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Abstract

Increasingly, the abuse of legal substances is being recognized as a problem in both
urban and remote areas, and responses draw on a variety of regulation methods,
which have broader implications for the supply and demand control of other drugs.
In this paper, the author draws on data collected before, during and after the
substitution of reduced-toxicity spray paints for aromatic spray paints in two Alice
Springs spray paint retailers. The data, collected by the Central Australian Youth
Link Up Service (CAYLUS), are used to illustrate: the change in purchase habits for
substance misusers following the introduction of reduced-toxicity spray paints; the
overall effect on sales of spray paints and “suspicious’ sales; and the urgent need for
more accurate retailer data. The policy implications of the findings are explored in
terms of the need to address volatile substance misuse with demand reduction
strategies in conjunction with supply reduction strategies, in order to avoid the
possibility of substance displacement.

The use of domestic substances with volatile elements as means of intoxication has
a ‘peculiar power to shock and disgust’ the wider mainstream users of domestic
products (MacLean 2005:308). Volatile substances are typically domestic products
such as glue, nail polish remover, computer keyboard cleaner, and petrol. The
misuse of these substances can lead to the construction of volatile drug use as
dangerous and threatening, enabling the wider population to perceive the users as
out-of-control and abnormal, impeding the possibility of responsive and innovative
policy development (MacLean 2003).

However, more recently, inventive approaches that address supply management
have attempted to tackle substance misuse with new methods. This paper explores
the effect of a reduction of aromatic spray paint supply in a major paint retailer in
Alice Springs on overall sales and suspicious sales of spray paint, and probes the
issue of change in purchase habits for volatile substances, using data collected over
a five-year period’. This was a strategy undertaken by the Central Australian Youth
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Link Up Service, or CAYLUS, as part of a series of attempts to minimize harm
through the promotion of a responsible retail of solvent program in Alice Springs.

The purpose of this paper is four-fold: firstly, to explore the effects the introduction
and substitution of reduced-toxicity spray paints for aromatic spray paints has on
overall and suspicious sales of aerosols in two major spray paint retailers in Alice
Springs; secondly, to bring attention to the community retailer liaison work that
CAYLUS is involved in within Alice Springs; thirdly, to illustrate the difficulty in
collecting accurate and reliable retailer data; and finally to comment on broader
issues of regulation which this casestudy illustrates.

This paper was developed in association with CAYLUS, who collected the data
over a five-year period. However, these data were not collected for the purposes of
a research study, and is not statistically reliable or valid, but more useful as a tool
for demonstrating the effect of measuring supply through the reduction of a harmful
substance, which should be kept in mind when interpreting the results.

Background

Currently, the use of volatile substances for intoxication purposes is not a criminal
offence anywhere in Australia. However, since 2002, amendments have been
made to Australian legislation in all states to allow police greater and more
appropriate powers for dealing with substance misusers, with a focus on harm
minimisation without criminal consequences (Gray et al 2006). It is significant to
note how the legislative responses to substance misuse have broadened police
powers rather than created offences, challenging the lay assumption that regulation
involves the creation of crime, and pointing to the close relationship between
offences and powers in regulation. The demands of a harm minimisation approach
are too heavy to be the burden of the police alone, and require a multi-agency
approach, involving health and community workers.

The difficulty in attempting to limit the use of volatile substances is associated with
the legality of the substances, and their primary purpose, unlike drugs such as
heroin, cocaine and marijuana, which are produced for the purposes of
intoxication. Further analysis and critique of this perspective can be made by
considering the medical uses of heroin, cocaine and marijuana and the fact that
cigarettes and alcohol are both legal substances but produced for the purposes of
intoxication. However, in these cases, the substances are used in the manner
initially intended, whereas volatile substances are often substances such as spray
paints, glues and petrol, which are misused in order to provide intoxicating effects.
These substances are inexpensive and easily accessible to those under 18, which




further distinguishes them from illicit substances, which are often relatively
expensive and difficult to obtain.

