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Synopsis:
Alcohol and other drugs in the workplace is a ‘black and white’ area in legislation, but rarely in practice.  
While ensuring it meets its legal requirements, State Transit takes a balanced approach to addressing 
the issue, ensuring it meets its duty of care to customers while taking a health approach that prioritises 
education, support and rehabilitation for workers.

Organisation: State Transit Authority of New South Wales
Bus fleet: 1,500
Staff: 3,500

Key Outcomes:

 Taking a considered approach, which balances employee health and wellbeing with duty of care and 
legislative requirements, is effective in managing drug and alcohol issues in the workplace

 Testing for alcohol and drugs at random and at recruitment is successful in minimising positive tests 
and maximising the safety of drivers, other employees, customers and road users 

 Clearly communicating expectations and consulting employees creates a workable system and 
promotes buy-in for an organisation’s drug and alcohol policy

 A holistic approach, that addresses both employee health and workplace compliance, is effective 
in creating support for addressing alcohol and drug issues in the workplace as well as encouraging 
those who need help to seek it

Case Study: 
Balancing act: Managing drugs and alcohol in the workplace
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Introduction

State Transit believes safety is everybody’s responsibility, and all 
staff and contractors should take reasonable care of themselves 
and each other at work. 

The safety of State Transit’s customers and workers is the 
organisation’s number one priority. To maximise the safety of 
employees and customers, the organisation ensures its drivers are 
safe operators.

It is committed to providing a safe workplace and has dedicated 
health and safety resources to drive safety strategy and 
implementation of its safety management system.

Its Health and Safety Policy is centred on ‘putting people first’ 
and the aim of its management system is that no injuries to staff, 
customers or the public will be caused by State Transit operations 
or activities. 

Safety also features prominently in the organisation’s vision, and 
it provides proactive and preventative health and wellbeing 
programs and activities to care for its staff. 

Placing a high emphasis on safety means State Transit can provide 
a safe and healthy workplace for all workers and a safe journey for 
customers and other road users. This means it continuously aims to 
improve workplace, on-board and road safety. 

To ensure safety of patrons, State Transit prioritises the safety of the 
equipment and infrastructure it is responsible for while customers 
are on board as well as their safety at bus stops, including installing 
digital CCTV systems on buses and reviewing bus layouts to reduce 
the risk of falls. State Transit undertakes route risk assessments to 
identify hazards and promote safety at bus stops. 

This is the second NRSPP case study to outline State Transit’s focus 
on maximising workplace and road safety. The organisation’s 
proactive and comprehensive approach to managing fatigue was 
the subject of the first (that case study can be downloaded here). 
This case study focuses on another key tenet of its commitment to 
safety: taking a balanced approach to addressing drug and alcohol 
issues in the workplace.

Organisation overview

The State Transit Authority of New South Wales (State Transit) is a 
government-owned authority that provides bus services in Sydney, 
operating as Sydney Buses, and Newcastle, operating as Newcastle 
Buses and Ferries. 

Operating 291 routes in Sydney and 27 in the Greater Newcastle 
area, including the Newcastle-Stockton Ferry, State Transit operates 
more than 17,000 services a day and carries more than 600,000 
passengers to their destination. State Transit has a fleet of 1,500 
buses, making it one of the largest bus operations in the world, and 
delivers more than 130 million journeys around Sydney each year. 

Sydney Buses operates almost 100,000 services a week on more 
than 300 regular routes across the Sydney metropolitan area, 
ranging from local community connections to commuter services 
operating into the Central Business District. It also operates more 
than 5,000 school bus services on more than 700 routes each week. 

Metrobus services provide direct cross-city and cross-harbour links 
to a wide range of locations in and around Sydney. 

Newcastle Buses operates 7,000 regular services a week over a 
large part of the cities of Newcastle and Lake Macquarie, with an 
additional 1,400 school bus services on 149 routes. Newcastle 
Ferries operates a service across Newcastle Harbour to Stockton.
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https://www.nrspp.org.au/resources/state-transit-authority-new-south-wales-combined-strength-link-chain-helps-fight-fatigue/


A safe and healthy workplace

State Transit is committed to providing a safe and healthy 
workplace for workers and members of the public by minimising 
incidents, injuries and other issues associated with use of alcohol 
and other drugs. 

