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Today’s  presenta t ion

Summary and implications

Our study

Costs of the MERIT program

Benefits of the MERIT program



Our study

1



4

• A drug treatment program in the  
NSW Local Court

• Available  in 62 courts  across  NSW

• Approximate ly 4 ,000  re fe rra ls  a  year, 
60% are  accepted onto the  program

• Available  to those  who:
• Are  adult s
• are  on ba il
• have  a  drug  problem
• have  not  commit ted an 

indic table  or sexual offence

MERIT a ims  to t rea t  drug -re la ted offending

Improve  hea lth and we ll-be ing  outcomes
1

Prevent  and minimise  harms  from a lcohol and 
othe r drug  use

2

Address  factors  leading  to contact  with the  
crimina l jus t ice  sys tem

3

It  a ims  to:
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How MERIT works

Referral and 
screening

1

Defe rra l of 
court  mat te rs

2

12 weeks  of 
t re a tment

3 4
Judicia l 

ove rs ight  and 
cons ide ra t ion



Can drug treatment for offenders pay for itself?
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Our cost -benefit analysis

Benefits What  a re  the  bene fit s  of MERIT (if any) in reduced 
jus t ice  contact , hea lth se rvice  usage , and morta lity in 
the  two years  from re fe rra l? 

Costs How much more  does  MERIT cos t , compared to a  
typica l Loca l Court  pa thway?

Over the  pe riod 2012-2017:

Cost -benefit Do the  bene fit s  of MERIT outwe igh it s  cos t s  (in $ 2019 )?
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We use health, justice, and mortality data

• 9,874  re fe rred to MERIT

• 322,711 e lig ible  but  not  re fe rred 
offende rs  

Eligible adults in the NSW 
Local Court 2012 to 2017 
(BOCSAR ROD)
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We use health, justice, and mortality data

NSW Admitted Patient Data Collection ( APDC) 

NSW Emergency Department  Data  Collect ion (EDDC)

NSW Ambulance  da ta  collect ion

Cause  of Dea th (RbDM CoD)

NSW Minimum Datase t  for Drug  and Alcohol 
Trea tment  (MDS DATS )

NSW Cont rolled Drugs  Data  Collect ion (CoDDaC)

• 9,874  re fe rred to MERIT

• 322,711 e lig ible  but  not  re fe rred 
offende rs  

Eligible adults in the NSW 
Local Court 2012 to 2017 
(BOCSAR ROD)



The costs of MERIT
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MERIT referrals incur several extra costs

Referral and 
screening

1

Defe rra l of 
court  mat te rs

2

12 weeks  of 
t re a tment

3 4

Judicia l 
ove rs ight  and 
cons ide ra t ion



We calculate clinical and other administrative costs 
us ing  s taffing  e s t imates
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Cos t  pe r re fe rra l: 
$ 3 ,8 12

15  managers

78  clinicians

14  adminis t ra t ion s taff

~ 1 policy s taff



The cost of residential rehabilitation and withdrawal 
management  is  $ 1,5 48

Cost  pe r re fe rra l: $ 1,5 48

• Residential rehabilitation: 
$293 per bed day

• Withdrawal management: 
$11,153 per episode 
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MERIT referrals incur extra mentions due to:
• Refe rra l ment ion
• 6-week check in

MERIT can involve  up to two addit ional court  
ment ions  cos t ing  $ 677 

Cost  pe r re fe rra l: $ 677
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The cost of MERIT is approximately 
$ 6 ,000 pe r re fe rra l
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$3,812 

$1,548 

$677 

 $-

 $1,000

 $2,000

 $3,000

 $4,000

 $5,000

Employee related - staffing
costs

Other operational expenses -
treatment costs

Other operational expenses -
additional court costs



The benefits of 
MERIT
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Estimating the benefits of MERIT

1. What is the impact of MERIT (if any) on criminal justice, 
health, and mortality outcomes?

2. What is the monetary value of these benefits?
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We matched MERIT referrals to other offenders 
on both health and jus t ice  variable s
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We use standard cost assumptions for 
offending , cus tody, and morta lity

Mortality: 
$4.9m
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Offending:
Weighted victim costs
Standard court, police, and 
community corrections costs

Custody: 
$196 per day



We cost health contacts at the episode level
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Ambulance : 
Callout fee ($407) + 
$1.80 per km

National Efficient Price (NEP): $5,134 
in 2019

Emergency department costs:
Urgency Disposition Groups (UDGs) 
weights

Hospital admissions:
Australian Refined Diagnosis -Related 
Groups (AR-DRGs) weights



Savings in victim, police, and court costs: $2,652
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Those referred to MERIT commit fewer 
offences and spend less time in prison
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Increase in ambulance costs: $25 Increase in ED presentation costs: $85

MERIT referrals incur more ambulance 
and emergency costs
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MERIT referrals do not significantly 
diffe r in admiss ions  or death
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We estimate that MERIT returns $1.14 for each 
dollar inves ted

Benefit -cos t  ra t io

Ne t  present  va lue

1.14

$ 8 45

Cos ts  of MERIT 

Benefit s  of MERIT 

$ 6 ,037

$ 6,8 8 2

$ 2019
Derives  ent ire ly from 

criminal jus t ice  bene fits
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Gene ra lly robus t  to 
a lte rnat ive  cos t  

assumptions

Also robus t  to variability in 
reg re ss ion e s t imate s



Conclusions
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To summarise

For every $1 spent on the program there is a return of 
$1.14

We aimed to estimate whether MERIT’s justice, health, and 
mortality benefits outweigh its costs

We find that the program costs approximately $6,000 per 
referral

We find the program delivers approximately $6,880 in 
benefits



Our results have two important limitations

Health service usage vs. health and wellbeing benefits

Lack of causality

29

We could have been comparing drug users to non -drug 
users

How else can we measure benefits from reduced drug 
use?



Implications for policymakers
Less intensive drug diversion for low level offending can be 
worthwhile

More could be done to support longer -term reductions in drug 
use

More work to be done in understanding possible health benefits 
of drug treatment

Addressing attrition from referral to completion could also 
boost these impacts
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Thank you!

sara .rahman@dcj.nsw.gov.au

Report  forthcoming  on:
www.bocsar.nsw.gov.au
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