Regulatory responses to volatile substance misuse have typically originated from
legislative, supply or demand approaches, which have sought to reduce the harms
associated with use. Such approaches have included the broadening of police
powers without the creation of offences, product modification, restricting access to
volatile substances such as petrol and paints by locking up and caging products,
community-based treatment and rehabilitation centres, as well as youth programs
in urban and remote areas that are educative, diversionary, cultural and
recreational (d’Abbs and MacLean 2008). In addition to these responses, some of
the regulatory burden has been passed on to retailers responsible for selling volatile
substances, through industry self-regulation with sanctions and rewards (Ayres and
Braithwaite 1992).

In this study, the retailers responsible for selling volatile substances are threatened
with criminal action if they are found selling goods to those suspected of using the
substance for intoxication purposes or selling to underage customers. These
retailers are monitored by CAYLUS, a community-based agency, which has tasked
itself with a responsive regulatory role within the community.

There are approximately 250 different pharmacological and household products
available in Australia that are capable of providing intoxicating effects to the user,
and these are generally divided into four main categories — volatile solvents,
aerosols, gases and nitrates (Gray et al 2006, NIDA 2005). Nitrates have a slightly
different effect on the central nervous system and are often classified as sexual
enhancers rather than volatile substances, and these are beyond the scope of this
research.

It has been argued that the inhalation of spray paint, also known as ‘chroming’, is
most commonly found in urban settings, due to the availability of the substance
(Gray et al 2006, NIDA 2005, d’Abbs & MacLean 2008). The intoxicating effects
depend on the method of inhalation, as well as the age and gender of the user
(VDHS 2007). The chemicals in the inhalant are absorbed through the lungs and
enter the bloodstream, where they are dispersed to the brain and other organs in
the body (NIDA 2005). Intoxication effects are rapid and the effects are similar to
that of alcohol, such as slurred speech, impaired coordination, euphoria and
exhilaration, dizziness, hallucinations and agitation (NIDA 2005, Gray et al 2006).

The intoxicating effect of inhalants occurs rapidly, but last only a few minutes,
often leading to the user seeking to prolong the effects by continuing to inhale over
the course of hours (NIDA 2005). The dangers involved in the inhalation of paint
are associated not only with the toxins and chemicals in the paint itself, but also in
the propellant, which depending on the paint, contains toluene and butane, which



are some of the substances that produce intoxicating effects (NIIS 2008). Other
factors that are related to the death or injury of the user include sudden sniffing
death, which is due to the excess stress through ‘ventricular arrhythmias’ placed on
the heart by chemicals in the solvent, as well as the possibility of dangers,
accidents and injuries that may occur whist intoxicated (Lubman et al 2006:328,
NIDA 2005, Gray et al 2006, NIIS 2008).

The legitimate use of volatile substances by the majority of the population means
prohibiting the sale of spray paint is not a viable policy option. However, the
replacement of toxic and intoxicating spray paint with low aromatic, low-toxicity
spray paint allows legitimate users of the substance to maintain use, without
attracting individuals who desire the intoxicating effects. Such products have
removed toluene and xylene from the propellant and lead from the paint, thereby
eliminating the ‘high” associated with chroming (White Knight 2005).

Prevalence

Gathering an accurate estimate of volatile substance misusers is notoriously
difficult, as substance misuse in Australia is not a criminal offence, record keeping
by law officials is not a uniform or common practice. Inhalant use is also a
secretive and furtive activity, and estimates of use are often inaccurate (d’Abbs and
MaclLean 2008).

With these factors in mind, the inhalant prevalence data should be received
critically. In April 1997, it was estimated that there were 60 inhalant users in Alice
Springs, most of whom were sniffing paint (Mosey 1997). This was not confined to
the Indigenous population, and the use of paint as a vessel to intoxication was in
practice across Queensland in urban and rural communities, Indigenous and non-
Indigenous populations, with youths aged as young as 12 engaging in the
clandestine activity (Gray et al 2006, d’Abbs and MacLean 2008). However, in a
school-based survey administered in 2002, 21% of 12-17 year olds had reportedly
used inhalants. In the general Australian population, the proportion is significantly
lower, with 2.5% of Australians over 14 surveyed by the 2004 National Drug and
Household Survey ever having tried inhalants (d’Abbs and MacLean 2008).

