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Introduction
Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission to the Inquiry into Health Impacts of Air Pollution in
Victoria.
The Anti-Toxic Waste Alliance includes 39 community groups and organisations from across
Melbourne’s northern and western suburbs. The Alliance was established in April 2019 in response to
three horrific toxic chemical and waste fires and the continuing threats from inappropriately managed
landfills, storage and recycling premises in our residential suburbs. Our primary goal is to have our
communities and natural environments free of the health and safety threats from toxic and hazardous
waste and by-products.
Many people in A-TWA member organisations have direct experience of the harm and stress caused
by living with air pollution and poor air quality. The 2018 study, Air Pollution in Melbourne’s Inner West
– Taking direct action to reduce our community’s exposure found that the inner western suburbs of
Melbourne suffer disproportionate harm due to the concentration of industry and heavily used transport
corridors causing dangerous levels of air pollution. Compromised health outcomes and quality of life for
these and all like communities must be addressed by legislation and action.
Communities have been profoundly disappointed before by EPA failures. Unsurprisingly, expectations
are very high that the still to be introduced strengthened EPA powers - along with commitment from
government and agencies - will lead to effective and change making actions on air pollution levels, and
that the EPA becomes a successful protector of our environment.
The General Environment Duty – central to the amended legislation - is just empty words if system
inadequacies allow transgressions to continue. Transformation of the EPA in to a strong proactive
enforcement body will do much to prosecute a stringent clean air policy. After the fact penalties are too
late to protect communities. The time for preventive action is well overdue – communities and the
environment should no longer bear the costs of expensive clean-up activities and ongoing health
problems.
Principles of environmental justice – defined as “rights or capacity of the relatively disadvantaged,
vulnerable or disempowered to shape environmental decisions that affect them and to not be
disproportionately affected, disregarded or diminished by environmental decisions” 1 - underpin the
recommendations made by us and many others. We endorse the recommendations of the Air pollution
in Melbourne’s Inner West and the EJA Clean Air Action Plan. The many groups that contributed
feedback to the Victoria Air Quality Strategy consultation painted a united and vivid picture of the
harmful effects of air pollution. It is accepted that there are no safe levels for pollutants 2– policy and
practice while using standards as reference points – should move beyond them to continued reduction.
We all remember the pall of smoke from the horrendous bushfires that blew across the state in the
summer of 2019/20. For many communities living under such compromised air quality is a regular
occurrence. Significant incidents can focus our attention on these issues, but we cannot lose sight of
the cumulative impacts of ongoing exposure to air pollution.
1

Brad Jessup. Trajectories of Environmental Justice - From Histories to Futures and the Victorian Environmental

