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Introduction
The Public Transport Users Association (PTUA) welcomes this opportunity to contribute to
the Inquiry into Health Impacts of Air Pollution in Victoria and commends the Committee for
its consideration of this subject.

Sources and effects of air pollution
Air pollution is a pervasive problem with serious acute and long-term impacts on the health
of Victorians. In addition to links between particulate matter (PM) pollution and
cardiovascular diseases identified over half a century ago1, air pollution is now implicated in
harmful effects on many body systems. For example:
● exposure to PM10, NO2 and CO is associated with increased risk of kidney disease2;
● air pollution nanoparticles are linked to increased risk of brain tumours3;
● both PM2.5 and PM10 exposure have linked linked to poor mental health including
depression, anxiety and suicide4;
● short-term exposure to PM2.5 is linked to hospital admissions for septicemia, fluid and
electrolyte disorders, acute and unspecified renal failure, cardiovascular and
respiratory diseases, Parkinson’s disease, diabetes, phlebitis, thrombophlebitis, and
thromboembolism5;
● cardiovascular and respiratory mortality increases rapidly with rising PM
concentrations at relatively low levels6;
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all-cause mortality is associated with levels of PM2.5 and NO2, even at relatively low
levels7;
maternal exposure to PM and NO2 is associated with congenital heart defects in
children8;
ambient CO is associated with mortality at levels below current air quality guidelines9.

As research such as that listed above shows, even relatively low levels of pollution
traditionally considered “safe” are now linked to a range of diseases10 11. Particularly topical
are findings that air pollution increased deaths from COVID-19 by compromising immune
systems and making respiratory systems more vulnerable to the virus12 13. In contrast,
reduced traffic pollution due to COVID lockdowns is believed to have reduced
pollution-related morbidity and mortality in cities around the world14 15. However a
subsequent rebound in traffic could result in worsening pollution unless active and public
transport systems respond to changing travel patterns and provide a realistic alternative for
more journeys16.
Motor vehicles and roads are leading sources of air pollution in urban areas.
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Figure 1: Sources of key air pollutants in Stonnington Local Government Area, considered the
“geographic centre” of greater Melbourne. Source: National Pollutant Inventory.

The significance of motor vehicle pollution is highlighted by a range of studies with findings
including:
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●
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living near a busy road is associated with increased risk of dementia17;
NO2 from traffic pollution is implicated in millions of cases of childhood asthma
around the world each year18;
childrens’ lung growth is stunted and the risk of lung cancer is increased when living
near a busy road19;
traffic pollution is associated with reduced birth weights, even at relatively low
concentrations20;
exposure to traffic pollution is associated with increased risk of leukemia and other
childhood cancers21;
exposure to traffic pollution is associated with increased risk of heart attack22.

Anthropogenic climate change is also set to cause widespread and serious harms to the
health, welfare and safety of Victorians through effects including increased frequency of
extreme weather events such as heat waves and flooding, reducing food security and
expanding the range of communicable diseases23 24 25. This clearly fits the description of
pollution of the atmosphere covered by Section 41 of the Environment Protection Act 1970
(Vic). Furthermore, global warming may worsen the effects of localised air pollution by
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increasing pollution levels, for example by increasing production of photochemical smog,
and making a given level of pollution more harmful to human health26 27.
Transport is one of the largest and fastest growing sources of GHG emissions in Victoria.
Significant reductions in GHG emissions within the operating life of most cars on the road
today will be required to avoid the more serious effects of climate change28.

Figure 2: The pace of decarbonisation has a major impact on the amount of additional greenhouse
gas that accumulates in the atmosphere and the ensuing damage29.