It is committed to an alcohol and drug free workplace. Workers are 
expected to report to work in a fit state, free from drugs or alcohol – 
and fatigue – and must not be in possession of prohibited drugs or 
alcohol while at work. 

Transport Safety Workers have a legal obligation to comply with 
legislation that prescribes a level of zero for all prohibited drugs 
and a Blood Alcohol Concentration (BAC) below 0.02. State Transit 
goes further and mandates that Transport Safety Employees have a 
BAC of 0.00, removing any doubt that a driver can be affected, even 
slightly, by alcohol.

The organisation’s drug and alcohol procedure is guided by 
complying with relevant legislation while treating alcohol and 
drug issues as health and lifestyle problems, with an emphasis on 
education, rehabilitation and confidentiality (see breakout box). 

In recent years, State Transit extended its drug and alcohol policy 
to include all workers in the organisation, applying the same rules 
around accepted levels and participation in drug testing protocols 
to all. The policy extends to contractors and visitors.

Workers who breach State Transit’s drug and alcohol procedure 
are managed via internal disciplinary measures. Transport Safety 
employees who breach the regulation are governed under the 
Passenger Transport drug and alcohol regulation. Non-transport 
safety workers are governed under internal policies. 

State Transit conducts random testing for drugs and alcohol, 
including at recruitment and after an incident, and any employee 
affected by alcohol or other drugs in the workplace will be 
managed under its disciplinary guidelines.  
 

The organisation ensures a confidential and non-judgmental 
response is available for employees with alcohol or drug-related 
problems through access to the Employee Assistance Program.

Any employee having difficulty in relation to drugs or alcohol 
is encouraged to ‘self-identify’ and enter into a recognised 
rehabilitation program. State Transit will support and assist that 
employee to return to work within a reasonable time period.

Workers are encouraged to seek medical advice when taking 
medication that may affect their ability to safely perform their 
duties. If a worker is unable to safely perform their normal duties 
due to prescribed medication, they may be entitled to apply for 
leave or be found suitable alternate duties if available.
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State Transit’s drug and alcohol principles

• Compliance with relevant legislation and a risk 
management approach.

• Drug and alcohol problems are treated as health and 
lifestyle issues, with an emphasis on education and 
rehabilitation, however State Transit will also take into 
account relevant safety requirements to ensure a duty  
of care.

• Employees and their respective unions are consulted 
where required. 

• All workers and visitors must be informed of and comply 
with their responsibilities in relation to the drug and 
alcohol program. 

• Workers must not attend for work with alcohol or 
prohibited drugs in their body and must not be in 
possession of prohibited drugs or alcohol while at work. 

• Confidentiality is maintained at all times.
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A balanced approach

Employees must be in a fit and healthy state when presenting for 
work. By signing on, employees are declaring they are fit for work. 
Employees are expected to:

• Not commence work if they are affected by alcohol or other 
drugs

• Be free from drugs and alcohol while at work

• Not consume or keep alcohol or prohibited drugs at work or 
any State Transit location

• Submit to drug and alcohol testing as requested and comply 
with directions of a test supervisor at all times

• Seek medical advice regarding their ability to safely perform 
their duties when taking prescribed, over the counter and 
alternative medication

• Notify their Manager/Supervisor of any changes to their 
health and if they are using prescription medications legally 
prescribed by a medical practitioner.

State Transit has introduced the “I’m Safe” method to help 
employees self-assess their own fitness for work. This involves 
employees asking themselves six questions and being able to 
answer yes to all. Supervisors are responsible for ensuring this 
information is displayed next to the sign-on area so all employees 
know they need to check their own fitness for duty and declare any 
identified issues before sign-on.

 While State Transit expects employees to meet their responsibilities 
and ensures it meets duty of care and other compliance required, 
it also goes further and addresses drug and alcohol problems as 
health and lifestyle problems, with an emphasis on education  
and rehabilitation. This approach encourages staff with an issue  
to seek help.

Legislation, for example, does not cover instances where a worker 
requires ongoing medication for their own health, which can 
influence driving ability.

There is also no emphasis on rehabilitation in the legislation. While 
State Transit is very clear, from recruitment, of its requirements, 
the organisation wants employees to be healthy and happy and 
supports employees who need assistance.
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I’M SAFE

IIlness  

Medication 

Stress  

Alcohol  

Fatigue

Eating

Am I physically well?

Am I free from the effects of medication?

Am I free from significant stress?

Am I free from the effects of alcohol and drugs?

