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Early Exposure to Harmful Alcohol and
Other Drug Use

Executive Summary

Research shows that children in families with harmful parental or carer substance use are at
greater risk of a range of adverse developmental outcomes.! Living in a household where
harmful use of alcohol and other drugs occurs may increase the likelihood of children being
harmful substance users themselves, and being involved in the juvenile justice system.? There
is a strong relationship between harmful substance use and mental ill-health.? Co-occurrence
of substance misuse and mental issues is common; affected families often have multiple,
complex needs.*

The direct effects of childhood exposure to harmful alcohol and other drug use may include:

e development of neurodevelopmental disorders, such as Foetal Alcohol Spectrum
Disorders (‘FASD’);

e maltreatment;

¢ modelling of poor drinking and substance using behaviours;

¢ inadequate supervision;

e separation from parents due to incarceration and hospitalisation; and

e neglect, emotional and physical abuse.’

Separation of children from parents and caregivers through parental imprisonment for drug-
related offences may result in a child remaining with the other parent, ending up in informal
kinship care, or being placed in out-of-home care (‘OOHC’) by care and protection
authorities.® Parental incarceration and experiences of OOHC are themselves factors which
may increase the likelihood of a person coming into contact with the criminal justice system.”

The potential relevance of evidence of early exposure to harmful alcohol and other drug use
in sentencing proceedings includes an assessment of moral culpability; moderating the
weight to be given to general deterrence; and determining the weight to be given to specific
deterrence and protection of the community. There may also be issues relating to the
likelihood of hardship in custody, a tinding of special circumstances and the shaping of
conditions to enhance prospects of rehabilitation.
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