The majority of inhalant misuse is categorized as experimental or occasional
misuse, with few users becoming regular, chronic misusers of spray paint (d’Abbs
and MacLean 2008). Much chronic use of volatile substances is associated with
petrol in remote areas, with an older population (d’Abbs and MacLean 2008, Grey
et al 2006).



Reduced-Toxicity Spray Paints

The introduction of reduced-toxicity spray paints by several manufacturers
including White Knight, Motor Tech, Export, Dulux and Plasti-kote, is an example
of product modification, and was initially in order to reduce the impact of aerosol
propellant on the environment (NIIS 2008). These spray paints are produced in
fully recyclable cans, contain no lead, and do not contribute any CFCs damage to
the ozone layer (White Knight 2005). However, an alternate consequence of the
chemical modifications has been a reduction in the intoxication effects produced
by the reduced-toxicity spray paint products.

Addressing the supply of spray paints through product modification is a way in
which opportunity for substance misuse is reduced. The situational opportunity for
volatile substance misuse is of crucial importance: as stated earlier, volatile
substances are often misused due to their wide availability, low cost and relatively
straightforward accessibility (Gray et al 2006). In this way, the decision to take
advantage of the easy obtainability emphasises the active role individuals have in
their drug use.

In contrast to addiction models of behaviour that view substance use as a need that
‘begs to be satisfied’, opportunity forces individuals in social situations to make
conscious and active decisions to participate in their drug and substance use
(Modell et al 1992:268). Individuals acknowledge the opportunity for substance
misuse and choose to take advantage of these opportunities, rather than feel
‘compelled’ to act through the prior formation of addictive personalities or deviant
predispositions (Clarke 1983:231). The motivation to use drugs or engage in other
types of crime may not be the result of long-standing reflection, but the result of a
fleeting impulse or pressure, that depends on the opportunity and availability of
substances. Thus by restricting access to intoxicating substances through product
modification, the opportunity to use that particular substance is reduced however
this raises the possibility of substance displacement.

Currently, regular and reduced-toxicity spray paints are available in Alice Springs,
with about half of the retailers storing their paints in lock-up cabinets or cages.
Although most aerosol retailers offer one or more of these brands of reduced-
toxicity spray paints as an alternative form of paint, only one retailer in Alice
Springs sells reduced-toxicity paints exclusively. This retailer was approached by
CAYLUS in 2004, and asked to begin maintaining records of sales of spray paints.

CAYLUS began in 2002 as a petrol sniffing prevention project, but has broadened
its mission to support ‘community initiatives that improve quality of life and affect
substance misuse affecting young people” (CAYLUS 2007b). Although based in
Alice Springs, CAYLUS currently supports 19 remote communities and youth
workers within a discrete area of the Central Australian region, and focuses on



supply-reduction measures through the direct targeting of inhalants, and demand-
reduction measures such as the development of community based youth and
recreation programs (CAYLUS 2007b).

In 2007, CAYLUS bought out all the remaining cans of toxic spray paint in a major
spray paint retailer in Alice Springs, allowing low-toxicity spray paints to
completely replace them. For three years preceding this replacement, CAYLUS had
requested that the retailer maintain records of sales of spray paints, and note any
sales the retailers considered to be ‘suspicious’. This record keeping continued for a
further year, and allowed documentation and comparison of the sales of spray
paints before, during and after the introduction of low-toxicity paints, and
examination of the sales patterns of aerosol paints in this and one other store.

Design and Method

The major spray paint retailer in Alice Springs initially approached by CAYLUS will
be referred to as retailer A. Record keeping began in 2004, where retailer A was
asked to note the sale of every spray paint, including the date, colour, number
purchased, purpose, customer’s name or identification number taken from an
identification card, and the signature of the retailer. The vendor was also asked to
note the sales that aroused suspicion that the paints may be used for the purposes
of inhalation.

