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NEWS FEATURE: PETROL SNIFFING IN CENTRAL AUSTRALIA
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• Petrol sniffing was first recorded in 
northern Australia in the early 1950s. 
From 1981-1991 alone, there were 
63 known Aboriginal deaths due to 
petrol sniffing (60 men, 3 women), with 
substantially more deaths since. 

• By the turn of the century there were 
known to be more than 600 habitual 
petrol sniffers throughout Central and 
Northern Australia.

•  In October 2005, NT Coroner Greg Cav-
anagh recommended a universal rollout of 
Opal fuel across Central Australia, after an 
inquiry into the death of three young men 
from remote Aboriginal communities. 

•  In May 2008, Mr Cavanagh conducted 
an inquiry into the 2007 death of a 12-
year-old at Hermannsburg, and found that 
Opal fuel can also kill when sniffed. 

•  In March 2009, amid fears of another 
surge in sniffing, the federal government 
was urged to legislate to ensure petrol 
stations in Central Australia exclusively 
stock Opal.

• FAST FACTS
• The term ‘petrol sniffing’ refers to 

the inhalation of petrol fumes from 

a container. Chronic users progress 

to ‘huffing’, holding a saturated cloth 

over the nose or mouth for greater 

concentration of fumes .

• It takes between one and five 

minutes for the intoxicating effect, 

which can last from minutes to 

hours. A headache, or hangover, after 

sniffing can last for days.

• The immediate short-term effects 

of petrol sniffing include a feeling of 

euphoria, numbing sensation, and a 

sense of invulnerability.

• These effects are followed by 

giddiness, hallucination and loss of 

coordination.

• The long-term and severe effects 

of petrol sniffing include permanent 

brain damage, severe mood swings, 

damage to body organs, high blood 

pressure, and/or sudden death from 

an arrhythmia (when the heart is 

not beating regularly). For women, 

miscarriage and birth defects have 

been linked to petrol sniffing.

• Common, less severe effects of 

long-term petrol sniffing include 

coughs, colds, sleep disorders and 

nose bleeds.

• Petrol sniffing is often associated 

with severe burns, because individu-

als who are intoxicated by the fumes 

stand too close to open fires.

• Sniffers can asphyxiate if they 

fall asleep holding a petrol can to the 

nose because it creates a seal.

* SOURCE: Of Substance: National 

Magazine on Alcohol, Tobacco and 

Other Drugs, January 2006 edition.

• HEALTH AFFECTS

“The Commonwealth is best placed 
to legislate due to the cross-border 
issues.... Federal legislation would 
oblige petrol stations in strategic 
zones to stock Opal to prevent 
petrol sniffing in nearby Indigenous 
communities....”

 - Blair McFarland from the Central 
Australian Youth Link Up Service, on 

the need for a federal response to combat petrol sniffing in 
Aboriginal communities.

“We have had a number of very strong 
submissions about the need to deal 
with those particular areas that don’t 
have Opal and obviously we need to 
look at that.”

 - West Australian Greens Senator and 
chair of a recent petrol sniffing inquiry 

by the federal parliament,   Rachel Siewert.

“Without legislation, some outlets 
will continue to sell sniffable fuel and 
undermine the ability of communities 
to restrict its availability to young 
people.”

- National Director of Australians for 
Native Title and Reconciliation, David 

Cooper speaking recently on the 
threat petrol sniffing still poses to Aboriginal communities, 

particularly in Central Australia.

Parliament warns 
scourge of Central 
Australia could return

Implement Opal recommendations, or relive nightmare: ANTaR
Central Australia
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COMMENT: THIS IS WHAT THEY SAID

http://www.nit.com.au
http://www.tangentyere.org.au/services/family_youth/caylus/
http://www.antar.org.au
http://www.ofsubstance.org.au/archive/issues.html#ofsubstance_2006-1
http://www.nit.com.au
http://rachel-siewert.greensmps.org.au/

