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Background Paper for Schools – Volatile Substance Misuse

Rationale

The current focus on the misuse of volatile substances has occurred because:

· The cyclic trend of use has experienced a recent increase

· Young people are the main users

· The products used include a wide range of common, easily obtained products

· It represents a significant problem for some indigenous communities

· Some misuse is occurring in highly visible public places

· It is currently an issue of national significance with a high media profile

What is a “Volatile Substance”

· The term is used to describe a broad range of products that produce chemical vapours at room temperature.

· There are around 250 products available which contain volatile substances

· Many of these products are common household products.

· Products include petrol, glues, air fresheners, lighter fuel refills, hair spray, deodorant, nail polish removers and paint products.

· These products are inhaled to achieve intoxication.

What is Volatile Substance Misuse

· Any inhalant use of a product containing volatile substances is misuse.

· There are no safe ways to inhale these substances so harm minimisation principles do not apply to this practice.

· Other terms used to describe this practice include sniffing, chroming and huffing.

What is the Effect

Short Term

· A euphoric effect immediately after inhaling lasting from a few minutes to a few hours

· The effects are similar to alcohol misuse

· Common effects include a loss of inhibition, drowsiness, disorientation, inappropriate laughter, weeping, feelings of numbness, anxiety and tension.

· Nausea, vomiting, sneezing, increased salivation and sensitivity to light may also occur.

· Short-term use rarely causes damage to the body. However, although rare, first time use can result in death from heart failure, suffocation, asphyxiation, choking.

· As result of inhaling, risk-taking behaviour may increase and result in injury or even death.

Long Term

· Reported behaviour related effects include frequent tiredness, irritation, memory loss and depression

· Regular misuse may lead to physical symptoms including sneezing, coughing, a runny or bleeding nose, bloodshot eyes, anaemia, weight loss and sores around the mouth and nose.

· Chronic use may result in hearing loss, damage to the central nervous system, bone marrow damage, and liver and kidney damage.

What is the Legislative Basis

· There is no specific legislation that makes the misuse of volatile substances illegal in Australia although Victoria is implementing legislation related to the sale of products by retailers.

· Local by-laws making petrol sniffing an offence are being considered by some indigenous communities.

· Some products that produce dangerous fumes carry warning labels.

What works

Local community-based responses are viewed as the most effective strategy for addressing volatile substance misuse. The characteristics of a successful local response include:

· High levels of community support

· Initiation by the community

· Providing alternate recreational activities for young people

· Avoiding the marginalisation of young people who are involved in volatile substance misuse

· Strategies that limit the accessibility of volatile substances

· Providing support and counselling to young people that focus on their needs

· Utilising a range of strategies that meet the needs of young people in their local context.