In response to increasing reports of chroming in and around Alice Springs, CAYLUS
bought out the remaining toxic spray paints at Retailer A in January 2007 (CAYLUS
2007a). At the time, information from substance misusers in Alice Springs was
indicating that the majority of spray paint was being purchased at this retailer
(CAYLUS 2007a). Buying out all the toxic spray paints allowed the reduced-toxicity
spray paints to be only spray paints sold at the leading spray paint retailer in Alice
Springs. The retailer maintained records of spray paint sales throughout the
introduction of reduced-toxicity paint and removal of aromatic paints.

Whilst following the sales in this spray paint retailer, CAYLUS simultaneously
collected sales and suspicious sales data from another spray paint retailer, who
continued to sell aromatic spray paints, as well as reduced toxicity paints. This
record keeping began in July 2005, and continues today, at what is known as
retailer B.

CAYLUS requested that the retailers note any suspicious sales and not sell any
spray paints to customers who were on a ‘banned’ list (CAYLUS 2008, pers. com.).
This banned list was a list of known paint sniffers and suppliers compiled by
CAYLUS, and was kept with the retailer forms at both stores (CAYLUS 2008 pers.
com.). The retailers labeled a sale as ‘suspicious’ based on a variety of factors,



some of which were the reasons given for purchasing the paints, which was a
required element before the sale could be completed.

Suspicion was a vague belief that the spray paints may be used for inhalant use, or
be supplied to others who may be intending to use them for intoxication purposes,
although in the Northern Territory, it is a criminal offence to knowingly supply a
volatile substance to a person for this purpose. ‘Wheels’, and ‘Car’, were the
reasons given to most suspicious sales. Another factor that aroused suspicion was
that the consumer was not certain about what they wanted when they entered the
store.

CAYLUS provided both retailers with forms that allowed customer sales
information to be maintained cohesively, which were collected and replenished
whenever the retailers contacted the organization. The data produced from the
forms were then collated and tabulated. This was done by counting the number of
sales from each store in each year, by colour, noting the reason behind each
purchase and whether the retailer had marked that sale as suspicious. These figures
were added together, which determined the percentage of suspicious sales.

Results:

At retailer A, the majority of suspicious sales involved the purchase of ‘chrome’
coloured paint — a documented pattern that has led to the term ‘chroming’
(MacLean 2008). In 2006 28% of silver chrome paint purchases were labeled
‘suspicious’. This had increased from just over 14% in 2005 and just 3% in 2004.
After the introduction of reduced-toxicity paint in 2007, this was reduced to 12.9%.

Table 1: Sales of Spray Paints in Retailer A, 2004-2008

2007 2006 2005 2004
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Total 521 21 2,856 336 1,570 03 1,929 17
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Sales

As indicated in Table 1, at the initial stage of record keeping, suspicious sales of
spray paints made up less than 1% of all sales in retailer A, which increased to 4%
in 2005. By 2006, the year that prompted the reduced-toxicity paint substitution,



suspicious sales had increased to more than 11% of all sales in retailer A.
Following the introduction of reduced-toxicity spray in 2007, this had reduced to
just 4%. The number of spray paint sales in 2007 had also decreased five-fold, from
2,856 in 2006, to just 521, of which only 21 were considered to be suspicious.

Table 2: Sales of Spray Paints in Retailer B, 2005-2008

2008 2007 2006 2005
o o o o
QO Y— Q0 Y— Q0 Y— o) y—
S © g S © g S © g £ © g
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— 2, = 2, = 2, = 2,
57 S5 37 5P 38 Ee 37 S
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TOTAL 46 0 125 0 482 16 182 2
% Of sales 0% 0% 3.3% 1.1%

As indicated in Table 2, overall sales of spray paints at retailer B were significantly
lower than those at retailer A, as retailer B is a smaller spray paint retailer than
retailer A. In 2005, suspicious sales made up just 1% of all sales, which increased
to a little over 3% in 2006. Overall sales of spray paints similarly increased from
182 sales in 2005 to 482 sales in 2006. In 2007 however, this fell to 125 sales,
none of which were recorded as being suspicious. By May 2008, 46 paint sales had
been recorded, none of which aroused suspicion.