Have I had enough rest?

Have I eaten properly? 
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Testing regime

State Transit also goes beyond the mandated levels in the volume 
of testing it conducts, testing or screening 10 per cent of its 
population for drugs and 30 per cent for alcohol in each depot  
each month.

Test supervisors can require any worker at State Transit to undergo 
a breath test and/or provide a sample of urine, blood or saliva to 
determine the presence of drugs or alcohol in a person’s body. 

Testing can be via breath screening test/analysis, urine  
and/or blood screening test/analysis, a saliva screening test or a 
sobriety assessment. All results are confidential with only relevant 
management notified, including the worker’s direct manager.

As per the Passenger Transport (Drug and Alcohol Testing) 
Regulation 2010 (NSW), a worker who is carrying out work, or is 
about to carry out work, may be subject to testing. 

Alcohol screening is conducted using fixed wall mount  
devices and hand held portable devices.

Alcohol breath analysis is conducted by the NSW Police for 
Transport Safety Employees who return a positive result over 0.02. 
If a Transport Safety Employee returns a positive result over 0.02 
during an alcohol breath analysis, and the worker is suspected  
to be affected by drugs, a sobriety assessment is to be used to  
observe possible affectation. 

For all other workers returning a positive screening test, a second 
test will be conducted no less than 15 minutes after the initial test. 
This second screening is taken as the confirmatory test. 

Drug screening is conducted via saliva swabbing using the  
drug wipe stick. 

The types of testing conducted at State Transit are random,  
post-incident, reasonable cause, targeted, self-testing  
and at recruitment.

Recruitment testing

Drug and alcohol testing is undertaken as part of the recruitment 
process for Transport Safety Employees. Applicants are not obliged 
to submit to a test but the organisation will not consider them for 
appointment unless a test is undertaken.

If a positive test is returned, the applicant can reapply in 12 months. 
If a positive test is returned for a declared prescription medication, 
the applicant will be allowed to retest, however a negative result 
must be returned before an application may continue. 

 
Notifiable Incident testing

Drug or alcohol testing must take place following any notifiable 
incident. A notifiable incident is any bus accident or incident that is 
likely to create serious public concern or that results in death, injury 
that is likely to require hospital treatment, a bus being prevented 
from continuing its journey, or a ferry capsizing, swamping, 
flooding or sinking.

Testing is not mandatory for less serious incidents that may include 
minor bus body damage or where no-one is injured.

Post-incident testing must take place within four hours. The worker 
is removed from duties pending the outcome of the test but must 
remain signed on until the screening test has been completed.

State Transit may conduct drug and alcohol testing following any 
workplace injury for any worker. 
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Reasonable cause and Targeted testing

A reasonable cause test will be arranged where a worker is believed 
to be affected by drugs or alcohol while at work or performing work 
duties. The test supervisor will ask for information concerning the 
cause before determining if there is reasonable cause to arrange a 
test. 

State Transit’s Reasonable Cause Checklist assists in determining 
if reasonable cause exists. It outlines behaviours that may indicate 
impairment and if at least one of those behaviours is present, then 
six questions must be answered ‘yes’ to proceed with reasonable 
cause testing. 

The checklist also lists ‘warning signs’ of drug or alcohol use, 
including risk taking, increased absenteeism, unexplained 
disappearances, inconsistency in quality of work, and overreaction 
to real or imagined criticism (see Appendix A). The worker is 
removed from duties pending the outcome of the test.  

State Transit may require any employee that tests positive to 
participate in a targeted testing program. This may include multiple 
tests over a six month period.

 
Self-testing

All workers are encouraged to use breath testing devices located at 
each State Transit site to ensure they are not affected by alcohol. If 
the worker returns a result of more than 0.00 BAC, they are to notify 
their supervisor/manager that they are unfit to perform their duties. 

If a contractor returns a result greater than 0.00, they must notify 
their Manager, Site Manager and the State Transit Project Manager. 
The contractor will be required to leave the State Transit site and 
may not return until their BAC is 0.00.

Positive or negative

If a worker returns a negative for an alcohol or drug screening test, 
they are entitled to commence or continue to carry out their duties. 

If a worker returns a positive screening test, the test supervisor 
will confidentially notify the worker’s manager and the Safety 
Professional (Safety Programs) immediately after testing. Their 
manager will remove the worker from duties, without pay, pending 
a confirmatory test result. This means the worker shall not remain 
on STA premises.

