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Air quality as a local issue
TheWorld Health Organization considers air pollution to be the single most signicant

environmental threat to public health worldwide. Our understanding of the issue has increased

signicantly in recent years and we now know that there is no sae level o air pollution.

An Australian concern

By global standards, Australian towns and cities tend to have relatively clean air

most o the time. However, this is not the ull picture and poor air quality poses a

signicant threat to the health and wellbeing o Australian communities:

1 Periodic extremes

Periodic extreme air pollution events caused by bushres, hazard reduction

burning and dust storms, can create conditions comparable to the worst polluted

cities in the world.

2 Local and regional challenges

Certain communities, through a combination o geography, inrastructure

and demographics, can experience regular poor air quality associated with

specic local sources and conditions (e.g., wood-red home heating, high trafc

congestion, power generation and heavy industry).

3 Hyperlocal hotspots

Air quality varies over short distances. Highly localised pollution spikes can occur

(e.g. along major roads) and these can be in places where people live, work and play.

These pollution hotspots are not accounted orwhenwe report ‘good’ air quality or a

larger area. A 2017 Sydney study o particulate pollution ound the average roadside

concentration to be double the recommended limit in national guidelines.

Local action to improve

air quality supports

multiple UN Sustainable

Development Goals:

1 AIHWAustralian Burden o Disease Study, https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/burden-of-disease/abds-2018-interactive-data-risk-factors/
contents/air-pollution

2 www.who.int/health-topics/air-pollution

3 NSW State o the Environment Report, https://www.soe.epa.nsw.gov.au/all-themes/climate-and-air/air-quality#context

3,000
Approximate number

of Australian deaths

attributable to poor air

quality each year1

4.2m
Global annual deaths from

stroke, heart disease, lung

cancer and chronic respiratory

diseases that occur as a result

of exposure to outdoor

air pollution2

$3b
Annual health costs of air

pollution from internal

combustion engine vehicles

in Greater Sydney, Newcastle

andWollongong3
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The impacts of poor air quality

Air pollution has a negative impact on all aspects of human health, particularly on the

lungs and heart. Evidence is mounting that air pollution also aects the brain and nervous

system, reproductive health and in utero and childhood development.

Marginalised and vulnerable people (e.g. lower socio-economic demographics; CALD

communities; people with pre-existing health conditions; people with disabilities) are

disproportionately impacted by air pollution and urban heat, which are associated with

higher risk o violent crime, domestic abuse, accidents and shortened attention spans

in children.

Air pollution has a negative impact on local economies. I a place can be made pleasant,

clean, cool and walkable it creates the oundation or a thriving local economy. Removing

the local sources o air pollution, such as motor vehicles and wood-red home heaters,

helps to support local economies.

Most sources of air pollution are also sources of carbon emissions, and action to reduce

them doubles as climate action. As climate change intensies extreme heat, it increases

air pollution (by creating more ground-level Ozone) and amplies the health impact o air

pollution (by decreasing the body’s ability to cope and disproportionately stressing already

vulnerable people).

Bushfres can have serious

impacts on air quality
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Air quality as a local issue

Urgent leadership is required

Air pollution is a serious issue for all Australians and it

requires leadership and collaboration at all levels if it is

to be eectively addressed.

The NSW government manages a state-o-the-art network

o air quality monitoring stations and is committed to

providing accurate and up-to-date inormation, and to

reducing the sources of air pollution.

In recent years, emerging smart sensor technologies have

enabled local governments to step up and show increasing

leadership on air quality. Armed with new data and insights,

councils are able to take a variety o eective actions to

improve air quality at the local level. Strategies include a

variety o policy and planning interventions that support

place-making, walkability, public transport, urban greening,

the removal o cars rom civic centres, and the removal o

wood-burning heaters, as well as participatory community

engagement, education and outreach.

Common air pollutants and their sources

Human Sources Natural Sources
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Particulate Matter

PM1
Very ne particulate

matter ≤1μm

PM2.5
Fine particulate

matter ≤2.5μm

PM10
Particulate matter

≤10μm

Gases

NO2 Nitrogen Dioxide

SO2 Sulphur Dioxide

CO Carbon Monoxide

O3

Ozone (ground-

level) Forms through

the reaction o NOx,

SOx, VOCs and heat

CO2 Carbon Dioxide

VOC
Volatile Organic

Compounds

Please note that onemicrometre (μm) is onemillionth o a meter (i.e., 1 μm = 1x10-6 m) and one nanometre (nm) is one billionth o a meter (i.e., 1 nm = 1x10-9 m).




