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existing lung disease.ò                existing lung disease.ò                
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INTRODUCTION  

 
The Tuggeranong Community Council (TCC) 

was formed in 1983 as an incorporated, volun-

tary, not for profit, non political, community 

based association. The TCC is formally recog-

nised as the peak community representative 

body in Tuggeranong representing the views 

and aspirations of local residents and organisa-

tions within Tuggeranong. The Council works 

for the improvement of facilities, services the 

general amenity  and the environment of the  

Tuggeranong Valley.  

 

Air Quality  

Tuggeranongôs overall air quality is good. 

However, in the cooler months of the year 

heavy clouds of wood smoke, generated by the 

burning of wood for domestic heating, choke 

many neighbourhoods. The problem is com-

pounded by regular weather inversions when a 

layer of cold air traps wood smoke. This, com-

bined with its topography turns the Tugger-

anong Valley into a natural cauldron with an 

increasing brew of toxic winter wood smoke 

pollution choking our neighbourhoods.  

Wood smoke is known to contain many of the 

same dangerous chemicals found in cigarette 

smoke and its impact on public health is well 

documented. Those at most risk from wood 

smoke pollution include the elderly, the young 

and those with existing heart and lung condi-

tions, many of whom are forced to remain in-

doors throughout winter on the advice of their 

doctors.  

 

In 2009 the Tuggeranong Community Council 

adopted a motion calling for the burning of 

wood for domestic heating to be banned in all 

built up areas of the Tuggeranong Valley by  

2016. It based its motion on concerns over the 

public health impact of wood smoke pollution 

and the effect wood smoke has on the general 

amenity of our neighbourhood environment. In 

the meantime the TCC believes more resources 

need to be directed into the Wood Heater Buy-

back Scheme and other programs to encourage 

residents to transfer to cleaner and more effi-

cient forms of heating. 

ñWood smoke causes health     

problems by choking our lungs. 

The most vulnerable are those with 

existing lung disease.ò                

Dr James Markos, Australian 

Lung Foundation 

ñWood smoke contains many      

different chemicals, some of which 

are toxic to humans. When these 

chemicals are inhaled they cause 

health problems in young children 

and the elderly, particularly those 

with respiratory (breathing) and 

cardiovascular (heart) illnesses.ò 

Environmental Protection       

Authority South Australia.   

Many neighbourhoods in the Tuggeranong Valley with a large number 

of wood burning fires suffer high to extremely high levels of winter 

wood smoke pollution.  
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The Situation 
Only 3.9% of Canberra households burn 

wood for domestic heating yet they are re-

sponsible for more than two thirds (67%) of 

Canberraôs PM10 air pollution and more 

than two thirds (67%) of Canberraôs poly-

cyclic aromatic hydrocarbon (PAH) air pol-

lution. Between 2004 and 2008 air pollution in 

Tuggeranong increased, on average, three fold 

in colder months. 

 

The TCC is concerned that despite years of 

education campaigns; 

 

a small number of householders con-

tinue to burn wood for domestic 

heating and are responsible for the 

vast majority of Canberraôs air pollu-

tion thereby damaging our suburban 

environment and having a serious 

impact on public health, 

 

many neighbourhoods in the Tugger-

anong Valley, with a high concentra-

tion of wood burning heaters, are 

known wood smoke hotspots and 

suffer high to extremely high levels 

of wood smoke pollution, 

 

many residents who suffer from a pre

-existing heart and/or lung condition 

are forced to remain indoors 

throughout winter due to high levels 

of wood smoke pollution in their 

neighbourhoods. They are warned by 

health professionals NOT to go out-

side in winter, 

 

many residents who are impacted by 

wood smoke pollution are forced to 

meet the cost of sealing all windows 

and doors to prevent wood smoke 

from entering their homes. Others 

are forced to keep windows and 

doors shut resulting in poor indoor 

air quality, 

 

many residents impacted by wood 

smoke pollution are reluctant to 

complain for fear of igniting a 

neighbourhood dispute. They suffer 

in silence, 

 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics reported in 2008 that only 3.9% of 

Canberra households burn wood for domestic heating.  

