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SUBMISSION TO SENATE STANDING COMMITTEES ON 
COMMUNITY AFFAIRS 
 
 

Re: The Impacts on Health of Air Quality in Australia 
 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
The Port Augusta City Council contains the City of Port Augusta with a population of 
14000. It is located at the top of Spencer Gulf in South Australia and is within the arid 
zone of the State. It is in essence a frontier town on the edge of settled areas and on the 
edge of the desert. The mainstays of the City’s economy were the Commonwealth 
Railways and the brown coal fired power stations established by the South Australian 
Government. The privatisation of both of these enterprises in the 1980’s had a dramatic 
economic impact on the City, but the community has shown true grit and the City is now 
established as a service centre for the Far North region of South Australia and a must- 
stay-place on the grey nomad circuit around Australia. 
 
The brown coal fired power stations are located just 2kms south of the City. The 
prevailing winds come from that direction and accordingly any outfall from the furnace 
chimney stacks, any coal dust created when stockpiles are accessed and coal trains 
unloaded, and any fly ash (a residue of the furnace process) are blown directly over the 
town and subsequently breathed in by the residents.   
 
Campaigns led by Mayor Joy Baluch AM in the 1970’s led to electrostatic precipitators 
being installed on the chimney stacks however there is still concern that the range of 
outfalls from the brown coal fired power stations impact the health of our community. 
 
KEY CONCERNS  
 
Cancer Rates 
 
In early 2010 Council raised its concerns regarding what it considered were unusually 
high numbers of cancer deaths being experienced within the community and sought 
clarification from the Minister for Health as to whether this anecdotal evidence could be 
supported by fact. The Minister’s letter (Appendix 1) indicted that cancer rate in Port 
Augusta was consistent with the rates in the State… 
 
 “except for lung cancer, where the number of cases was double the expected 
number. This finding, which is statistically unexpected, could result from a 
combination of many factors, including, most importantly, smoking history”.   
 
This response from the Minister raised more questions than it answered and Council 
accordingly wrote to the Registrar SA Cancer Registry (Appendix 2) to seek 
confirmation that the double lung cancer rate could be attributed to a slightly higher 
than state average smoking history amongst residents.  
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A delayed response was subsequently received from the Chief Executive of SA Health 
(Appendix 3) that admitted that “combustion-related fine particulate matter-soot 
emitted by cars and trucks, brown coal fired power plants and factories-is a known risk 
factor for lung cancer”.  
 
However the summary to that letter still pointed to smoking as the main risk factor. The 
letter from the Chief Executive of SA Health stated: 
 
“In summary, it is known that more than 80% of lung cancers are due to tobacco 
smoking. Although combustion related fine particulate matter may contribute to the 
development of lung cancer, in most cases where this occurs, it would relate to 
exposures several decades prior to diagnosis.”  
 
He continues to state: 
 
“It is important for the City Council of Port Augusta (sic) to make sure that the air 
quality in Port Augusta is optimal and that local industry conforms to EPA standards”. 
 
It is pertinent to point out that earlier in the letter the Chief Executive had stated: 
 
“Although the Environmental Protection Authority (EPA) does not currently monitor 
ambient air quality in Port Augusta, they license major industry in Port Augusta, and in 
this licensing requires brown coal fired power stations to undertake air quality 
monitoring, which is regulated and audited by the EPA”.     
 
Standard of Air Monitoring 
 
As confirmed by the Chief Executive of SA Health, the monitoring of the outfalls from the 
power station are not carried out independently by the Environmental Protection 
Authority but are organised by the power station operator. Council is not expert in 
regard to these matters but has been provided with a report from Doctors for the 
Environment Australia (Appendix 4) that analyses the current testing regime and 
highlights concern at the…. 
 
 “excessively high exposure in the community in Port Augusta to PM10”. 
 
Health of the Community 
 
The Doctors for the Environment Australia have also provided Council with a report on 
the health of residents of Port Augusta (Appendix 5).  
 
This report raises concern in regard to the level of respiratory illness in pre-school 
children and lung cancer. A key aspect of their report is that it highlights a lack of 
attention being given to understanding why there is such a high level of such 
illnesses in the city. 
 
In view of the attention being given by the State Government to addressing high lead 
levels in children in Port Pirie as a result of outfall from the lead smelter in that town, it 
is disappointing that the same level of concern is not being given to the high level of 
illnesses in Port Augusta that may be exacerbated by outfall from the brown coal fired 
power stations. It would seem that being able to put the blame for these illnesses on 
smoking or car and truck fumes avoids the impact on the community’s health of the 
brown coal fired power stations being more acutely studied. 
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Health of the Environment 
 
The impact of the power station outfall on the environment should also be understood as 
this environmental impact is likely to have an impact on the mental health and wellbeing 
of affected communities.  
 
A paper published in Science magazine Vol 287 10 March 2000 (Appendix 6) highlights 
the impact that outfall from the power stations has on retarding rain fall in the areas 
over which the outfall covers. The article states –  
 
“Direct evidence demonstrates that urban and industrial air pollution can completely shut 
off precipitation from clouds that have temperatures at their tops of about -10 degrees 
centigrade over large areas. Satellite data reveal plumes of reduced cloud particle size 
and suppressed participation originating from industrial facilities such as power plants.”  
 
The article addresses the specific impact of the Port Augusta Power Stations. 
 
This impact of air pollution from the Port Augusta Power Stations on the rainfall in the 
Far North and Flinders Ranges region is likely to impact the productiveness of the land 
for grazing and add to the trials and tribulations and mental health and wellbeing of 
those hardy souls trying to make a living from this harsh land. 
 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
1. Improve practices to reduce the amount of outfall from brown coal fired 

power stations. 
 
2. Retire the brown coal fired process and replace with solar thermal. 

 
3. Require testing to be undertaken independently by the Environmental 

Protection Authority. 
 
4. Improve the testing and analysis of power station outfalls to gain a fuller 

picture of what is really occurring. 
 

5. Undertake serious research focussed on tracking the impact of outfall 
from the power stations on the health of the community. 

 
6. Undertake serious research focussed on tracking the impact of outfall 

from the power stations on the health of the environment. 
 
 
 
GREG PERKIN 
CITY MANAGER 
04/02/2013
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