Justice Agenda. Victoria University law and justice journal, 2017.
2
Graeme Zosky, Ana Porta Cubas et.al There is no safe level of air pollution – implications for Australian policy.
Centre for air pollution, energy and health Research. March 2021.
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Recommendations
(a) State-wide practical, real-time, cost-effective mitigation strategies.
1. The costs of reducing emissions and protecting the community through best available pollution
control technologies to be borne by industry. Their implementation is to be a condition in the
licensing process.
2. Measures to protect areas around schools from vehicle emissions through developing no-go
zones during school hours and a no-idling policy.
3. Reduction in the use of wood heaters in urban areas through active promotion of replacing
wood fired heaters with heat pumps, and public education on health risks of wood smoke.
4. Cease old growth timber harvesting and consequential burn off.
5. Ground vehicle and aircraft fuel standards to be adopted which result in the reduction of
particulate emissions. Diesel fuels to be phased out of metropolitan regions (including country
and greater Melbourne). The introduction of electric public transport and non-fossil fuelled
vehicles for goods transport.
6. Traffic control measures around schools and residential areas to reduce particulate and other
pollutant load.
7. Installation of best available pollution control technologies (BACT) at fossil fuelled power
stations and all sites with emissions through flues.
8. A program of community education on the risks of exposure to air pollution and actions people
can take to limit their own emissions and to protect themselves, not to absolve polluters of their
responsibilities.
(b) Ensuring that Victorian air quality continues to track towards meeting or exceeding
current international best practice standards and is enforced.
9. Victoria to move at a minimum to best practice and the most stringent international levels for all
pollutants and for these standards to have regulatory force.
10. Real time monitoring to be gathered and the data made available to the community without
restriction or caveat. The monitoring network must be expanded to cover all areas at risk of
compromised air quality.
11. Expanded network of monitoring stations to deliver real-time data on particulate and toxicant
levels.
12. A regular inventory of sources of air pollution to enable the development of effective reduction
measures. The aim of regulation should be to reduce all pollutants.
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13. Regulators to be proactive in dealing with new pollutants and emerging sources.
14. Adequate resourcing of the EPA to oversee and enforce regulatory framework.
(c) The impact of economic and population growth on air pollution and health outcomes.
15. The planning processes for a growing economy and population must move towards a
separation of industrial and residential regions and be designed using climate mitigation
principles.
16. Health outcomes to be factored into planning design.
17. Provision of expanded public transport network at a level to significantly reduce car travel.
(d) Strengthening commitments across all Victorian Government portfolios to reduce air
pollution and minimise the impact on health.
18. The regulatory framework and policies of all portfolios and activities relating to air pollution, must
work towards its minimisation. In light of this dispersed responsibility and need for reform, the
establishment of a dedicated government portfolio responsible for overseeing the various
contributors to poor air quality and their rectification.
19. The EPA and municipal government to be resourced to a level that ensures compliance through
oversight and genuine penalty for breaches of the law.
20. The planning framework for new development to separate industrial and residential sites – no
new industry to be located near residential areas and new residential areas to be prohibited
near industrial areas. Aim to transition towards greater separation of industrial and residential
zones.
21. Green infrastructure to be mandated.
22. No new emitting operations to be added to existing precincts.
23. Public health costs to be included in the “cost” calculations. The cost of doing nothing comes at
a cost to communities and the medical and health system that supports them in managing poor
health outcomes from air pollution.
24. Waste management and circular economy principles to include air pollution minimisation
considerations.
25. Adopt Euro6 and EuroVI standards for vehicle fuels.
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Case study – West Footscray industrial fire – August 2018.

Image: Bruce Light

The Danbol warehouse, 420 Somerville Road, Tottenham, erupted in flames on 30 August 2018 packed full with unlicensed, unregistered and unknown chemicals. As the smoke plume and
contaminated air billowed from the site – anyone within 500 metres of the fire was advised to stay
indoors and 20 suburbs were given “watch and act” advice. Firefighters and first responders bore the
brunt of this toxic firestorm.
Imagine the stress for residents watching this stream across the sky. Strong metallic odours created
further anxiety - what are we breathing in? Poor communication to the community on the day of the fire
and immediately after added to the anxiety levels.
Fortunately, weather conditions kept the smoke high of the ground and air quality did not register
hazardous levels at the nearby testing stations or the mobile testing devices. 3 However, this incident
occurred in a part of Melbourne already acknowledged as suffering the impacts of air pollution, by the
placement of permanent monitoring stations in Altona North and Brooklyn. Nearby Stony Creek was
effectively killed by contaminated runoff entering the creek. Fish, eels and birds perished, trees along
the creek banks have died and contaminated water flowed to the Yarra River, and out to Port Phillip
Bay. Major rehabilitation works for the creek and Cruickshank Park were completed in 2020.
This event and the April 2019 fire at Bradbury’s Campbellfield – also an illegal chemical stockpile - were
instrumental in bringing significant change to the management of the waste industry and dangerous
goods in Victoria, recognising the possibility for profoundly damaging human and environmental
impacts.
3

Fact sheet. Air quality around the West Footscray industrial fire. EPA. 6 September 2018.
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Terms of reference

