
25/10/2023
1

Master title

• Click to edit Master text styles
• Second level

• Third level
• Fourth level

• Fifth level

1

Drug Free Australia’s series -
exposing pill testing misinformation

Episode 3 – More deaths the result
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Their narrative

• Their repeated claim in the media:

“Since 2002, several studies have clearly shown pill testing has 
never been associated with increased drug use, or drug-related 
harm – no matter how much opponents of pill testing would have 
you believe.”

https://theconversation.com/pill-testing-really-does-reduce-the-risk-of-
harm-for-drug-users-181778 

http://www.bonger.nl/PDF/Overigen/kleinPill%20Testing%20-%20Ecstasy%20%20Prevention.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3123557/
https://theconversation.com/pill-testing-really-does-reduce-the-risk-of-harm-for-drug-users-181778
https://theconversation.com/pill-testing-really-does-reduce-the-risk-of-harm-for-drug-users-181778
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Pretend science

• Study cited by the Conversation – see slide 2
“On average, the weekly consumption of the evaluated 
sample population (between 2004 and 2009) increased for 
alcohol, cannabis and cocaine and decreased for ecstasy 
and amphetamines.” 

• Study fails to look at trends for all ecstasy users

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3123557/ 

Claims of decreased ecstasy use amongst 
users who are using pill testing services must 
be verified against all other ecstasy users in 
the same population, where general 
decreases in use overall would nullify the 
study’s conclusion – for example, the UK’s 
ecstasy use was decreasing at the same time 
as the European study here as per this graph

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3172049/Young-
people-taking-ecstasy-hits-11-year-high-cannabis-cocaine-use-
rises.html 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3123557/
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3172049/Young-people-taking-ecstasy-hits-11-year-high-cannabis-cocaine-use-rises.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3172049/Young-people-taking-ecstasy-hits-11-year-high-cannabis-cocaine-use-rises.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3172049/Young-people-taking-ecstasy-hits-11-year-high-cannabis-cocaine-use-rises.html


25/10/2023
4

Master title

• Click to edit Master text styles
• Second level

• Third level
• Fourth level

• Fifth level

4

Pretend Science

• 2018 Australian review of the Science
• admits - no rigorous studies to evaluate pill testing

“Like most debates about policy reform, a key question in the 
rationale for pill testing is whether it ‘works’. The literature is 
complicated and, to date, no studies have fully tested in a 
controlled way, whether pill testing reduces harms.” – p 7

“Most evaluations concern attitudinal change (e.g. what 
people would do [20]), legal issues and the integrity of 
various analytic procedures, with others describing program 
features or contextually relevant praxis [76], so although not 
within the scope of this paper, a large, multi-site systematic 
review of testing practices is needed.” – p 7

https://web.archive.org/web/20200306094713/https://dro.deakin.
edu.au/eserv/DU:30107675/groves-worththetest-2018.pdf 

https://web.archive.org/web/20200306094713/https:/dro.deakin.edu.au/eserv/DU:30107675/groves-worththetest-2018.pdf
https://web.archive.org/web/20200306094713/https:/dro.deakin.edu.au/eserv/DU:30107675/groves-worththetest-2018.pdf
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The Science

• Two scientific analyses of coroners’ reports on 
ecstasy (MDMA) pill deaths in Australia

• The first is a subset of the second larger study with . . .

• 392 ecstasy deaths between 2000 and 2018

• no deaths from impurities identified

• 5% of deaths had another drug mixed in the pill

• this indicates that ecstasy is causal in 95% of deaths

• ‘bad batch’ deaths almost non-existent in Australia
• only 3 Chapel Street Melbourne deaths (2017)

• so it is likely, on the probabilities of ecstasy causing 
the other 95% of deaths, that 99% are caused by it

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31865118/ 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31865118/
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Their practise

• From Pill Testing Australia’s evaluation – p 11

• After testing a pill is given a white, yellow or red card

• An ecstasy pill containing no other drug is white-carded

• Yet it is ecstasy that kills most Australians

• Conclusion: There is no defensible rationale for pill 
testing

https://www.harmreductionaustralia.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2018/06/Pill-Testing-Pilot-ACT-June-2018-Final-
Report.pdf 

https://www.harmreductionaustralia.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Pill-Testing-Pilot-ACT-June-2018-Final-Report.pdf
https://www.harmreductionaustralia.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Pill-Testing-Pilot-ACT-June-2018-Final-Report.pdf
https://www.harmreductionaustralia.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Pill-Testing-Pilot-ACT-June-2018-Final-Report.pdf
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2019 evaluation

• In 2019 the Australian National University 
evaluated a pill testing trial in Canberra (still relying 
on self-report)

“ . . . those who received a test result confirming the substance to be

what they thought it was were likely to take as much or more than

originally intended.” – p 33

“. . . concordance between expectation and identification is associated

with stable or increased intention to take a substance.” – p34

• about 90% of pills tested were Ecstasy pills – p 18

https://health.act.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-
12/ACT%20Pill%20Testing%20Evaluation%20report%20FINAL.pdf 

https://health.act.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-12/ACT%20Pill%20Testing%20Evaluation%20report%20FINAL.pdf
https://health.act.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-12/ACT%20Pill%20Testing%20Evaluation%20report%20FINAL.pdf
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Summary

• MDMA is the substance causing almost all party pill 
deaths in Australia

• If Pill Testing Australia detects only MDMA in a pill, 
it greenlights the pill with a white card

• Once users have confirmed that their Ecstasy pill 
contains no other drug than MDMA, they are more 
likely to consume the pill

Conclusion

• Pill testing is leading to increased use of the 
fatality-causing drug MDMA
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Summary

More deaths the result
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Next episode

• In this series

1. It’s the ecstasy, stupid!!

2. How ecstasy causes death

3. More deaths the result

4. The UK’s bad experience

5. Better equipment useless

6. Call out your politicians
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