
 

   
 

NSW Air Pollution Inquiry –  
Submission guide 
The issue 
This summer, millions of people were exposed to toxic bushfire smoke for weeks on end. Fueled by 
climate change, this it could very well get worse if we don’t take action. 

Seeing Melbourne, Canberra and Sydney on the world’s most polluted cities list, put air pollution on the 
map for all of us. 

Each year, almost 5000 Australians die from exposure to air pollution and thousands more suffer serious 
health issues like stroke, lung cancer and heart disease. And that's without counting the new threat of 
bushfire smoke. 

An important opportunity 
The NSW Parliament has launched an Inquiry into the health impacts of air pollution with a focus on the 
bushfires – it’s critical they hear from those affected. 

The thing is, there’s not a great deal that governments can do about bushfire smoke once bushfires are 
raging, other than ensuring communities know what they’re breathing and what immediate actions to 
take to best protect their health, which of course is very important.  

What they can do is reduce the health burden of air pollution by reducing toxic pollutants from major 
sources like coal-fired power stations. 

Each year in NSW, exposure to toxic air pollution from coal-fired power stations causes 279 premature 
deaths, 233 low birthweight babies, 361 cases of type 2 diabetes. 

This is a critical opportunity to let Government know that the community is very concerned about air 
pollution, and demand that they commit to measures that will reduce the sources of pollution that most 
affect our health.  

We must ensure the NSW Government understands that cleaning up existing sources of air pollution 
is the most effective way to reduce the air pollution health burden. 

This guide contains: 
• How to make a submission 
• How to structure your submission 
• Recommendations to draw on 
• Useful resources and assistances 

http://vizhub.healthdata.org/gbd-compare
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1lTIX62hfOOEp1kZVibVPHg7_axJoZuzt7GR7M1IUxbI/edit#heading=h.re9ttukpdsh0
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1lTIX62hfOOEp1kZVibVPHg7_axJoZuzt7GR7M1IUxbI/edit#heading=h.6dwlz9r9h791


 

   
 

How to make a submission  
The Parliamentary Committee driving the Inquiry wants to hear from the community about their 
concerns, ideas and personal stories around air pollution from the bushfires and other sources, and its 
impacts.  

Make your submission at: https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/committees/inquiries/Pages/inquiry-
details.aspx?pk=2580#tab-submissions 

Be sure to send in your submission before the due date – Friday 13 March. 

If you have questions or would like tips on writing your submission, email Max Smith at 
max.smith@envirojustice.org.au 

How to structure your submission  
Introduce yourself 

Start your submission by briefly telling the committee who you are, why you care about the issue, and 
why you have taken the time to write your submission.  
 
Emphasise your personal experience or unique perspective. Do you have an existing health condition 
that was exacerbated by the bushfire smoke? Do you live close to a coal-fired power station and are you 
already exposed to toxic air pollution? Are you part of a local group working to protect the health of 
your community? 
 
Don’t go into too much detail here – you’ll need to draw on your personal experiences later when 
talking about the issues that matter to you. 

 
Clearly identify the issues that matter to you 

It’s important to signal to the committee which issues matter most to you. For example: 

• Are you worried about the health impacts of exposure to poor levels of air quality? 
• Are you concerned about government inaction on air pollution? 
• Are you concerned about the lack of air quality monitoring where you live? 

 
Discuss the current situation regarding this issue 
Outline why this is a significant issue, locally and/or nationally. For guidance, see the issue and 
opportunity sections at the start of this document. 

Elaborate, drawing on your perspective, experience and evidence to substantiate your claims 
What is your experience with air pollution , what do you know about it or why do you care? Do you have 
firsthand experience with exposure to air pollution? Or do you have evidence from organisations like 
Environmental Justice Australia or others about the impacts and solutions for air pollution? 

https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/committees/inquiries/Pages/inquiry-details.aspx?pk=2580#tab-submissions
https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/committees/inquiries/Pages/inquiry-details.aspx?pk=2580#tab-submissions
mailto:max.smith@envirojustice.org.au


 

   
 

Identify what is driving these problems 
Coal-fired power stations are the biggest single source of air pollution in NSW.  Can you think of other 
drivers? Eg. Coal mines in the Upper Hunter, motor vehicles on major suburban roads. 

Link the issue back to the Inquiry  
Let them know how you think the Inquiry can address these issues and what you want to see overall as a 
result.  

Recommendations to draw on:  
Here are EJA’s key recommendations to the Inquiry. You can draw on this information for your 
submission – but don’t feel limited to the matters raised below.  

