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Inquiry into Health Impacts of Air Pollution in Victoria
AMA Victoria welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Inquiry into Health Impacts
of Air Pollution in Victoria.
As the peak professional organisation representing medical practitioners in Victoria, we
have a longstanding interest in this issue.
AMA Victoria recognises that air quality has significant implications for human health.
Over recent decades, there have been general improvements in air quality in Australia
due to a mix of regulatory and non-regulatory approaches applied at local, state, and
national levels. Despite this, considerable challenges remain. As an accumulating body of
evidence refines our understanding of the health effects of air pollution, various
developments have called into question the effectiveness of current air quality
management in Australia, including an increasing reliance on road transport, the
expansion of mining and industries producing hazardous air pollutants, and the
compounding effects of climate change and extreme weather on poor air quality.
Drawing upon extensive previous policy work in this area,1 this submission will begin by
detailing the serious impacts of poor air quality on human health, including increases in
cardiovascular and respiratory disease risk and the exacerbation of existing respiratory
disease such as asthma. It will then turn to mitigation strategies to address this issue. It
is our position that strategies that focus on improving energy and combustion efficiency,
transitioning to non-combustion energy sources, and promoting active transport should
be adopted. These have the mutual benefit of reducing greenhouse gas emissions and
the disease burden from air pollution in Australia, with the associated health savings
substantially offsetting the cost of policy implementation.
Health impacts of air pollution
From a medical perspective, the adverse health consequences of air pollution range from
acute and chronic effects, such as restrictions in physical activity, to emergency room
visits for asthma and hospitalisations for respiratory and cardiovascular causes, to
premature mortality.

AMA Victoria wishes to draw to the Committee’s attention the AMA’s Position Statement on
Climate Change and Human Health – 2015; our 2019 Submission to the National Environment
Protection Authority’s consultation on Air Quality Standards; and our 2013 Submission to the
Senate Inquiry into the impacts on health of air quality in Australia.
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Although there have been significant improvements to air quality in Australia over recent
decades, the health costs arising from air pollution remain considerable. It has been
estimated that, each year, urban air pollution accounts for significantly more deaths than
the nation’s road toll.2
Although poor air quality is often considered to be primarily a health concern in low and
middle-income countries, it also causes significant harm in high-income countries. For
example, a recent study quoted in AusDoc cited research showing that “exposure to air
pollution needs to be considered when considering the cardiovascular benefits of walking
and cycling compared with driving.”3 This study, which was based on a large population
in Ontario, Canada, found that living in relatively highly polluted neighbourhoods was
associated with a higher risk of hypertension and diabetes than areas with less vehicle
pollution.
These health impacts are also felt in Australia. The Australian Institute of Health and
Welfare’s Australian Burden of Disease Study for 2015 found that 4.6% of disease burden
from cardiovascular disease and 1.6% of disease burden for respiratory disease was
attributable to air pollution.4
Long-term exposure to urban air pollution accounts for 1.5% of all deaths in Australia
and short-term exposure accounts for a further 0.8%.5 The health cost of air pollution in
Sydney alone is estimated to be between $1 billion and $8.4 billion each year. 6 Air
pollution from motor vehicles and coal-fired power generation are estimated to carry
annual health costs of AU$2.772 and $2.673 billion respectively.7
The costs of wood fire smoke are also considerable. Smoke from home wood heaters has
been found to be one of the largest contributors to Melbourne's air pollution and,
according to a 2017 paper from Victoria's Environment Protection Authority, was on track
to cost the health system $8 billion by 2027.8
We have noted publicly9 that smoke from wood-burning heaters is a substantial
contribution to air pollution and that long-term exposure can also contribute to coronary
artery disease, strokes and heart attacks as fine PM 2.5 particles can travel further past
the usual body's defences and be absorbed into the bloodstream.
The World Health Organisation has long drawn attention to the severe health impacts of
air pollution. In 2016, the WHO reported that global air pollution caused a total of eight
million deaths annually, 3.7 million of which are attributable to ambient air pollution. The
WHO’s 2016 Draft road map for an enhanced global response to the adverse health
effects of air pollution specifically directs the health sector to raise awareness about the
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