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HEALTH AND AGEING PORTFOLIO 
 

INQUIRY INTO THE LOW AROMATIC FUEL BILL 2012 
 

Thursday, 16 August 2012 
 

Question no: 1 
 
OUTCOME 1: Population Health 
 
Topic:  Inquiry into the Low Aromatic Fuel Bill 2012 
 
Type of Question: Hansard Page 12, 16 August 2012    
 
Senator Moore asked:  
 
What kind of data does AIHW collect and do they identify in their drug and alcohol surveys 
what substances are used? 
 
 
Answer: 
 
More than 26,000 people aged 12 years or older participated in the Australian Institute of 
Health and Welfare (AIHW) 2010 National Drug Strategy Household Survey.  Respondents 
were asked about their knowledge of and attitudes towards drugs including inhalants, their 
drug consumption histories, and related behaviours. 
 
In relation to inhalants, respondents were asked about use of solvents, aerosols, glue, petrol, 
laughing gas, whippets, nitrous, snappers, poppers, pearlers, rushamines, locker room, bolt, 
bullet, rush, climax, red gold, amyl and bulbs.  Inhalants did not include nasal sprays, inhalers 
or puffers used for asthma and similar conditions. 
 
The survey has been conducted approximately every three years since 1985.  The next survey 
is scheduled for 2013. 
 
 
 



Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee 
 

ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS ON NOTICE 
 

HEALTH AND AGEING PORTFOLIO 
 

INQUIRY INTO THE LOW AROMATIC FUEL BILL 2012 
 

Thursday, 16 August 2012 
 

Question no: 2 
 
OUTCOME 1: Population Health 
 
Topic:  Inquiry into the Low Aromatic Fuel Bill 2012 
 
Type of Question: Hansard Page 13, 16 August 2012    
 
Senator Boyce asked:  
 
Do you know how much Opal is used per pump? Are you able to give us that data for, say, 
the last three years? 
 
 
Answer: 
 
The Department of Health and Ageing does not have information on the volume of low 
aromatic fuel used at each site.  The Department has two processes for collecting data on the 
volumes of low aromatic fuel used:  

1) BP Australia lodges a monthly claim for a fee or subsidy on the volume of low 
aromatic fuel sold through its terminal gates in Largs North, South Australia and 
Kalgoorlie, Western Australia.  This volume data is used to calculate the monthly fee 
payable to BP Australia for the production of low aromatic fuel.  BP Australia claimed 
a production subsidy on the following volumes of fuel between 2009-10 and 2011-12. 

 
 2009-10 
(Litres)  

2010-11 
(Litres)  

 2011-12 
(Litres)  

21,747,526 21,205,105 20,883,448 
 
2) In order to claim a distribution subsidy for low aromatic fuel, fuel distributors are 

required to provide the Department with a monthly statement outlining the details of 
their low aromatic fuel deliveries including location and volume.  It is not mandatory 
for fuel distributors to provide details for all deliveries of low aromatic fuel as not all 
fuel retail sites attract a distribution subsidy.  Although not mandatory, the Department 
liaises with all fuel distributors in an attempt to obtain delivery volumes for all sites. 
The following table summarises a state based breakdown of the data obtained from fuel 
distributors between 2009-10 and 2011-12.  

 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 

 2009-10 
(Litres)  

 2010-11 
(Litres)  

 2011-12  
(Litres) 

NT            16,064,986             17,178,701             17,755,983  
QLD                  525,830                   637,904                   532,130  
SA               1,444,316                1,093,839                   508,700  
WA                  638,325                   627,594                1,249,306  
TOTAL            18,673,457             19,538,038             20,046,119  
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Senator Boyce asked:  
 
What are the trends in usage of Opal? Is there more being used or less being used, in some 
communities it is going up, in some communities it is coming down—that sort of thing. 
 
 
Answer: 
 
Over the past three years the volume of Opal fuel produced annually by BP Australia has 
remained relatively unchanged despite an increase to the number of fuel retail sites supplying 
the product. The following table outlines the volumes of Opal fuel for which BP Australia 
claimed a production subsidy between 2009-10 and 2011-12. 
 

2009-10 
(Litres)  

2010-11 
(Litres)  

 2011-12 
(Litres)  

21,747,526 21,205,105 20,883,448 
 
The fuel industry has reported that in recent years there is a national trend towards the use of 
diesel and premium fuels rather than the 91 octane unleaded grade of petrol.  In addition, the 
Department of Health and Ageing is also aware that anecdotally there has been a decrease in 
self-drive tourism which may also affect demand for Opal fuel. 
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Senator Siewert asked:  
 
There are a couple of questions that [Shell] have put in it about the future subsidies and what 
would be involved in terms of widening the availability of the fuel. It may be useful for the 
department to have a look at that and see whether any of the questions they have raised about 
ongoing costs and things like that that it would be useful to seek. I would also be interested to 
know whether these questions have been raised with you before. 
 
