Why Air Pollution is an issue in Tasmania:

The Environment Department Tasmania currently monitors air under the newly expanded Blanket system, with air monitoring results in real time from 12 locations on their changing website. Currently www.environment.tas.gov.au/index.aspx?base=224
Launceston Smoke Pollution still exceeds NEPM standards

Launceston’s pollution is of significant concern. Although the wood heater buyback scheme has had much success, pollution levels are still significantly higher than standards. Both number of exceedences and annual monthly averages of PM 2.5 and PM 10 exceed the Australian standard. Whilst wood heater smoke pollution in cities and towns is still a concern in winter, pollution from planned burns is a significant contributor when forestry (primarily) conduct burns throughout the year. 

Forestry planned burns and wood heaters cause exceedences

‘Launceston has a higher proportion of small particles (PM 2.5) compared with the national average.’ Dr Markos, Examiner, 20 July 2009. Based on the Tasmania Environment website data, annual estimated monthly average in Launceston for 2008 was 11ug/m3, nearly 3ug/m3 over the max.standard of 8ug/m3(See NEPM standard below)  In 2008, Launceston’s number of  exceedences of the world’s more widely accepted PM 2.5 standard (reflecting smoke pollution best), was estimated at 25 exceedences in Launceston in 2008(Warren Jones, EPA at Smoke Forum 2009) Exceedences continue in 2009 despite in excess of two years of smoke management reforms by the FPA, EPA and Environment Minister O’Byrne. Jones cites that 4-5 exceedences of PM 2.5 in 2008 are due to planned burning,(Smoke Management Forum, 25 Feb 2009), but Launceston Air specialist Dr Ernst cites smoke pollution from forestry burn offs to be far more significant in contributing to elevated monthly PM 2.5 and exceedences outside the fire ban period, particularly in autumn. Pollution due to forestry burn offs has been acknowledged by Tasmanian Air Specialist John Innis in 2009, ‘We (Environment Division) know and can demonstrate that planned burns affect Launceston's air quality.’(Email 26/8/2009)

Winter wood burning pollution worsened by inversions and forestry burning

 Winter smoke pollution from forestry logging burn offs and to a much lesser extent landowner burning, elevates the winter smoke load from wood heaters, exasperated by winter inversion layers trapping concentrated smoke in valleys such as Launceston. 
 Respiratory specialist Doctor Markos and  Environment Department air specialist John Innis confirm the danger of inversion layers, particularly in valleys in winter, “ High particle concentration levels occur during periods of cold calm weather…strong temp. inversion typically forms trapping smoke near ground… and calm conditions mean little dispersion of smoky air.’ (report to EPA and Examiner July 9 2009) This is an issue for many Tasmanian towns in winter, but additional external burning adds unnecessarily to the problem in towns and cities such as Launceston, winter being the most vulnerable to inversion layers, concentrating smoke pollution from both internal and  rural planned burning.(Angelika Allen, Quality Air Tasmania) 
This was observed during the NE Tasmanian forestry burns on July 7 and 9 this year (which were endorsed by the FPA under their new Smoke Management Strategy 2009), despite poor air quality and easterly winds predicted; resulting in elevations over exceedence levels on both days (Smoke watch 2009 and Department of Environment ) These burns were endorsed despite the FIS for PSB (burn) Practice 2009 requiring that major population centres be avoided by applying meteorological predictions for smoke dispersal. FPA endorsement of bids blowing towards
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civilization is not infrequent. See mass NE pollution on 12 May 2009, Smokewatch 2009 where a forestry burn operating under Parks caused mass pollution.

Metereological predictions for smoke dispersion inadequate

Even if population centres were to be avoided, Dr Mills, CSIRO, of cites serious limitations in the current Bureau of Meteorology(BOD) smoke dispersal prediction methodology:

1. BOD smoke forecasting does not calculate the concentration of smoke

2. Modelling takes no account of valleys
3. Smoke emitted on previous days is not taken into account
(Smoke forum 2009)

Statewide smoke pollution problem

Air pollution due to smoke from planned burning is also a problem statewide. Jones(EPA) reported that, ‘monitoring during summer/autumn 2008 showed levels above the PM 2.5 advisory reporting standard at all stations due to planned burning’(EPA, Smoke Management in the Landscape Forum, 2009) These monitoring results were from Hobart as well as Launceston, Rowella and George Town stations.  Fumigation due to forestry burn offs from north to south Tasmania during 21-24 April was also documented in Smokewatch 2009, when up to 40 forestry burns were burning at once. 