(a) State-wide practical, real-time, cost-effective mitigation strategies
The question must be asked - cost effective for who? The monetary cost of premature death attributed
to ambient air pollution in Australia has been estimated at $11-$24 billion per year. 4 This cost must be
considered when cost to industry is raised as a barrier to reform. Industry and individuals must accept
responsibility for creating emissions and pay for their reduction. The regulatory framework must
become mandatory not mere guidelines - any operator responsible for the production of these materials
must comply in order to maintain their license - both actual and social - in their operations.
Filtration technologies which can deliver best practice international standard protection must be
included in any licensing or works approval process. The capture of material through these filtration
methods, and the subsequent disposal/destruction, must happen under equally stringent standards.
A significant source of air pollution comes from vehicles on our roads – trucks, buses and cars using
diesel fuel. A program is required to remove the highest polluting vehicles through expanding use of
electric vehicles for goods transport and buses for public transport.
Children are among the most vulnerable to the damaging effects of air pollution. Regulating traffic and
instituting idling control measures will help to lower fuel emissions at these sensitive sites. Brunswick
East Primary School, for example is trialling a road closure at school drop off time, to address traffic
issues and increase exercise levels by encouraging children to walk to school. 5
Rural and regional areas bear the brunt of emissions from bushfires, planned burns, agricultural burn
offs and burn off undertaken after forest harvesting. The practice of ‘burning off’ needs to have tighter
conditions set to reduce the incidence of air pollutants and alternative methods of dealing with burn off
material need to be developed. Planned burns as a bushfire prevention mechanism need to be
investigated for their efficacy and alternatives developed and implemented in order to reduce smoke
levels.
Some people will always prefer wood heaters over other forms of heating, although the ever-increasing
cost and scarcity of firewood will force a reduction in the incidence of wood smoke from suburban wood
heaters. Nevertheless, controls for wood-heaters should be introduced through the continuing upgrade
of burning efficiency requirements to reduce smoke particulates.

See: Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) (2016). Australian burden of disease study: impact and
causes of illness and death in Australia 2011, AIHW, Canberra; Begg, S. (2007). The burden of disease and injury
in Australia 2003, PHE 82, 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. From: Clean air action plan, Environmental Justice Australia.
4

5

Adam Carey, Primary school trials car ban at drop-off and pick-up times. The Age, 14 March 2021.
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(b) Ensuring that Victorian air quality continues to track towards meeting or exceeding current
international best practice standards and is enforced.
Large sections of residential Melbourne are subjected to ongoing pollution through industry operation
and the transport of goods in and out as roads become freight corridors, delivering a secondary source
of pollution.
Coolaroo, a northern suburb, is a classic example of ongoing pollution from industry operation and the
transport of goods in close proximity to housing. Plus, in the summer of 2019/20, through the
smouldering Glass Recovery Services site and smoke from the bushfires, Coolaroo residents suffered
doubly. Many days of hazardous air quality levels were experienced over this period
The Age reported that "Coolaroo, in Melbourne's north, recorded the worst place for air quality in
Melbourne. Between 8am and 1pm on Monday its air quality was consistently rated as hazardous, a
result that no other monitoring station recorded." 6

EPA AirWatch.
Current monitoring capacity is way too low, given the extent of industry in suburban Melbourne. The
2018 Auditor-General’s report found that “EPA cannot demonstrate that its current monitoring provides
a representative measure of ambient air quality across the state.” 7 The lack of comprehensive and
publicly available data must be addressed to enable genuine monitoring of levels in real time, measure
results and compliance against control mechanisms and be used to inform public health analysis of the
effects of air pollution. Monitoring is not an end in itself, but must be used as a tool to reduce emissions.