Answer: 
 
Shell Australia (Shell) raised the following in its submission to the Senate Inquiry: -  
 
1. Supply security – in the event of a mandate there is less complexity in the supply chain. 

Communities within the defined areas are challenging to supply as there are fewer 
supply points, less tankage available and they are often in remote locations. Therefore, 
in a mandate environment where you only have to supply one 91 octane fuel the supply 
chain will be less complex and potentially offer improved supply security. 
 

In point 1, Shell state that the supply chain may be less complex in the event of a mandate as 
only one grade of 91 octane fuel would need to be supplied. It also noted that there are 
challenges to supply to some remote locations due to storage availability.  While the 
Department acknowledges that the supply chain may become less complex if mandated, 
improved storage and distribution arrangements need to be established to facilitate this. To 
improve supply security for low aromatic fuel, storage and distribution issues need to be 
resolved whether or not the rollout is undertaken on a voluntary or mandated basis.  
 
The 2010-11 budget measure, Expanding the Supply and Uptake of Opal Fuel aims to 
address the issue of supply security. In 2011, the Department conducted a procurement 
process to establish improved arrangements for the production, transport to storage and bulk 
storage of low aromatic fuel from 2012-13 onwards.  

 
The new arrangements commenced on 1 July 2012 and will continue to be progressively 
rolled out throughout the 2012-13 financial year to enhance storage and supply arrangements.  

 
 



2. All customers required to take low aromatic in these areas – According to the Bill, the 
production subsidy arrangements would have to be expanded to cover all fuel sold (that 
is, fuel sold to both retail and commercial customers) within the defined areas. Shell 
would need assurances that the production subsidy arrangement would be maintained 
and expanded to cover all low aromatic 91 sold. 

 
Point 2 is a policy question and is a matter for Government if the Bill is enacted. The 
Department is unable to comment. 

 
3. Management of other grades of unleaded fuel – Shell does not support the broad 

powers set out in Section 11 which could allow the Minister to limit supply of premium 
fuels. Shell would like clarity over the right for companies to maintain the overall 
product mix on sites, including premium fuels which have previously not been affected by 
the roll out of low aromatic 91. 
 

Point 3 is a matter relating to the drafting of the Bill. The Department is unable to comment.  
 

4. Exemption framework – Shell would like further clarity on the specific conditions and 
application around exemptions should they be required under this Bill particularly as 
this has currently been handled as a “demand” driven product. 

 
Point 4 is a matter relating to the drafting of the Bill. If the Bill is enacted the exemption 
framework would be a matter for consideration by Government. The Department is unable to 
comment. 

 
5. Labelling – in the event that due to a supply disruption low aromatic was not available 

and RULP was being supplied, Shell would need clarity around labeling and the need to 
advise consumers of the change in product as they understand there would be ACCC 
implications for failing to do so.  

 
Point 5 would be a matter for consideration by Government if the Bill is enacted. The 
Department is unable to comment.  
 
6. Consistency - If a mandate is to apply then it has to be consistent across all outlets 

particularly those in “border” locations. We have seen in NSW there has been an ability 
for some retail outlets to gain an exemption from selling E10 which has put them at a 
competitive advantage to other sites complying with the mandate. 

 
Point 6 would be a matter for consideration by Government if the Bill is enacted. The 
Department is unable to comment.  

 
7. Affordability for Government - We have a query around the affordability of a mandate 

as this would result in a much larger volume to be supplied and therefore a larger 
production subsidy required. As you would be aware, the cost to produce low aromatic is 
higher than that for producing RULP and as the stated aim is for low aromatic to be 
supplied to the market /consumers at a comparable price to RULP then a subsidy is 
required to bridge that gap. 
 

Point 7 is a policy question and would be a matter for Government if the Bill is enacted. The 
Department is unable to comment. 

 
 
 



8. Roll-out and consumer/community/customer education – Shell supports the current 
programme conducted by the Department to work with local communities on education 
and acceptance of low aromatic fuel prior to roll-out. Shell does not support the 
proposal for companies to take on sole responsibility for consumer education. Shell sees 
that fuel manufacturers and suppliers are a support to the Department on technical and 
fuel quality matters but that Government should take a leading role in consumer/ 
community/ customer education and the implementation of complementary initiatives to 
support health outcomes. 