A positive alcohol screening test will result in the worker being 
requested to undergo a breath analysis at a police station, 
accompanied by a test supervisor, to obtain a confirmatory result. 
This applies if the positive screen is over 0.02 BAC. If a positive 
screen is under 0.02, then a 0.00 screen needs to be established 
before the worker can perform work duties.

A positive saliva drug screening test will result in the worker 
being instructed to undergo urine/blood testing and analysis, 
accompanied by the test supervisor.

If a worker returns a positive confirmatory test, they will be unable 
to return to duties pending the disciplinary process. Workers who 
return a positive alcohol or prohibited drug result will be unable to 
return to duties until a negative test result is returned.

If a worker returns a positive confirmatory test result to a 
prescription, over-the-counter or alternative medicine, they will be 
required to provide a Medical Certificate declaring their fitness to 
perform work duties while taking the medication.

If a worker is unable or refuses to participate in a test, or 
tampers with the test, they will be deemed to have returned a 
positive confirmatory test result and the disciplinary process will 
commence. The worker will be suspended without pay pending the 
disciplinary process. 
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What happens next?

Where positive results are recorded, State Transit will base the 
action taken on its guiding principles, with an emphasis on 
education and rehabilitation, and on a case-by-case basis. However, 
State Transit will also take into account relevant safety requirements 
to ensure a duty of care.  

The organisation will support and assist employees who have 
difficulty controlling their use of drugs or alcohol to return to work 
within a reasonable period of time. 

It encourages any employee having difficulty controlling their use 
of drugs or alcohol to ‘self-identify’ and enter into a recognised 
and approved rehabilitation program. The employee must provide 
evidence of entry into the program, and regular progress reports.

As part of the rehabilitation process, an agreed return to 
work program will be arranged and the employee’s ongoing 
employment will depend on successful completion of the 
rehabilitation and return to work program.

Employees who are experiencing problems relating to drugs or 
alcohol may seek professional assistance or counselling at their own 
initiative, or be referred to counselling by a supervisor or manager 

State Transit’s Employee Assistance Program is designed to assist all 
employees and their families who are affected by personal or  
work-related issues. The program provides confidential counselling 
and treatment and the first three visits are paid for by State Transit.

Expectations and results

As drug and alcohol testing is a legislative requirement, State 
Transit employees have no choice but to comply.

However, the organisation still consults with its workforce to ensure 
implementation is workable (see breakout box) and that everybody 
understands how the system works, particularly in areas where 
further education may be needed, such as where employees take 
ongoing medication.

Employees are given information about State Transit’s drug and 
alcohol program, including how testing will occur, the rights and 
responsibilities of employees and others in relation to drugs and 
alcohol, and the consequences of being under the influence of 
alcohol or drugs while performing work duties.

Information and instruction is provided at company induction, 
company safety induction and site induction. Drug and alcohol 
policy awareness sessions are held with staff at various times  
during the year, including as part of Code of Conduct training.

State Transit believes the balanced, prevention approach it takes, 
which includes addressing use as a lifestyle and health issue and 
providing education and rehabilitation, is effective in managing 
alcohol and drugs in the workplace.

It measures the success of the program in the number of positive 
tests returned, and despite the hundreds of random drugs tests  
and drug and alcohol screenings performed each year, positive 
tests are rare.

In addition, workers have taken the opportunity to ask for help  
with addressing drug and alcohol issues. As well as a further 
vindication of State Transit’s approach, this acknowledgement  
also makes employees more likely to proceed to rehabilitation  
and return to work.
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Balancing act

State Transit focuses on balancing the unnegotiable requirement 
to meet its legal requirements with implementing systems that 
are workable, efficient and not invasive.

One example of its approach is its response when drivers 
expressed discomfort about having to ‘pee in a cup’ when the 
drug and alcohol testing program was extended to all workers.

The urine testing process is invasive. When a tester comes to site, 
a whole toilet block must be blocked off, for example, and the 
tester must stand in front of the door, and so on.

The process can be intimidating, particularly for those taking 
medication, even if you haven’t consumed alcohol or drugs.

State Transit consulted driver representatives and unions and, and 
moved to saliva swabs, a faster, less invasive method of random 
testing for illicit drugs. Saliva swabs are also able to test for a 
wider range of substances.