Ashleigh McMillan, Craig Butt. 'Could actually get worse': Smoke haze blankets city skyline. The Age, 13
January 2020.
7
Improving Victoria’s air quality. Victorian Auditor-General’s Office, 2018.
6
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The only permanent monitoring stations are at Brooklyn, Altona North, West Footscray, Campbellfield,
Fairfield, Dandenong, the CBD, Box Hill and Brighton. 8 These stations are woefully inadequate given
the range, size and spread of industrial activities within greater Melbourne. There are also stations in
regional Victoria, including 8 in the La Trobe Valley around coal fired power stations.
A much larger network of real time uniform sensing stations could be monitored remotely and securely,
which will actuate action when there are breaches and give a picture of air quality by place and time. A
stockpile of portable air monitors for use by first responders (FRSV and CFA) is necessary to monitor
specific sites as the case arises, e.g., bushfires, grass fires, industrial fires, landfill fires. Additionally,
monitoring devices need to be located both upwind and downwind of potential danger sites to
determine the increase in pollution level across an event horizon
In Australia, a 2007 report found that over 3000 deaths a year can be attributed to the effects of air
pollution. 9 Negative health impacts can occur at levels lower than guidelines permit. 10, 11
Those most vulnerable are the children and the elderly. Childhood exposure to toxicants is potentially
setting them up for a lifetime of compromised health – another cost to the health system. And not least
the diminished quality of life for sufferers.
In order to effectively monitor and have oversight of the operations of pollutant generating industries,
adequate resourcing of the EPA, and the willingness of EPA to enforce, is crucial.
(c) The impact of economic and population growth on air pollution and health outcomes.
The growth predicted for Melbourne will increase pressure on transport, housing, infrastructure, energy
use and public services. Careful and considered planning incorporating a wide range of factors is
essential with human health being top priority. Food production areas need to be protected from the
effects of air pollution. The days of “sacrificial” suburbs are no longer acceptable.
The planning principles that brought people to live close to their place of work now delivers a source of
significant risk – both from business as usual and the incidents that can result in fire and toxic
outcomes for communities and the environment. In planning for a growing economy emitting industry
and residential regions must be separated and designed using climate mitigation principles.
New communities must have genuinely available and accessible public transport and planning design
that encourages and facilitates reduced car travel.

EPA AirWatch
Stephen Begg, Theo Vos, Bridget Barker, Chris Stevenson, Lucy Stanley and Alan D Lopez. The burden of
disease and injury in Australia 2003. Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2007. P.96
10
World Health Organization’s air quality guidelines, last updated in 2005, and indicates that effects can occur at
air pollution concentrations lower than those on which the guidelines are based.
https://soe.environment.gov.au/theme/ambient-air-quality/topic/2016/health-impacts-air-pollution
11
Air pollution in Victoria – a summary of the state of knowledge. EPA Publication 1709, August 2018, p.4
8
9
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The EJA report Environmental justice in Australia included a mapping component which found that
there was a “relationship between the location of dangerous facilities, as given by the EPA reports, and
disadvantaged communities as defined by the SEIFA (Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas). The nature
of the project means there is no benchmark to compare these results with, so the strength of the results
cannot be determined.” 12 Notwithstanding this caveat – the information shows that communities
experiencing higher levels of disadvantage also bear the brunt of industrial production and pollutants.

13

(d) Strengthening commitments across all Victorian Government portfolios to reduce air
pollution and minimise the impact on health.
The wide range of relevant government and industry responsibilities requires a dedicated government
portfolio or agency to oversee the reform of the many factors in the reduction of air pollution.
Planning
The decisions of planners and historical precedent need to be revisited and polluters pay for their
impacts. Planning must, as a general principal transition to the separation of residential and industrial
areas and not allowing the mistakes of the past and present to be repeated.
12
13