 
In point 8, Shell state they support the Department’s current approach to communication in 
relation to low aromatic fuel. If the Bill is enacted the future communication program would 
be a matter for consideration by Government. The Department is unable to comment.  
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Type of Question: Hansard Page 27, 16 August 2012    
 
Senator Smith asked:  
 
So there is at least a six-month delay because some equipment has a six-month timeframe 
attached to it, because it has to be ordered then imported.  Is that right? 
 
 
Answer: 
 
As noted in the response to Question 12, there have been some delays with this project due to 
the extended nature of the negotiations with Vopak. 
 
On advice from Vopak it is the Department of Health and Ageing’s understanding that some 
equipment can take up to six months to be fabricated and received.  Vopak has advised that 
construction can commence prior to the receipt of all equipment.  
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Senator Smith asked:  
 
So how long has the negotiation [with Vopak] been going on for? I would be interested in 
getting a timetable of the discussions that have happened since the successful tenderer was 
announced, so the discussions between the Department and the relevant site operator, for 
want of better words. Who is the engineering firm who is undertaking the engineering 
analysis for us? If there is any additional information about the expected future time frame 
around the completion of the final engineering study and the ordering of the equipment, that 
would be beneficial as well. 
 
 
Answer: 
 
The Department of Health and Ageing has been in regular discussions and contract 
negotiations with Vopak Terminals since March 2011. 
 
The extended nature of these negotiations is explained by the staged approach to the contract 
adopted by the Department.  Stage 1 negotiations between March and August 2011 related to 
scoping activities for potential storage options.  Vopak Terminals subcontracted the 
engineering scoping works to Conneq Pty Ltd (now trading as Lend Lease Pty Ltd).   
 
The scoping work identified two potential storage options and the Department commenced 
detailed contract negotiations with Vopak Terminals on the Front End Engineering Design 
(FEED) study for an interim storage solution in October 2011.  These Stage 2 activities were 
protracted as several new storage options were proposed by Vopak.  It was eventually agreed 
to progress the work in three discrete elements: a FEED study on the conversion of an 
existing three million litre tank (an interim storage solution); the identification of equipment 
required for the tank conversion; and a separate FEED study to construct a larger 5-7 million 
tank which would provide the long-term, permanent storage solution.  A funding agreement 
with Vopak Terminals for the first FEED study was executed on 14 May 2012. 
 
Since May 2012, the Department and Vopak Terminals have been involved in Stage 3 
activities reviewing options for the permanent storage solution.  These options have emerged 
as a result of separate commercial dealings between Vopak Terminals and third parties.   
In progressing these negotiations the Department is seeking to ensure that the storage 
facilities are available for use in 2012-13. 
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Topic:  Inquiry into the Low Aromatic Fuel Bill 2012 
 
Written Question on Notice 
 
Senator Moore asked:  
 
The committee would like to have the terms of reference [for the prevalence study].  We 
would like to have a copy of the data collection tool that has been agreed.  We would also 
like to see in what way the data collection tool that is being used for that process differs from 
the data that is being collected in the standard way by the department currently.  So we want 
to know: how does the information that is being sought for this evaluation of the petrol 
process differ from the standard information that the department gets every month, or 
whatever the process is?  We would really like to see the data processes and exactly what is 
being collected. 
 
 
Answer: 
 
The Department of Health and Ageing is funding the Menzies School of Health Research to 
conduct a data collection project under the Petrol Sniffing Prevention Program (PSPP).   
 
The Terms of Reference for the project are as follows: 
 
1. The Consultant must develop and implement a data collection tool to gather 

information from communities on the prevalence and incidence of petrol sniffing, 
transference to other substances (licit and illicit), and information on behavioural and 
community level changes. 

 
2. In performing the Services, the Consultant must undertake the following tasks: 

a) determine the prevalence of petrol sniffing in Indigenous communities in areas 
where low aromatic fuel is available; 

b) identify and measure (as far as possible) any unintended consequences of the roll 
out of low aromatic fuel, e.g., geographical displacement, substance transference 
and the trafficking of petrol into communities; 

c) provide information on the extent of individual and community level behavioural 
change attributed to the availability of low aromatic fuel; 

d) identify and describe the other factors that have contributed to the prevalence of 
petrol sniffing and any other outcomes e.g. Volatile Substance Abuse 



Management Plans, youth diversionary activities, night patrols, community 
leadership and community driven initiatives; 

e) determine the impact of low aromatic fuel on the prevalence of petrol sniffing 
and any other outcomes in the selected communities; and 

f) describe the ‘key learnings’ from each data collection, and discuss the findings 
and outcomes from the project.  