Discussion and Conclusion

This paper demonstrates the effect the introduction of reduced-toxicity spray paints
has had on the overall sales of spray paints, and suspicious sales; the change in
purchase habits of volatile substances following the substitution of a reduced-
toxicity spray paint for aromatic spray paint; and illustrated the need for more
accurate and reliable retailer data.

In the year immediately following the substitution of low-aromatic with toxic spray
paints, overall sales were reduced by more than 82%, with sales that arose
suspicion falling by more than 7%. The connection between a suspicious sale and
overall sale is not clear, however, the reduction in overall sales could be due in
part to people being unwilling to buy spray paint brands that are unfamiliar to
them, and therefore the overall sales dropped dramatically as they went in search
of their regular brand. Another possibility is the fact that legitimate users of spray
paints became disenchanted with the retailer when they learned that substance



misusers made up a significant proportion of the store’s clientele and therefore
sought out alternative retailers.

Given that this large reduction in sales in response to reduced-toxicity paints is
based on data collected from one store over a fairly short space of time, an
immediate response would be to repeat the method of record-keeping in other
spray paint retailers, following the total or partial substitution of reduced-toxicity
spray paints for aromatic paints.

However, the decrease in sales of spray paints and suspicious sales did not result in
a shift to other retailers, suggesting that either the use of spray paint as an inhalant
became less popular as the paints became more difficult to access at the major
retailer, or substance misusers were able to access spray paints from another
undetermined source. The sales records from retailer B suggest that perhaps the use
of spray paints became less popular as their accessibility became more difficult, as
although retailer B continued to sell aromatic spray paints and did not have a total
reduced-toxicity spray paint substitution, there were no suspicious sales recorded
in 2007 or 2008. As 2007 was the year in which aromatic spray paints were no
longer available at retailer A, it might have been expected that suspicious sales, or
overall sales would be significantly increased at retailer B. This however, did not
appear to be the case, with general sales in retailer B falling by more than 74%.

The close contact that CAYLUS maintains with community members and other
community agencies means that it is one of the first points of contact when paint
cans, glue packets and other sniffable materials are found, and is made aware of
any incidents of sniffing that may occur in town and in local areas (CAYLUS
2007a). From this perspective, if there had been a significant increase in sales of
aromatic spray paints in other spray paint retailers in Alice Springs, or an increase
in paint sniffing detritus found around town, it is almost impossible that CAYLUS
would remain oblivious, as they would be contacted in order to formulate
appropriate responses and coordinate with retailers (CAYLUS 2008, pers. com.). As
previously discussed, the initial buy out of aromatic spray paints was in response to
reports and discussions with retailers and other community workers in Alice
Springs that paint sniffers were purchasing their paints from retailer A (CAYLUS
2007a).

However, deciding whether an individual may be purchasing spray paint for
possible inhalant use or other suspicious activity is an extremely subjective
practice, likely to be influenced by a variety of external factors. This includes the
heightened awareness of inhalant abuse in Alice Springs in 2006, as well as the
CAYLUS’s interest in, and visits to, both retailers. As such, the dramatic increase in
recorded suspicious sales in 2006 at retailer A may be due in part to an over
anxious spray paint retailer. However, as overall sales increased in a similarly



dramatic trend in that particular year, common sense dictates that it is likely that
suspicious sales were likewise amplified.

Following the substitution of reduced-toxicity spray paints for aromatic paints in
2007, it is also possible that retailer A either overestimated suspicious sales due to
maintaining a close eye on how this substitution would affect sales, or conversely
underestimated suspicious sales due to the substitution being perceived as
absolving some of the retailer’s responsibility. This may explain the remarkable
decrease in overall sales (82%) compared to the less dramatic decrease in
suspicious sales (7%).

This paper presents the results from a study that has explored the changing habits of
volatile substance purchases, and supply management retailer coordination.
Although the data collected was not done so under rigorous scientific research
design methods, the results generated from the substitution indicate that the
implications are two-tiered, and related to supply management and demand.