The current air pollution regulatory framework is not strong enough to protect the health of the NSW 
community from exposure to air pollution. The vast majority of air pollution in NSW comes from ageing 
coal-fired power stations and motor vehicles. The NSW Air Emissions Inventory estimates that coal-fired 
power stations contribute 87% of SO2 emissions and 52% of NO2 emissions, as well as 9% of direct PM2.5 
emissions in the Greater Metropolitan Region of NSW (GMR).  Power stations also contribute to 
secondary sulfate particulate levels across the GMR. For example, power station SO2 produces close to 
20% of PM2.5 at Richmond in Sydney’s north-west on an annual basis.  

The most effective way to reduce the health impacts of air pollution is to clean up these major sources 
of air pollution. 

There are 8 key actions the government can take to respond to the air pollution crisis and protect the 
health of the NSW community: 

1. The government must dramatically reduce climate emissions, and work with other states to reach the 
common goal of emissions reduction. If we don’t bushfires will worsen and so will the smoke impact.  

2. Understand and inform the community of the full health impacts of exposure to bushfire smoke and 
how to best protect their health  

3. Finalise and implement a Clean Air Strategy for NSW, for implementation 365 days a year, which 
includes strong measures to reduce industrial pollution as close to zero as possible. 

4. Set strong stack emissions limits for coal-fired power stations in line with international standards, 
which will require operators to install continuous stack monitoring and best practice pollution controls. 
This will reduce toxic air pollution from power stations by more than 85% and improve health outcomes 
for the NSW community. 

5. Expand NSW air quality monitoring network to areas with particular risks to health from significant air 
pollution sources, such as at Lake Macquarie and Lithgow. 

6. Set strong national health-based air pollution standards to protect health, with an exposure reduction 
framework in place for continual improvement of the standards. 

7. Finalise the review of the Load-Based Licensing (LBL) Scheme, including a load-based licensing fee for 
the coarse and fine particle pollution emitted by coal mines and associated infrastructure. 



 

   
 

8. Commit to further research and policy development with regards to air pollution and the impacts on 
health. 

 

Some facts you may wish to include: 

• More than 4800 Australians die from exposure to air pollution each year – three times the 
national road toll.1 

• The health cost of air pollution in Australia is estimated by the federal government at up to $24 
billion each year.2 

• A 2019 global review of evidence found that air pollution can damage every organ and every cell 
in the human body.3 

• In 2018, the director general of the World Health Organisation declared air pollution a “public 
health emergency”.4   

• We know that at least 279 people die prematurely each year in NSW as a result of toxic air 
pollution from the state’s five coal-fired power stations. The health impacts also include 233 
babies born with reduced birthweight, 361 people developing type 2 diabetes and 2,614 years 
of life lost each year due to uncontrolled air pollution from NSW power stations.  

• There is no safe level of air pollution, with impacts found even at low levels.5 
• However the lower the pollution, the lower the health impacts.  
• For every 1 µg/m3 increase in PM2.5 there are significant and increasing health impacts.6 
• The likelihood of repeated bushfire events means that this pollution load will increase, and 

health impacts and the cost burden on the health system will continue to increase. Natural 

                                                           
1 Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME). Global Burden of Disease Study 2017. Seattle, WA: IHME, 
University of Washington, 2017. Available from: http://vizhub.healthdata.org/gbd-compare 
2 AIHW (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare) (2016). Australian burden of disease study: impact and causes 
of illness and death in Australia 2011, AIHW, Canberra; Access Economics (2008). The health of nations: the value 
of a statistical life, Australian Safety and Compensation Council, Australian Government Department of Education, 
Employment and Workplace Relations, Canberra. 
3 Dean E. Schraufnagel, John R. Balmes, Clayton T. Cowl, Sara De Matteis, Soon-Hee Jung, Kevin Mortimer, Rogelio 
Perez-Padilla, Mary B. Rice, Horacio Riojas-Rodriguez, Akshay Sood, George D. Thurston, Teresa To, Anessa Vanker, 
Donald J. Wuebbles, Air Pollution and Noncommunicable Diseases: A Review by the Forum of International 
Respiratory Societies’ Environmental Committee, Part 1: The Damaging Effects of Air Pollution, February 2019, 
Volume 155, Issue 2, Pages 409–416; Dean E. Schraufnagel, John R. Balmes, Clayton T. Cowl, Sara De Matteis, 
Soon-Hee Jung, Kevin Mortimer, Rogelio Perez-Padilla, Mary B. Rice, Horacio Riojas-Rodriguez, Akshay Sood, 
George D. Thurston, Teresa To, Anessa Vanker, Donald J. Wuebbles (2019) Air Pollution and Noncommunicable 
Diseases: A Review by the Forum of International Respiratory Societies’ Environmental Committee, Part 2: Air 
Pollution and Organ Systems, CHEST Journal, February 2019, Volume 155, Issue 2, Pages 417–426. 
4 Dr Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, “Air pollution is the new tobacco. Time to tackle this epidemic” The Guardian, 
October 27 2018: https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/oct/27/air-pollution-is-the-new-tobacco-
time-to-tackle-this-epidemic 
5 World Health Organization. Regional Office for Europe. (2006). Air quality guidelines global update 2005: 
particulate matter, ozone, nitrogen dioxide and sulfur dioxide. Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for Europe. 
6 Wei Yaguang, Wang Yan, Di Qian, Choirat Christine, Wang Yun, Koutrakis Petros et al. (2019) Short term exposure 
to fine particulate matter and hospital admission risks and costs in the Medicare population: time stratified, case 
crossover study BMJ 2019; 367:l6258. 