Billy Greenham, Methodology: mapping environmental justice in Victoria. 2012
Ibid., p.6.
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Government and council planning processes need to work towards a long-term program to actively
transition industry away from residential areas. Granville Island, in Vancouver, Canada is a classic
example of a successful transition of industry to more appropriate and dedicated industrial zones.
Green spaces and shade throughout suburbs, along with adequate infrastructure will encourage
walkability and reduce reliance on car travel. This is already happening to some extent in precinct
structure plans to the north of Melbourne. A state wide policy of “leafy green” suburbs, towns and
villages with appropriate plantings designed to absorb airborne pollutants, will also deliver climate
mitigation benefits.
No new emission operations to be added to existing precincts – the lead battery smelter for Hazelwood
North for example, should not be visited on a community that has lived under the pall of a coal fired
power station. Schools, hospitals, libraries and public buildings in or near heavy industry or transport
areas require air filtration mechanisms to protect public health.
Health
Public health considerations must be factored into the decision making for all initiatives that have the
potential to negatively impact air quality.
Given, that for many pollutants there are no safe levels, communities must be consulted and included in
longitudinal studies on their health outcomes.
Energy
The transition away from coal fired energy is welcomed, and as this is a major source of pollutants it
has the potential to make significant difference to air quality. The closure of Yallourn, 4 years ahead of
schedule and replacement with a battery storage cements this transition. 14
Transport
Transport is another major contributor to air pollutant loads through fuels used and road dust. The
particulates in diesel fuels – increasingly used in passenger vehicles - are a key contributor to pollution
related disease. Reducing reliance on fossil fuels for public transport and goods movement can
significantly contribute to improved air quality. 15
Australia’s fuel quality and vehicle emission standards, are below European standards 16 and as the
Commonwealth Government is not taking effective action to improve on these, Victoria should
implement Euro 6 standards for light vehicles and Euro VI standards for heavy vehicles.
Reducing road travel trips will contribute to emissions reductions through public transport
improvements, transitioning to non-fossil fuels and continued expansion of walking/cycling
infrastructure improvements.
Environment
Waste management policies to properly manage the industry and prohibit stockpiling will reduce odour
and risk from fire and consequential air pollution. We welcome the recently launched EPA Fire
Prevention Program. In acknowledging that there is a fire on average, every 3 days in waste
End of era with Yallourn closure. Australian Energy Council, 10 March 2021.
Louise Prosser, Estimating the health costs of air pollution in Victoria. DEWLP, 2018
16
OECD environmental performance reviews, Australia. 2019
14
15

Anti-Toxic Waste Alliance. Submission - Inquiry into Health Impacts of Air Pollution in Victoria, April 2021.

10

management facilities, successful implementation can address poor air quality for nearby residents,
and protect workers and first responders from harm. 17
The governments circular economy strategies by making maximum use of all resources will assist in
reducing waste and contribute to the better management of this issue.
Thermal waste to energy technologies add to the pollution load on several levels. As material is
transported in large vehicles, during the incineration process and in treatment and disposal of highly
toxic by-products. There are proposals to use slag as road surface component – which can potentially
distribute the toxic load even further. 18
Recent studies and literature reviews call for further study on the health and environmental effects of
these technologies, even allowing for improved incinerator and flue designs which require stringent
maintenance regimes to maintain their improved performance. 19
Smoke generating activities, with sources ranging from home wood heaters to planned burns contribute
to the toxicant load, particularly through particulates.
Odour is another form of emission, which while not directly referenced in the terms of reference, is
another manifestation of air pollution. Odours accompanying air pollution have significant impacts on
the quality of life, as well as adverse effects on physical and mental health.
Local government
Local government does not technically have a role, but as a body with community, local environment
and oversight responsibilities should be formally included in dealing with these issues.

Fire Prevention Program, EPA Victoria, March 16 2021.
Pollution and health impacts of waste to energy incineration, GAIA, November 2019
19
Peter W. Tait James Brew et. al. The health impacts of waste incineration: a systematic review. Australian and
New Zealand journal of public health. 18 September 2019.
17
18
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Conclusion
There is a comprehensive body of science and data which informs us of the harms and the costs of air
pollution. Ours is not a lone voice, nor our recommendations unique. Two reports, released in the last
month again highlight the lack of action in addressing the causes of air pollution and our poor showing
when compared with international standards. The Austroads report Options for managing the impacts
of aged heavy vehicles highlighted the excessive age of the fleet leading to low levels of pollution
prevention measures. The Maribyrnong Truck Action Group commented:
Occasionally something significant happens that reminds us how worthwhile this fight is and
validates all the years of work. This is one of those moments. Austroads (an organisation
funded by state and federal government to provide advice on transport policy) recently released
a major report into the age of our trucking fleet. The findings completely back up everything that
MTAG have been saying for years, unsurprisingly finding that pollution from old trucks are
imposing a major health burden on communities like ours. 20
Environmental Justice Australia conducted an audit of the last 5 years of data in the National Pollution
Inventory. They “found that if decreases in electricity generation are accounted for, there has been little
change to the amount of toxic pollution coal-fired power stations emit. The audit also found that a trend
of huge spikes in toxic pollutants from some power stations continued, which warrants investigation,
according to the organisation who are experts in the health impacts and regulation of coal-fired power
stations.” 21
Many of the policies that would restrict air pollution would also reduce carbon emissions, thus providing
the double benefit of advancing the government’s pledge to arrive at a net zero economy by 2050.
The costs to communities must be factored in to any cost calculation the causes and investing in
solutions to deliver improved air quality. Government action to address the health burdens,
compromised quality of life and reduced physical amenity experienced by communities living with air
pollution is essential and obligatory.