Widespread health effects from smoke pollution

Whilst forestry smoke pollution is acknowledged by Mr.Jones, Dr Ernst, believes that it is far more widespread and has encountered an ‘increase of seasonal adverse health effects from particulate air pollution generated by widespread burn offs and wood burners in his practice.’ He ‘can confirm a temporal relationship between air quality and season.’(Letter to Garret and Bartlett, 8/12/2008) Statewide rural smoke pollution events are documented in Smokewatch 2009 with the public reporting a  range of mild to severe respiratory  and worsening of symptoms. The Patersonia Smoke Diary 2008 also documents increasing rural smoke pollution, almost year round, using smoke smell observations and the Montana visibility impairment scale, recommended by Dr Bicevskis (Tasmanian Department of Health) Pollution graphs based on the diary demonstrate that Patersonia, a rural town 30 km outside Launceston, shared most of the PM 2.5 exceedences monitored in Launceston. Although Launcestons PM 10 exceedences were more frequent in the past, Patersonia’s exceedence equivalents to Launceston have only been occurring in the last couple of years since logging burn offs have increased in the NE region. 

Pollution Standards

 Tasmanian Environment Air Specialist John Innis, says that PM 2.5 more accurately represents smoke particles than larger PM 10 particles. Australia still uses the PM 10 measure whilst other western nations currently use the PM 2.5 standard (Dr. Ernst, Air Specialist, Launceston.) Australia does however have a NEPM standard for PM 2.5, but it is still only a reporting standard. Five exceedences of PM 10 a year is the maximum allowable standard (www.environment.tas.gov.au) The Australian NEPM standard for PM 2.5 is a maximum level of 25 in a 24 hour period and annual average of below 8ug/m3  (http://www.ephc.gov.au/taxonomy/term/23, see link to NEPM: Ambient Air Quality (as varied) Aug 2003   page 12)
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Government slow to act despite deaths caused by smoke pollution

Despite smoke pollution in Tasmania, the Minister for Environment in her Statement of Expectation to the EPA,(EPA website 12/08) calls for “impacts of smoke to be reduced” but does not call for a reduction in smoke. Nor does the EPA see its role as beyond advisory, liason and monitoring. The FPA, current issuer of forestry planned burn bids, does not see its role as the smoke police (Mr. Schofield) and the EPA will not prosecute significant offenders.

On July 9, 2009, Acting Health director, Chrissie Pickin refused to use her statutory powers to stop planned burn smoke in winter and cited regulatory difficulties in protecting ‘all individuals who have particular sensitivities.’ This is despite the fact that elevated pollution levels in Launceston particularly have implications for premature death, heart and cancer problems, estimated at killing between 8-15 people

in Launceston a year.( Examiner, July 20, 2009 Dr Markos, lung specialist, and Dr Ernst, pollution control specialist, respectively) 

Growth in community concern and monitoring

Tasmania’s rural air monitoring prior to the introduction of 12 monitoring sites under the new Blanket system has been limited (ie Rowella George Town, Launceston, Hobart). Growing pollution concerns have fueled this expansion. Similarly, as northern Tasmanian rural smoke pollution observations, including smoke haze has increased in the last few years-causing increasing health difficulties- community records of smoke observations and governmental responses have correspondingly increased. For example, The Patersonia Smoke Diary 2008, Smokewatch 2009 (www.tapvision.info, www.tasmaniantimes.com.au) and the inception of Cleanairtas (www.cleanairtas.com), Quality Air Tasmania, and Pollution Information Tasmania.  

All year round rural planned burning needs regulating

The FPA currently lists most forestry logging burns outside the fire ban period (www.plannedburnstas.com.au) with additional burns listed under Parks (www.parks.tas.gov.au). Most burns are in autumn but they continue for most of the year, to a lesser extent depending on weather conditions suitable for burning. A forestry burn in Fingal caused elevated pollution levels on July 21, with the burn continuing until August 16, 2009(FPA website). Rural forestry burning is further compounded by larger burning landowners being unregulated, particularly when still autumn days prevent dispersion and when winter inversion layers are prevalent. Minister Napier expressed the same in parliament: 
But I think we would get to the point where it would be very reasonable to ask anyone in Tasmania who is going to be involved in hazard reduction, planned burns and so on to be able to register through this process and ensure that the Tasmanian brand is preserved, as well as our health.’
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