Firstly, given the dramatic decrease in overall and suspicious sales in both retailers
following the introduction of reduced-toxicity spray paints, a prudent policy
response would be to continue limiting the supply of substances that could be
misused for intoxication. As previously discussed, the inherent difficulty in
regulating the supply of licit substances lies in the genuine need for the substance
by the wider population. Spray paint manufacturers have been able to modify their

products and remove toxic substances that provide an intoxicating effect when
inhaled.

Similarly, the manufacturers of Opal fuel were able to limit the amount of
euphoria-inducing hydrocarbons such as benzene, toluene and xylene in their
petrol, leading to a less intoxicating fuel (AE 2006, ADAC 2004). As a result, petrol
sniffing in Alice Springs and in remote areas has been significantly reduced, due to
the inaccessibility of the substance through supply reduction (CAYLUS 2008 pers.
com.). Opal fuel was introduced as a replacement for Avgas under the Federal
Government's COMGAS scheme in 2005, and is the most commonly used
unleaded fuel across Central Australia (AE 2006, ADAC 2004).

However, when substitution of a reduced-toxicity alternative to a toxic substance is
not possible, it falls to the retailer to provide a responsible sale of service and deny
goods to those who might misuse the substance. A proactive policy response would
be to ensure that retailers are made aware of the possible ways in which volatile
substances they are responsible for selling may be misused. Recording and
monitoring every sale and suspicious sale of the many volatile substances is
impossible on a practical level, however these issues should be the focus for
substances that may be more easily accessible than others. Volatile substances are
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easily accessible and affordable, and the importance of opportunity for substance
misuse cannot be overlooked.

Although limiting the supply of toxic spray paints through the introduction of
reduced-toxicity spray paints seems to have a reducing effect on the purchase of
spray paints for inhalation purposes, and a potential reduction in harm, in general,
volatile substance users will inhale any available substance (NIDA 2005). As such,
individuals who once purchased spray paints for chroming, may have replaced
spray paint with a more readily accessible volatile substance, such as petrol or
glue. Addressing the possibility of substance displacement with a combination of
supply and demand reduction strategies will invariably require external support
and coordination between retailers, and CAYLUS, the community organization
involved in this study, is ideally placed to continue administering such support and
coordinate a broader, multi-agency approach.

As discussed in the beginning of the paper, there is a lack of reliable retailer data
relating to reduced-toxicity spray paints and aromatic spray paints. As the majority
of stores who retail spray paints employ a number of casual staff who work at these
stores after school and on holidays, many retailers have high turn over of staff with
questionable training despite CAYLUS's best efforts though their responsible retail
of solvents program, who may lack the confidence to refuse a sale to those who
they suspect of misusing the substance (CAYLUS 2008 pers. com.).

Due to the discretionary nature of ‘suspiciousness’, and the fact that these data
were collected as a tool to estimate the number of sales and suspicious sales as
determined by the retailer, and not as part of a research method, these data can
only paint a picture of current and past figures of spray paint misusers and
purchasers in Alice Springs. The data collected also demonstrates the community
and retailer liaison work that is currently being undertaken by CAYLUS and other
community agencies to address issues of supply in Alice Springs; and it illustrates
the difficulty in collecting accurate figures and although indicating a general sales
pattern following the substitution of reduced-toxicity spray paints for aromatic
spray paints and draws some possible conclusions, it highlights the need for
accurate figures following a similar substitution.

This paper has illustrated how the studies of problematic substance abuse need to
go beyond the examination of criminal law, and appreciate the complexities of
supply control and demand regulation, particularly when the misused substances
are legal products with other conventional uses. The criminal justice sector has
responded to issues of misuse through the creation and broadening of police
powers rather than criminal offences, under the umbrella of a harm minimization
approach. This in turn has led to the community sector responding to volatile
substance misuse with CAYLUS becoming an empowered public interest group,
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whose role has become a crucial and institutionalized part of the regulation
process (Avery and Braithwaite 1992).
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