
 
 
To the Senate Inquiry into health impacts of air quality 
From Stockton Community Action Group Inc 
 
 
We would like to thank you for this Inquiry.  We hope that we can get some 
good outcomes for communities across Australia who are dealing with poor 
air quality. 
 
We would like to request that the Senate Inquiry comes to Newcastle/Hunter 
so that you can see first hand what conditions we live with. 
 
By highlighting just one facility on Kooragang Island in the Port of Newcastle, 
we thought we could best explain what has happened in our suburb  
 
We live in Stockton, Newcastle, please see the map below that shows 
Stockton as well as the Port of Newcastle & the other suburbs that are within 
4 Km of this facility. Approximately 44,000 people live within this area. 
 

 
 
On 8 August 2011 the suburb of Stockton had Hexavalent Chromium leaked 
over it by Orica.  That was bad enough but what then happened became quite 
devastating for many residents.  There was no notification to residents for 2 
days.  Many residents did not find out for 3 days when they heard about it 
through the media. The incident occurred during the night.  Orica notified no 
one, believing that it had been contained on site.  The next morning they 
realised that it was much worse than they originally believed.  They notified 
the EPA & brought in their top people to deal with the emergency.  EPA states 
they told Orica to notify the Health Department but Orica states they weren’t 



told to do this.  The Health Department was notified the next day.  Two 
Newcastle Councillors were notified by workers & residents of Stockton that 
something had happened at Orica. They contacted Newcastle City Council 
who contacted the local EPA & were told that nothing had happened.  The 2 
Councillors & Newcastle Council were only notified about the incident by the 
residents & through the media. 
 
We had a number of people displaying symptoms of being exposed to the 
Hexavalent Chromium. Many visited doctors & hospitals but as the Health 
Department knew nothing about the incident, they hadn’t advised health care 
professionals to be on the look out for symptoms. Some of the symptoms 
were bleeding from the nose, weepy eyes, runny nose & sore throat.   
 
We have 2 Primary Schools and 1 Pre School in Stockton.  The Pre School 
was the biggest concern as while it is on the beach side of our peninsular, it 
was almost directly in line with the Orica fallout.  For 2 days Preschoolers 
played outside with no one knowing that they could have been playing with 
and exposed to the toxin.  Thankfully when the tests were finally carried out, 
no Hexavalent Chromium was found there.  As luck would have it, on 9 
August, the day after the incident, a local High School conducted a walkathon 
around Stockton. 
 
Our group, the Stockton Community Action Group (SCAG) became an entity 
at this time. Our mission is to “work for a clean and safe community” 
 
In September 2011, Orica leaked an amount of Arsenic into the Hunter River. 
 
The same company, Orica, then had an Ammonia leak causing two workers 
across the river, on the Mayfield side, to be taken to hospital. This occurred 
less than 1km from a primary school (on top of a hill).  The incident happened 
at 2pm.  One can only imagine what would have happened if it occurred at 3 
pm when the students were leaving the school. 
 
After these incidents Orica had a number of other incidents & part & then all of 
the plant was closed down while they did repairs & upgrades to the site.   
 
It had become apparent that no matter what happens, even with so many 
breaches, no one seems to have the authority to close down a facility. Indeed, 
there are currently plans for another ammonium nitrate plant to be built next to 
the Orica plant on Kooragang Island. As well as enduring the current pollution 
residents are being subjected to, it is very likely that we will be facing more. 
 
Please see attachment “Three Strikes & not out” that gives a good overview of 
Orica’s performance between August 2011 and March 2012. 
 
Stockton has since had an air monitor established & paid for by Orica.  This 
has been operating since 13/10/12.  (Please see attached report). Below is an 
extract from the summary of the report: 
 



“The Stockton Air Quality Monitoring Station has provided valuable data over 
the first 3.5 months of operations. While ammonia, NOx, NO2 and PM 2.5 
levels have been below standard or targets there is a major concern with the 
high level of exceedances of PM 10 particles which have exceeded the NEPM 
standard 13 times in only 3.5 months (5 exceedances allowed per year for 
natural events). Many of these exceedances correlated with winds directions 
bringing particles from Kooragang Island. The worst period for winds coming 
from Kooragang Island are the autumn and winter months and it is likely that 
the exceedances will increase significantly giving a very high level of 
exceedances for a one year period of PM10 levels. PM10 daily average 
reading up to 80 μg/m3 are a concern as are hourly averages exceeding 200 
μg/m3 for the community.” 
 
This report highlights how valuable the monitors are.  Now that we know 
about the exceedances we can start to get better outcomes for our community 
because we have clear proof of the pollution levels. 
 
The outcomes we would like are:  
 

• Get rid of self regulation.  It doesn't work. 
 

• All new plants or expansion of existing facilities should aim to have a closed 
loop system to deal with their own pollution. Pollution produced should be 
remediated on site  
 

• Base line, up to date and regular data of cumulative impacts of actual and 
allowable pollution levels from related industries must be made available to 
the public. 
 

• Cumulative impacts must be taken into account before any new plants are 
approved. If the cumulative impact is then deemed too great, no new 
approvals. 
 

• The community’s concerns needs must be taken into account. 
 

• Base line data of cumulative impacts of actual and allowable pollution levels 
must be made available to the public.  
 

• More monitors need to be established, that can give both the authorities, the 
companies & the community better understanding of when, how often & what 
pollution we are being exposed to. 
 

 

Kate Johnson 

Chairperson 

Stockton Community Action Group  
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