 
Menzies has provided a copy of its methodology and data collection tool, which is attached.   
The data collection is based on published research methodology and is conducted via a 
structured survey.  Menzies is collecting data from communities specially selected to assess 
defined characteristics and will collect data from 40 participating communities twice over a 
24 month period to measure the prevalence of petrol sniffing.  In addition, it looks at 
behavioural and community level changes and transference to other substances.  
 
This differs to the monthly data on the incidence of petrol sniffing collected by the 
Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA) 
which is collected via its regional coordinator network through liaison with local key 
stakeholders.  
 
It should be noted that FaHCSIA’s Whole of Strategy Evaluation is a separate process 
evaluating the Petrol Sniffing Strategy, including interaction and coordination across the 
Strategy’s eight point plan.   
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Question no: 21 
 
OUTCOME 1: Population Health 
 
Topic:  Inquiry into the Low Aromatic Fuel Bill 2012 
 
Written Question on Notice 
 
Senator Siewert asked:  
 
Can you explain why that 30 per cent of people continue to sniff?  Do you think it is related 
to the availability of RULP? 
 
 
Answer: 
 
The Department of Health and Ageing does not have data on the proportion of people 
sniffing petrol or the reasons for this, however, the 2008 Opal Fuel Impact Evaluation found 
that one factor influencing petrol sniffing was the distance of a community from a major 
regular unleaded petrol outlet.  There was a tendency for communities located further from a 
major regular unleaded petrol outlet to have derived greater benefits from the use of Opal 
fuel. 
 
The Department’s current data collection project being undertaken by Menzies School of 
Health Research will seek to measure behavioural changes following the introduction of low 
aromatic fuel and this may help to explain why some people continue to sniff.  
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Question no: 22 
 
OUTCOME 1: Population Health 
 
Topic:  Inquiry into the Low Aromatic Fuel Bill 2012 
 
Written Question on Notice 
 
Senator Siewert asked:  
 
Evidence given at the inquiry including from affected community members (from Titjikala, 
Lake Nash and Papunya) and service organisations is that there is a link between continued 
supply of standard unleaded and premium fuel and sniffing in nearby communities. Does the 
Department have evidence/ or data to support or disprove this? 
 
 
Answer: 
 
In addition to measuring the impact of Opal fuel on the prevalence of petrol sniffing, the 
2008 Opal Fuel Impact Evaluation sought to identify and measure any unintended 
consequences as a result of the rollout of Opal fuel including geographical displacement or 
migration of people to communities with easy access to regular unleaded petrol. 
 
The 2008 Evaluation found that one factor influencing petrol sniffing was the distance of a 
community from a major regular unleaded petrol outlet.  There was a tendency for 
communities located further from a major regular unleaded petrol outlet to have derived 
greater benefits from the use of Opal fuel. 
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Question no: 26 
 
OUTCOME 1: Population Health 
 
Topic:  Inquiry into the Low Aromatic Fuel Bill 2012 
 
Written Question on Notice 
 
Senator Siewert asked:  
 
In the Central Australian hearings a common theme that emerged was how important and 
useful having an agency like CAYLUS has proven in Central Australia. This agency has 
developed in part as a result of the work by DOHA, Can you see a way that it would be 
possible to develop similar agencies to CAYLUS to service other regions? 
 
 
Answer: 
 
The Central Australian Youth Link-Up Service (CAYLUS) model has largely been 
developed by the co-ordinators of this program in conjunction with Tangentyere Council.  
The Department of Health and Ageing cannot comment on whether this model can be 
translated successfully into other regions.  
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Question no: 28 
 
OUTCOME 1: Population Health 
 
Topic:  Inquiry into the Low Aromatic Fuel Bill 2012 
 
Written Question on Notice 
 
Senator Siewert asked:  
 
Does the evaluation currently being conducted by Menzies School of Health include the 
impacts and effectiveness of mandating non-sniffable fuel? 
 
 
Answer: 
 
The data collection project being undertaken by the Menzies School of Health Research is to 
establish and use a data collection tool to collect information from 40 communities in which 
low aromatic fuel is available to allow an understanding of the prevalence of petrol sniffing 
and behavioural change and transference to other substances following the introduction of 
low aromatic fuel.  It does not include the impacts and effectiveness of mandating low 
aromatic fuel.  
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