https://www.envirojustice.org.au/healthstudynsw/
http://vizhub.healthdata.org/gbd-compare
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chest.2018.10.042;
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chest.2018.10.042;
https://journal.chestnet.org/article/S0012-3692(18)32722-3/fulltext
https://journal.chestnet.org/article/S0012-3692(18)32722-3/fulltext
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/oct/27/air-pollution-is-the-new-tobacco-time-to-tackle-this-epidemic
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/oct/27/air-pollution-is-the-new-tobacco-time-to-tackle-this-epidemic
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/107823
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/107823
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.l6258
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.l6258
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.l6258


 

   
 

sources of PM2.5, such as bushfire smoke and dust, are hard to control. Industrial sources are 
easy to control. It is therefore critical that all sources of air pollution that can be controlled are 
controlled, to reduce the levels of air pollution that communities are exposed to every day, and 
to reduce the volume and toxicity of bushfire smoke when it does happen.7 

• Urgent action to reduce all sources of pollution that can be reduced is therefore critical.  
• A 2019 review of international evidence by experts from the Forum of International Respiratory 

Societies found that cutting air pollution can prevent deaths within weeks.8 Researchers 
discovered that the health benefits of clean air are “almost immediate and substantial” and 
stretch into the long term, saving billions of dollars. The review examined the evidence for the 
reduction of illness after levels of toxic air were reduced. It showed dramatic reductions in 
asthma and children missing school, heart attacks and the number of small and premature 
babies. 

• These findings highlight the critical need for government adopt and enforce stricter standards 
for air pollution immediately. NSW will experience substantial health benefits from cutting 
pollution, even when concentrations are already below WHO guidelines. 

Useful Resources and Assistance 
• CAR: Bushfire Factsheet.  
• The health burden of fine particle pollution from electricity generation in NSW 
• Clearing the air: Why Australia urgently needs effective national air pollution laws 
• Clean Air for NSW 

If you have questions or would like tips on writing your submission, email Max Smith at 
max.smith@envirojustice.org.au 

 

 

                                                           
7 Peter Hannam, “Worse than Beijing: Call for air pollution curbs as Sydney climbs global rankings”, Brisbane Times, 
November 1 2019.   
8 Dean E. Schraufnagel, John R. Balmes, Sara De Matteis, Barbara Hoffman, Woo Jin Kim, Rogelio Perez-Padilla, 
Mary Rice, Akshay Sood, Aneesa Vanker, and Donald J. Wuebbles; on behalf of the Forum of International 
Respiratory Societies Environmental Committee, (2019) Health Benefits of Air Pollution Reduction, Annals of the 
American Thoracic Society, 16(12):1478–1487, Dec 2019.  
 

https://8a9fccf2-785f-43a0-af75-f07582c6bf73.filesusr.com/ugd/d8be6e_2cb199b359744418a95214969effcca5.pdf
https://www.envirojustice.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Ewald_B_2018_The_health_burden_of_fine_particle_pollution_from_electricity_generation_in_NSW.pdf
https://www.envirojustice.org.au/sites/default/files/files/Submissions%20and%20reports/Envirojustice_air_pollution_report_final.pdf
https://www.envirojustice.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Clean-Air-for-NSW-2018-Update-02-19-as-circulated.pdf
mailto:contactus@acf.org.au
https://www.brisbanetimes.com.au/environment/weather/call-for-air-pollution-curbs-as-sydney-climbs-global-rankings-20191101-p536fz.html
https://doi.org/10.1513/AnnalsATS.201907-538CME
https://doi.org/10.1513/AnnalsATS.201907-538CME
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