Reducing transport pollution
Electric vehicles gain a great deal of attention as a potential solution to transport pollution.
Norway has the highest market penetration of pure electric vehicles in the world with EVs
making up the majority of new cars sold. However despite years of generous subsidies for
EVs30, other vehicles still account for more than 8 in 10 vehicles on Norway’s roads. Most
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countries are starting from a much lower base than Norway, so ICE vehicles can be
expected to make up the bulk of vehicles on Victoria’s roads for some time to come31.
Reducing private motor vehicle use by enabling mode shift to active and public transport
offers faster pollution reductions32 33 34 and a wide range of positive co-benefits that enhance
overall cost-effectiveness such as reduced congestion, improved mobility for non-drivers and
increased physical activity35 36 37 38 39 40. For example, numerous cities have shown that
prioritising active transport during the COVID-19 pandemic can result in rapid growth in
people walking and riding bikes41 42 43 44.
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While tailpipe emissions have generally attracted most attention, electrification of the vehicle
fleet will require greater focus on pollution from brake, tyre and road wear45. Pollution from
tyre and road wear is already a significant source of particulate matter46 47 and makes up a
large proportion of marine microplastic pollution48. In addition, plastics are now being
incorporated into road construction which may expose workers to harmful chemicals and
increase leaching of microplastics49. The increased weight of EVs due to onboard batteries,
along with the growing popularity of heavier conventional vehicles such as SUVs, could also
increase pollution from tyre and road wear50.
Electric vehicles are reported to offer substantial operating cost savings and to be on the
cusp of reaching parity on purchase or “sticker” price51. In this context, an appropriate role
for government is regulating harmful emissions and overseeing charging infrastructure52 53
rather than offering taxpayer-funded incentives for the purchase of private assets that would
impose negative externalities on others54 55 56. With savings on the overall cost of ownership
already available to EV buyers and purchase prices falling, the additionality of emissions
45
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reductions from EV purchases that benefit from incentives would be questionable57.
Furthermore, generous government incentives for private EVs, whether cash outlays or tax
expenditures, would potentially increase private vehicle use and associated non-exhaust
emissions, along with exacerbating congestion and other social costs such as road trauma58.
Although EVs will be a vital feature of a cleaner transport system, electrification of existing
travel patterns will be inadequate for achieving required emissions reductions59 60.
Government support for EV uptake should focus on expanding and renewing public transport
fleets with electric vehicles that are each driven orders of magnitude more kilometres each
year than typical private vehicles and that have the capacity to serve dozens or hundreds of
zero-emissions journeys each day61.
The PTUA also supports increasing the proportion of EVs in the Victorian private vehicle
fleet and increasing the proportion of motorised travel undertaken by EV. However we
emphasise that substantial contributions to these goals can be achieved by retiring ICE
vehicles from the fleet without replacement and by replacing a proportion of private ICE
vehicle journeys with journeys by active transport and/or electric public transport (whether or
not the traveller’s own ICE vehicle is retired)62. This reduces the volume of new EVs that
must be imported to achieve a given fleet share and can provide a much more affordable
clean mobility option for Victorians. In contrast a focus on increasing the number of EVs may
be costly to buyers63 - and taxpayers in the case of incentives - yet have little impact on
pollution if overall motor vehicle traffic climbs and new non-electric vehicles also continue to
be added to the state’s vehicle fleet64.
The task of reducing air pollution would be thwarted by expansion of the road network.
Expansion of road capacity is now well-understood to encourage additional private motor
57
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vehicle use - which will be overwhelmingly ICE vehicles for years to come65 - without
providing any lasting reduction in congestion66. The established evidence clearly contradicts
claims that boosting road capacity can reduce pollution by allowing traffic to flow more
smoothly67 68 69.

Figure 3: Vehicular NOx Emissions Per Capita Versus Major Highway Lane-Miles Per Capita, 1999,
US Metro Areas 70.
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Figure 4: Vehicular VOC Emissions Per Capita Versus Major Highway Lane-Miles Per Capita, 1999,
US Metro Areas 71.

The PTUA also supports the electrification of Victoria`s regional and freight rail networks,
with overhead line electrification of the busier sections (the V-Line commuter network,
Seymour-Shepparton and busier freight lines) and battery and/or hydrogen powered trains
for the quieter sections. This would both improve the overall emissions situation for regional
and freight trains in Victoria but also improve the passenger and rail employee environment
at the stations regional and freight trains run through and stop at, particularly enclosed
stations like Southern Cross.

Recommendations
1. Rapidly expand and renew the public transport fleet, including DDA-compliant trams
and electric buses, to provide fast, frequent public transport services that better serve
emerging travel patterns;
2. The electrification of Victoria`s regional and freight rail networks, with overhead line
electrification of the busier sections (the V-Line commuter network,
Seymour-Shepparton and busier freight lines) and battery or hydrogen powered
trains for the quieter sections;
3. Expand heavy and light rail networks where needed to enhance network effect72;
4. Rapidly expand safe active transport networks to better serve local journeys and
access to public transport73 74;

71

ibid.
"Extending Melbourne’s network," Public Transport Users Association, published January 2016,
https://www.ptua.org.au/policy/network/
73
“Streets are for everyone: A consensus statement to support more walking and bike riding for
Victorians,” published March 2021,
https://www.victoriawalks.org.au/Assets/Files/Walking%20and%20bike%20riding%20consensus%20s
tatement%20FINAL%20VERSION%2012%20March%2021.pdf
74
Lauren K. Pearson et al, "The potential for bike riding across entire cities: quantifying spatial
variation in interest in bike riding."
72
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5. Consistent with Recommendation 53 of the Environment and Planning Committee’s
Inquiry into Tackling Climate Change in Victorian Communities, impose vehicle
emissions and fuel quality standards to European standards to encourage supply of
cleaner vehicles and fuels to the Victorian market75 76 77;
6. Introduce periodic emissions testing for vehicles older than 10 years;
7. Establish technical and open access standards for EV charging infrastructure,
preferably on a national level;
8. Place moratorium on new major road construction and expansion due to induced
traffic that would be largely undertaken by ICE vehicles for the foreseeable future.

75

Lee, Seungtaek et al "A statistical analysis of effectiveness of energy policy in the United States:
Incentives vs. regulations."
76
Royce Kurmelovs, "NSW to go it alone on vehicle emissions standards to avoid becoming 'dumping
ground'," The Guardian, 11 March 2021,
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/mar/11/nsw-to-go-it-alone-on-vehicle-emissions-stan
dard-to-avoid-becoming-dumping-ground
77
James Purtill, "Australians want to buy electric cars, but car makers say government policy blocks
supply," ABC Science, published 20 April 2021,
https://www.abc.net.au/news/science/2021-04-20/australians-want-to-buy-electric-cars-what-is-stopping-us/1000
71550
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