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Community Affairs Legislation Committee - Vaping Reforms Bill 
2024 Public Hearing  

Question on notice 
 
Emily Banks, Amelia Yazidjoglou, Amy Villarosa, Sinan Brown, Sai Campbell, Melonie 
Martin 
 
QoN Senator CANAVAN: I think that's a very important point that I'd like to come back 
to, but can I just get an answer to my question. Is there an example? 

Prof. Banks: We are not just talking about deaths. There are examples of deaths in 
those countries from exploding batteries, for example. There are also examples of 
severe lung injuries. I was just in an international forum recently where a doctor was 
talking about having a teenager on a ventilator, with tubes in their chest, due to lung 
trauma related to vaping. They were talking about it being very difficult to remove the 
tubes because the lung damage is so severe, also noting that they had never had a 
teenager in their care in that situation because of smoking. So there are examples of 
severe outcomes. The main thing is we don't have to talk about severe outcomes; you 
can just talk about the fact that there are large proportions of people getting addicted. 
It doesn't have to be severe or a death. It can also be that you have, in this case, 30 per 
cent of current users saying that they would have difficulty quitting, and also to the 
fact that in Australia— 

Senator CANAVAN: That comes back to—sorry. 

Prof. Banks: 30 per cent of current users of e-cigarettes have never smoked. 

Senator CANAVAN: On notice, could you provide that example of that severe impact? 
I'm particularly interested to know whether that was a result of the use of illegal 
regulated vapes, because obviously there's— 

Prof. Banks: We actually have a case I can— 

Senator CANAVAN: Sorry, I've got very limited time. 
 

Response 
Broadly speaking, in the epidemiological context, estimating the excess deaths 
attributable to a specific exposure generally entails applying the causal component of 
the absolute difference in risk of death (cause-specific, multiple causes or all-cause) 
between those exposed and unexposed, in a given population, factoring in the 
prevalence of that exposure.1  

These methods underlie estimates that >20,000 deaths per year in Australia are 
attributable to tobacco smoking.2 It should be noted that this is a population-level 
estimate, and individual deaths within the population – including those from conditions 
known to be made appreciably more probable by smoking, such as lung cancer, chronic 
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lung disease and coronary heart disease – may not be considered directly caused by 
smoking, according to coronial or forensic standards. Hence, the “severe impact” of an 
exposure does not necessarily relate to the ability to attribute individual deaths to it.  

Furthermore, as outlined in my response during the hearing, less than fatal impacts of 
an exposure can also be severe. For example, addiction can severely impact the life of 
the person affected, especially among children, and is a common adverse effect of 
vaping.3,4  

Finally, from a public health point of view, deaths caused by a specific exposure are 
generally inclusive of patterns of exposure in the population, regardless of legality. For 
example, road deaths include those involving unregistered vehicles, driving while under 
the influence of alcohol and speeding, and deaths from alcohol include those occurring 
in children under the age of 18.  

Bearing all of these considerations in mind, it is currently not possible to estimate the 
likely number of deaths in the population attributable to e-cigarettes, largely due to 
insufficient evidence regarding their effects on major causes of mortality, including 
cancer, cardiovascular disease, chronic lung disease, dementia and suicide.  

The question of whether there are individual deaths attributable to vaping is probably 
better directed to those with coronial, forensic, legal and/or related expertise. Based 
on our reviews and from a brief web search, the following information regarding deaths 
potentially directly caused by vaping was obtained: 

  

• Our review5,6 found that: 
o There is conclusive evidence that liquids used in e-cigarettes can cause 

intentional and unintentional poisoning. Such poisoning can be fatal, 
particularly in young children.  

o There is conclusive evidence that e-cigarettes can cause e-cigarette or 
vaping associated lung injury (EVALI).5,6 This has been largely attributed 
to vaping tetrahydrocannabinol and/or vitamin E acetate, although around 
14% of cases in the largest case series to date, from the US Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), were reported as attributed to e-
cigarettes not delivering these.7 The CDC has reported 68 deaths related 
to EVALI ,8 so some may have been due to legal products. However, it is 
not possible to ascertain reported individual exposure, or the legality of 
such exposure, from the available data. Recent evidence from non-US 
EVALI cases indicates that 76% (13/17 cases) were from reported 
exposure to nicotine e-cigarettes9 (ie not from cannabis or other non-
nicotine substances).    

o The NASEM review,10 including only case reports, case series and 
surveillance reports, concluded that “There is conclusive evidence that e-
cigarette devices can explode and cause burns and projectile injuries. 
Such risk is significantly increased when batteries are of poor quality, 
stored improperly, or modified by users.” 

o There were 68 studies of burns and injuries in relation to e-cigarette use 
identified: 34 case reports, 27 case series or burn centre reports, and 7 
passive surveillance or single burn centre reports.  

o Thermal burns were the most common type of injury and varied in severity.  



 

The Australian National University 3 of 5 
CRICOS Provider #00120C 

o Burns and injuries tended to occur while the device was being carried or in 
use, with burns and/or injuries largely affecting the lower limb (often when 
the device was being carried in the person’s pocket, see Figure 1 for 
example), hands or face (more likely when the device was in use). 

Figure 1. Third degree burns 
reported as being caused by 
an e-cigarette exploding in 
the pocket of man in Western 
Australia.11  

 

 

 

 

 

 

o One US death was attributed to an exploding modified e-cigarette 
device.12  

o Burns and injuries from exploding e-cigarettes are uncommon.   
• From an online news source, one death in Australia due to lung disease was 

reported to have been found on autopsy to be most likely to be directly related to 
vaping,13 with lung findings meeting three of the criteria for EVALI. The relevant 
news article states that the vapes used were on prescription and toxicological 
analyses indicated they did not contain any of the eight substances now banned 
by the TGA or any obviously toxic molecules.13  

• A 2017 report from the US Fire Administration reviewed 195 e-cigarette fire and 
explosion incidents from 2009-2016.14 Of those where the status of the device at 
the time of the incident was reported, 64% were either in use or in the person’s 
pocket, 26% were being charged, and 10% were being stored or transported (see 
Figure 2). The Administration noted:  

“The combination of an electronic cigarette and a lithium-ion battery is a 
new and unique hazard. There is no analogy among consumer products to 
the risk of a severe, acute injury presented by an e-cigarette. Fires or 
explosions caused by the batteries used in electronic cigarette are 
uncommon; however the consequences can be devastating and life-
altering for the victims. It is likely that the number of incidents and injuries 
will continue to increase. Since the current generation of lithium-ion 
batteries is the root cause of these incidents, it is clear that these 
batteries are not a safe source of energy for these devices.”14 
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Figure 2. A reported explosion 
from a disposable e-cigarette 
placed on a counter, close to 
an infant, caught on a home 
security camera.15 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
• It has been estimated that between 2015 and 2017, over 2000 injuries related to 

electronic cigarettes presented to US emergency departments,16 with an 
estimated average of 835 cases per year in the US, based on 2008-2017 data.17 

• Two further online news articles were located attributing one death each to e-
cigarette explosions.18,19 

No further documentation regarding deaths reported as relating to e-cigarettes was 
sought, nor was any technical evidence reviewed or any assessment performed, 
including on the legality of the devices and e-liquids involved.    
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