Maribyrnong Truck Action Group. Facebook post 12 April 2021.
National Pollutant Inventory: 5-year audit shows little change to coal-fired power station pollution, while 4000
people die prematurely from exposure. Media release. Environmental Justice Australia. 6 April 2021.
20

21
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Appendix 1 – Comparative table, air pollutants.
Pollutant, Density,
Averaging Time

EU
U.S.
(AQS, (U.S.
2011) EPA,
2012a)
ppm
ppm

WHO Australia Australia max allowable exceedances (goal)
(WHO, (2016)
2006)
ppm

ppm

0.134

0.075

-

0.20

I day per year

3 hour mean

-

0.5

-

24 hour mean

0.047

0.14

0.008

0.08

1 day per year

Annual mean

-

30

-

0.02

no exceedances

NO2 parts per
million

ppm

ppm

ppm

ppm

1 hour mean

0.105

0.1

0.106

0.12

1 day per year

24 hour mean

-

-

-

Annual mean

0.021

0.053

0.021

0.03

no exceedances

Particulates less
than 10 micron,
PM10
24 hour mean

μg/m3

μg/m3

μg/m3

μg/m3

50

150

50

50.00

no exceedances

Annual mean

40

-

20

25.00

no exceedances

Particulates less
than 2.5 micron,
PM2.5

μg/m3

μg/m3

μg/m3

μg/m3

24 hour mean

-

35

25

25

20

Annual mean

25

15

10

8

7

CO parts per
million
8 hour mean

ppm

ppm

ppm

ppm

9

9

-

9

1 hour mean

-

35

-

Ozone parts per
million
8 hour mean

ppm

ppm

ppm

ppm

0.04

0.075

0.05

4 hours
0.08

1 day per year

1 hour mean

-

0.12

-

0.1

1 day per year

Benzene

μg/m3

μg/m3

μg/m3

Annual

5

-

-

Lead

μg/m3

μg/m3

μg/m3

Annual

05

0.15

-

0.5

no exceedances

SO2 parts per
million
1 hour mean

one day/year
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Anti-Toxic Waste Alliance - Membership - 2021
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38

Organisation
Broadmeadows Progress Association
Friends of Merri Creek
Friends of Stony Creek
Friends of Cruickshank Park
Australian Workers Union
Rail Tram and Bus Union – Vic
Friends of Maribyrnong Valley
Friends of Steele Creek
Maribyrnong Truck Action Group
Friends of Lower Kororoit Creek
Terminate Tulla Toxic Waste Dump Action Group
St Mary’s Coptic Orthodox College, Coolaroo
Friends of Edgars Creek
Friends of Moonee Ponds Creek
Coolaroo Community Voices
Darebin Parklands Association
Friends of Kororoit Creek
Darebin Creek Management Committee
Hume Climate Action Now
Werribee Riverkeeper/River Association
Darebin Community Network
Port Phillip Baykeeper
Fawkner Residents Association
Climate Action Moreland
Maidstone and West Footscray Residents Action/Activation Group
Sustainable Fawkner
Brooklyn Residents Action Group
Friends of Will Will Rook Pioneer Cemetery
Clean Up Stony Creek Facebook Community
Hume Residents Airport Action Group
Yarra Riverkeeper
Brooklyn Pollution Action Group
Kananook Creek Association
Friends of the Earth Melbourne
Newlands Friends of the Forests
Greenvale Residents Association
Northern Community Recycling Group
Sunbury Against Toxic Waste
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Jerome Rush, Exhausted?!? Melbourne: RedPlanet, 1996. Pictures Collection, State Library Victoria
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