP incident is not necessarily equivalent 
to the number of forensic tests performed. The 218 matched forensic cases included 2,180 forensic test results. 
The offence incident records to which these cases were matched included 612 separate alleged drug offences. It 
was not possible to identify which test result, specifically, related to each individual drug offence. Following data 
linking, it was therefore necessary to implement a series of counting rules in order to classify and analyse the 
proportion of offences with ‘correct’ and ‘incorrect’ drug types recorded.  

Counting rules 

Figure 1 provides examples of how correct and incorrect drug type offences recorded in LEAP were identified using 
test results from the matched forensic cases.  

Figure 1: Identification of ‘correct’ and ‘incorrect’ drug type offences 
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Where a police officer used a generic drug type offence code (such as ‘possess drug of dependence’), as in LEAP 
incident 1, this was taken to mean they were not sure what the drug type was and, if an illicit drug was identified 
through forensic testing, this was still classified as ‘correct’. This is because the police officer correctly identified 
that an illicit drug was present. Where there was more than one offence and test result that related to the same 
drug type, as in LEAP incident 3, this is considered a duplicate correct match, and is not included in the overall 
estimations of correct drug types presented in the findings. This was done so as to ensure that individual large 
scale trafficking incidents where there may be many offences and test results for the same drug type would not 
bias the overall analysis results in an overly positive or negative direction (for example 41 forensic cases had ten or 
more samples tested for the same drug type).  

Finally, it is important to note that a number of drug offences were removed from the LEAP offence records data 
prior to the final analysis because no forensic test results were provided that were relevant to these offences. 
These included:  

 Cannabis and synthetic cannabinoid offences (115 offences excluded).  
 Offences that related to possession of drug equipment (16 offences excluded).  
 Offences for possession of precursor chemicals used in the manufacture of drugs (28 offences excluded). 

 
Results 
Table 1 presents a summary of the results of the analysis. Overall, approximately four-fifths (78.3%, n=354) of the 
drug offences contained in the matched LEAP incident records were correctly matched with drug test results in the 
forensic test cases provided by DSG. Amongst the categories of drug types examined, offences that related to 
various types of amphetamines (including methylamphetamine) were most likely to be correctly identified (83.2% 
correct), while phenethylamines such as ecstasy were least likely to be correctly identified (65.2% correct). 
Offences relating to cultivation and manufacture of drugs (93.9% correct) were more likely to be correctly identified 
by the recording police officer than offences that related dealing and trafficking drugs (84.3% correct), which in 
turn were more likely to be correctly identified than offences that related use and possession of drugs (70.2% 
correct).  
 
For the vast majority of offences where the drug type identified was incorrect, other illicit substances were still 
identified in the forensic test results. For example, in 12 of the 13 incorrect prescription drug offences, another non-
prescription illicit drug such as amphetamines were found.  
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Table 1: Match rates between LEAP offence records and forensic test results* 

 Correct Incorrect 

 n % n % 

Drug Type 

Amphetamines 

GHB Type Drugs and Analogues 

Other Stimulants and Hallucinogens (e.g. cocaine) 

Phenethlyamines (e.g. ecstasy/MDMA) 

Prescription drugs 

Semisynthetic Opioid Analgesics (e.g. heroin) 

Remaining drug types 

153 

26 

22 

30 

40 

29 

54 

83.2 

72.2 

75.9 

65.2 

75.5 

76.3 

74.0 

31 

10 

7 

16 

13 

9 

12 

16.8 

27.8 

24.1 

34.8 

24.5 

23.7 

16.4 

Type of Offence 

Cultivate or manufacture drugs 

Drug dealing and trafficking 

Drug use and possession 

31 

172 

151 

93.9 

84.3 

70.2 

2 

32 

64 

6.1 

15.7 

29.8 

Total 354 78.3 98 21.7 

*These figures should are not reflective of the total numbers of drug offences in Victoria, but rather a small 

sample of offences that could be matched with forensic test records.  

 

Figure 2 shows: the number of amphetamine offences recorded by police in the matched sample; the number of 
these that were specifically recorded as methylamphetamine offences; the number that were associated with a 
forensic test result for methylamphetamine (i.e., the number ‘correct’), and the number that involved forensic tests 
for the crystal form of methylamphetamine. Of the 136 methylamphetamine-related offences recorded by police in 
the matched sample of cases, 121 (89.0%) were associated with at least one forensic test result for 
methylamphetamine (rather than amphetamines more generally), and 105 (77.2%) of the test results related to the 
crystalline form of methylamphetamine.  
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Figure 2: Results of forensic tests matched to recorded methylamphetamine offences  

 

 
 
 
Implications 

Though this analysis identified that police correctly identify drug types when they initially record drug offences in 
the LEAP system the majority of the time, around 30% of the drugs seized as a result of drug use and possession 
offences were incorrectly classified. This should be kept in mind when interpreting the rate of drug crimes 
associated with specific drug types. For example, in a recent paper, Sutherland and Millsteed (2016) identified 
2,976 prescription drug-related use and possession offences in the year ending March 2016.  

Given the findings outlined in this paper, it is possible that the actual number of offences involving a particular drug 
type may be different to the number recorded by police, although the scale of this cannot be statistically 
ascertained from this analysis due to the small sample of forensic test results matched to offence records for this 
project. Further, offences relating to the cultivation and manufacture of drugs appear to be associated with a 
higher level of police-recorded accuracy with regard to drug type than offences related to dealing and trafficking 
drugs, which in turn are associated with higher levels of accuracy than drug use and possession offences. 
Nevertheless, it is important that drug types continue to be recorded by police when they record these offences, as 
the availability of these statistics is crucial for informing policy and practice.   
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This analysis also showed that in fact, around 77% of recorded methylamphetamine offences involved crystal 
methylamphetamine. This suggests that estimates of methylamphetamine crime that are based purely on police 
recorded crime statistics may overestimate the actual number of crimes that involve this substance to some 
extent.  

A key limitation associated with the analysis presented here is that it was only possible to match a subset of 
forensic test cases to the offences initially recorded by police, because the majority of test cases did not include 
any unique identifier that could be used to confidently link the forensic test results back to the offences recorded 
by police. This limits the extent to which the findings presented here can be generalised to all drug offences. More 
robust analyses could be conducted going forward if LEAP identifiers were recorded for all forensic drug test data 
and if they were recorded at the offence rather than the incident level. This would support the identification of a 
larger and somewhat more representative sample of data on which to base estimates of accuracy of police-
recorded drug type.  
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