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Australian banknotes
Did you know polymer (plastic) banknotes can be recycled into other products at the end of their 
useful life? Also, did you know that Australian banknotes are one of the most difficult to forge 
because they have lots of different security features?
Australian paper $1, $2, $10 and $20 
banknotes were first issued as part of the 
decimal currency system on 14 February 
1966, with the $5 banknote issued the 
following year.
The paper $100 banknote was issued much 
later in 1984. Between 1992 and 1996, 
a new series of banknotes, all printed on 
polymer (plastic), were introduced to replace 
the original decimal banknotes. Printing the 
banknotes on polymer made them more 
secure (against counterfeiting), more durable, 
cleaner and more hygienic. It also meant that they were recyclable at the end of their useful life.
To ensure that Australia’s banknotes remain one of the most secure in the world, the Reserve 
Bank of Australia is currently updating the security of each note. Some new notes have already 
been released and the others will follow in the next few years. 

Where and how are they produced?
Australia’s banknotes are produced on a 26 hectare site at Craigieburn in Victoria, by Note 
Printing Australia Limited. The property is well secured with high-security fencing, armed security 
guards 24 hours a day and highly sophisticated security and surveillance devices.
Before banknotes can be distributed around the country, a series of processes must occur. 
Banknotes are printed on sheets of polymer substrate (a type of plastic). The first step is to 
print the background colours and patterns onto both sides of the sheet at the same time using a 
machine called a ‘simultan printing machine’. These machines can print up to 8,000 sheets per 
hour. Wow!
Next, the major design elements, such as portraits, are printed using Intaglio printing machines 
(a special type of printing). These create a raised print which is one of the important security 
features of the polymer bank notes.
Then, a letterpress printer adds serial numbers to the sheets, before they go through a final print 
run. In the final run, the sheets are given two coats of protective overcoat ink which protects the 
banknotes and helps to keep them clean.
Finally, a guillotine is used to cut the printed sheets into individual banknotes before they are 
transported through machines that count, band and remove any imperfect banknotes. The 
banknotes are then shrink-wrapped, moved onto pallets and stored until ready for distribution.
What an interesting process!
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What security features do our banknotes have?
Australian banknotes have a range of security features that are easy to recognise but difficult to 
copy, making them very difficult to forge. Here are some of them.  

Microprint
Tiny, clearly defined text appears in various locations on the banknotes.

Rolling colour effects
Tilt the banknotes to see a rolling colour effect.  

The seven-pointed star 
Some Australian banknotes have a seven-pointed star within a circle. 
Four of the points are on one side of the banknote and three are on the 
other. When you hold a note up to the light you can see all seven points 
combining perfectly.

Images in small windows
Look for an image in a small window. These have a light and dark effect. 

Printed on polymer substrate
This type of plastic has a unique feel. A genuine banknote should return to 
its original shape after it is scrunched up. 

Why don’t you have a look at some banknotes to see if you can identify all the security features? 
They really are amazing!
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What are the significant design features on each of the notes?
Each of our banknotes tell a story. They feature iconic people or symbols that depict Australia’s 
history and way of life.

The $5 note has a portrait of Queen Elizabeth II, an image of 
Parliament House and its Forecourt Mosaic. The note also features 
Prickly Moses Wattle and the Eastern Spinebill.

The $10 note has a portrait of poet AB ‘Banjo’ Paterson on one side, 
Dame Mary Gilmore on the other and various imagery from their 
poetry.  

The $20 note has a portrait of pioneer businesswomen Mary Reibey, 
schooner boat Mercury and a building in Sydney’s George Street, 
both briefly owned by Mary Reibey. The back includes a portrait of 
Reverend John Flynn, founder of the Royal Flying Doctor Service.  
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The $50 note has a portrait of David Unaipon, Australia’s first 
published Aboriginal author and inventor on the front and a portrait 
of Edith Cowan (best remembered as the first female member of 
Australian parliament) on the back.

The $100 note has a portrait of Dame Nellie Melba, who achieved 
international recognition as a soprano, on the front and Sir John 
Monash (one of Australia’s greatest military commanders) on the 
back. 

It is incredible just how much detail is on each of the banknotes if you look closely. No wonder 
they are hard to copy!

How are banknotes recycled?
Although polymer banknotes last much longer than paper banknotes, they can only remain in 
circulation while they meet quality standards.
The good news is polymer notes, and waste from the production process, can be recycled into 
products such as building components, plumbing fittings, compost bins and other household and 
industrial products, which is great for the environment.
For recycling, the banknotes are shredded into small confetti-like pieces then passed through a 
special machine that melts them and makes them into pellets. They are then ready for recycling.
For more information about Australia’s banknotes, visit www.banknotes.rba.gov.au 
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