
Senate Inquiry - The impacts on health of air quality in Australia. 
Problems with the NPI database 

Summary.  The information on PM2.5 in the National Pollutant Inventory is a matter of concern, because it 
creates confusion about the level of PM2.5 emissions.  Failure to warn NPI users that some tables do not 
list diffuse sources, which account for over 80% of PM2.5 emissions has led many people to over-estimate 
the dangers from coal mining and under-estimate the dangers of much larger, local, sources of health-
hazardous PM2.5 such as woodsmoke, which accounts for more than 50% of man-made PM2.5 emissions 
in Sydney.  Amounts spent on mitigation should be proportional to the estimated impacts on human health, 
which is likely to be considerably higher for PM2.5 emissions in densely populated urban areas that suffer 
wintertime temperature inversions and allow pollution to build up. 

Detail.  Research shows that current levels of air pollution are damaging our health – there is no safe level 
of PM2.5 pollution, currently considered the most health-hazardous pollutant in our air.  PM2.5 is linked to 
the premature deaths of thousands of Australians every year.  European data suggests that PM2.5 causes 
about 10 to 20 times as many premature deaths as the next worst pollutant, ozone (Appendix).   

PM2.5 are so tiny they behave like gases and infiltrate houses even when all doors and windows are 
closed, and infiltrate the deepest recesses or our lungs where they cause inflammation leading to heart and 
respiratory diseases.    

As the pollutant thought to be responsible for many more premature deaths than any other pollutant, the 
NPI should be a clear and accurate source of information on PM2.5 emissions.  It is therefore noteworthy 
that the latest NSW EPA Emissions Inventory (2008) reports the following sources of PM2.5 for the NSW’s 
Greater Metropolitan Region – essentially the airshed surrounding Newcastle, Sydney and Wollongong – 
see http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/air/airinventory2008.htm 

The following table (ES-4) is reproduced from: Main report (120255AEITR1NatHuman.pdf, 5.9MB) 



Total man-made PM2.5 emissions in the GMR are therefore 31,744 tonnes/year.  

Yet, downloading the PM2.5 data from the NPI leads to an estimate of just 5,933 tonnes.  There is no 
indication on the NPI website that their information is incomplete.  However, it is clearly at variance 
with the data from the NSW EPA emissions inventory for the same year. 



A closer examination of the NPI web page shows that ‘All sources’ omits diffuse sources, which the NPI 
marks by a [*].  Diffuse sources (e.g. the 7,359 tonnes of PM2.5 emissions in the GMR from domestic solid 
fuel combustion (wood heaters) – see NSW EPA inventory, bottom of page) are missing.  This confuses 
many people, who often think that the NPI reports total PM2.5 emissions, not just 19% of the total!  



Changes since 2008/09.  In the 2010/11 inventory, PM2.5 emissions from coal mining increased to 2,100 
tonnes while PM2.5 from electricity generation decreased to 1,600 tonnes.  However, total PM2.5 
emissions from coal mining and electricity generation in the GMR – 3,700 tonnes are still only half as much 
as the 7,359 tonnes per year emitted by domestic-commercial solid fuel (wood) combustion in the GMR.The 
failure to warn NPI readers that some tables do not list diffuse sources, which, in for PM2.5 account for over 
80% of emissions has led to many people over-estimating the dangers from coal mining and under-
estimating the dangers of much larger sources of health-hazardous PM2.5.   

Government policies must address all sources of PM2.5 pollution.  More importantly, the amounts 
spent on mitigation should be proportional to the estimated impacts on human health, which is 
likely to be considerably higher for PM2.5 emissions in densely populated urban areas that suffer 
temperature inversions where pollution builds up. 

http://www.npi.gov.au/npidata/action/load/emission-by-source-result/criteria/year/2011/destination/ALL/airshed-
catchment/26/substance/92/source-type/ALL/subthreshold-data/Yes/substance-name/Particulate%2BMatter%2B2.5%2Bum 

 



Domestic wood heating blamed for high PM2.5 pollution in mining town (Muswellbrook) 

0

5

10

15

20

25

08-

Dec-

10

05-

Jan-

11

02-

Feb-

11

02-

Mar-

11

30-

Mar-

11

27-

Apr-

11

25-

May-

11

22-

Jun-

11

20-

Jul-

11

17-

Aug-

11

14-

Sep-

11

12-

Oct-

11

09-

Nov-

11

07-

Dec-

11

04-

Jan-

12

01-

Feb-

12

29-

Feb-

12

28-

Mar-

12

25-

Apr-

12

23-

May-

12

20-

Jun-

12

18-

Jul-

12

15-

Aug-

12

P
M

2
.5

Daily Ave

9-day Moving ave

PM2.5 pollution - Muswellbrook 2011 & 2012

 
Media release: 28 June 2011: “The NSW Office of Environment and Heritage reports today that higher 

concentrations of PM2.5 particles measured at the Muswellbrook and Singleton air quality monitoring sites in the 

Upper Hunter over the weekend was likely due to woodheater use.”  

Colder areas such as Armidale have even worse PM2.5 pollution than mining towns. 

Appendix – Relative dangers of PM2.5 vs Ozone 

In Europe, PM2.5 pollution is associated with more than 492,000 premature deaths, corresponding to a loss of 

almost 4.9 million years of life (YOLL)."1  In contrast, European O3 pollution is estimated to cause 21,000 

premature deaths2. 
1 

F. d. Leeuw and J. Horálek,Assessment of the health impacts of exposure to PM2.5 at a European level.  

(European Topic Centre on Air and Climate Change.  Available at http://air-

climate.eionet.europa.eu/reports/ETCACC_TP_2009_1_European_PM2.5_HIA, Bilthoven, 2009). 
2 

NSW EPA,Action for air - 2009 update. Available at: 

http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/air/actionforair/ActionforAir2009.htm, 2009). 

 