If a positive test is registered, drivers will be required to complete 
the urine test, so State Transit complies with the legislation.

Drivers accepted the upgraded process, which balanced their 
desire for a less invasive option with State Transit’s requirement 
to comply with legislation. It also created efficiencies for the 
organisation, replacing a 20-minute random drug testing process 
with one that took five minutes.



FORM 568 – Reasonable Cause Checklist

Refer over page for guidance indicators.

Worker name

Location

Date(s)

Prepared by: (Please print name)

Prepared by: (Signature)

Observing and documenting current indicators 
Patterns of any of the above conduct or combinations of conduct may occur but must be accompanied by indicators of 
impairment in order to establish reasonable cause. Please check all indicators listed below that are currently present: 

 ⃣ Constricted pupils  ⃣ Dilated pupils

 ⃣ Scratching  ⃣ Red or watering eyes

 ⃣ Involuntary eye movements  ⃣ Sniffles

 ⃣ Excessively active  ⃣ Nausea or vomiting

 ⃣ Flushed skin  ⃣ Sweating

 ⃣ Yawning  ⃣ Twitching

 ⃣ Violent behaviour  ⃣ Drowsiness

 ⃣ Odour of alcohol  ⃣ Nasal secretion

 ⃣ Dizziness  ⃣ Muscular unco-ordination

 ⃣ Unconsciousness  ⃣ Inability to verbalise

 ⃣ Irritable  ⃣ Argumentative

 ⃣ Difficulty concentrating  ⃣ Slurred speech

 ⃣ Bizarre behaviour  ⃣ Needle marks

 ⃣ Possession of paraphernalia (e.g. syringe, bent spoon, metal bottle cap, medicine dropper, glassine bag, paint can, glue tube, 
nitrite bulb aerosol can)

 ⃣ Possession of substance that appears to be a drug or alcohol

 ⃣ Other

Yes No Determining reasonable cause
If you are able to document one or more of the indicators above, ask yourself these questions to establish 
reasonable cause:

Has some form of impairment been shown in the employee’s appearance, actions or work performance?

Does the impairment result from the possible use of drugs or alcohol?

Are the facts reliable? Did you witness the situation personally, or are you sure that the witnesses are reliable 
and have provided firsthand information?

Are the facts capable of explanation?

Are the facts capable of documentation?

Is the impairment current, today, now?

Do NOT proceed with reasonable cause testing unless all of the above questions are 
answered with a YES.
Reasonable cause established

Reasonable cause NOT established

Other (provide details)



Knowing the signs
The indicators listed below are “warning signs” of drug and/or alcohol abuse and may be observed by supervisors: 

Moods: 
• Depressed 
• Anxious 
• Irritable 
•  Suspicious 
•  Complains about others 
•  Emotional unsteadiness (e.g. outbursts of crying) 
•  Mood changes after lunch or break 

Accidents: 
• Taking of needless risks 
•  Disregard for safety of others 
•  Higher than average accident rate on and off the job 

Absenteeism: 
• Acceleration of absenteeism and tardiness, especially 

Mondays, Friday, before and after holidays 
• Frequent unreported absences, later explained as 

“emergencies” 
• Unusually high incidence of colds, influenza, upset 

stomach, headaches 
• Frequent use of unscheduled vacation time 
• Leaving work area more than necessary (e.g. frequent trips 

to water fountain and bathroom) 
• Unexplained disappearances from the job with difficulty in 

locating employee 
• Requesting to leave work early for various reasons 

Work Patterns: 
• Inconsistency in quality of work 
•  High and low periods of productivity 
•  Poor judgment/more mistakes than usual and general 

carelessness 
•  Lapses in concentration 
•  Difficulty in recalling instructions 
•  Difficulty in remembering own mistakes 
•  Using more time to complete  

work/missing deadlines 
•  Increased difficulty in handling complex situations 

Actions: 
• Withdrawn or improperly talkative 
• Spends excessive amount of time on the telephone 
•  Argumentative 
•  Has exaggerated sense of self-importance 
•  Displays violent behaviour 
•  Avoids talking with supervisor regarding work issues 

 
Relationship to others on the Job: 

• Overreaction to real or imagined criticism (paranoid) 
• Avoiding and withdrawing from peers 
• Complaints from co-workers 
• Borrowing money from fellow employees 
• Persistent job transfer requests 
• Complaints of problems at home such as separation, 

divorce and child discipline problems