According to the Federal Governments' National Pollution Inventory 

(2007-08) the burning of wood for domestic heating is responsible for 

67% of Canberraôs PM10 air pollution.  

According to the Federal Governments' National Pollution Inventory 

(2007-08) the burning of wood for domestic heating is responsible for 

67% of Canberraôs PAH air pollution.  
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wood is becoming more expensive 

every year in Canberra and less ac-

cessible (currently average price 

$250 per tonne) 

 

to reduce heating bills, residents are 

burning wood obtained from the 

bush, our parks and reserves, rubbish 

timber (fence palings, crates and pal-

lets) and off-cuts from building sites, 

 

some residents also use their wood 

heaters as a domestic incinerator, 

 

public warnings not to use wood 

burning heaters (Donôt Light To-

night) are ignored by many residents, 

 

new wood burning heaters, promoted 

as being cleaner and more efficient, 

are being operated incorrectly and 

are just as polluting as older models, 

 

old wood burning heaters are being 

re-installed in garages, garden sheds, 

outdoor entertainment areas and even 

homes. 

 

despite having gas or electric heat-

ing, many residents are using wood 

heaters as a primary source of heat-

ing.  

 

 

 

 

 

Successive ACT Governments have relied on 

education on the proper use of wood heaters to 

reduce wood smoke pollution in the Tugger-

anong Valley. To some extent this has worked 

but a large number of wood heater owners con-

tinue to misuse their devices and are responsi-

ble for polluting our neighbourhoods and gen-

erating the vast majority of Canberraôs air pol-

lution. 

 

 

As wood becomes more expensive many residents are taking and burn-

ing wood from our parks and reserves, rubbish timber including old 

fence palings and wooden pallets and crates.  

The Health Promotion Journal of Australia (2005) estimated that each 

wood burning heater in Canberra added $8,306.00 to the annual ACT 

health bill.   

An average of air pollution (PM2.5) statistics for the period from 2004 

to 2008 shows that air pollution in Tuggeranong increases three fold 

in winter.  
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A Review  
 

While the TCC supports a review of current 

wood smoke education programs it believes 

any review must take into account what others 

are doing to combat wood smoke pollution and 

the experiences of other jurisdictions in Aus-

tralia and around the world. It should be 

pointed out that some of these reviews have 

found to a large extent that education on the 

proper use of wood heaters has NOT worked.  

 

What have others done ?  
 

Sydney 

Wood heaters have been banned in parts of 

Sydney including. Kuring-Gai Municipal 

Council banned wood heaters in the mid 

1990ôs and other north shore council followed 

suit. 

 

Launceston  

Launceston experiences similar high levels of 

wood smoke pollution to Canberra. A 30-

strong expert working party researched the 

problem, and recommended that emission stan-

dards for wood heaters should be lowered to as 

close to zero as possible, subsidies for electric-

ity should be introduced to encourage reduced 

dependence on wood heating, and because of 

the importance to health, recommended ban-

ning wood heaters if the wood smoke pollution 

could not be controlled within five years. A 

high-profile education campaign started In 

1997, when  the Commonwealth Government, 

in cooperation with the Tasmanian Govern-

ments, ran a television and radio campaign 

'Breathe the Benefits', supported with newspa-

per articles, pamphlets and 'fridge' magnets, 

aimed at putting across five simple points on 

correct wood heater operation (Schweizer 

1997).  Success was limited.  Although there 

was some increase in awareness of how to op-

erate heaters correctly, this had little effect on 

measured pollution levels. The key factor in 

reducing Launcestonôs pollution has been a 

reduction in the number of wood heaters.   Prof 

John Toddôs updated Wood smoke Reduction 

Handbook (May 2009) reports that the number 

of wood heaters is now down below 15% from 

a peak of 60% in 1993. 

 

 

Smoke from a wood burning also impacts on the health of those who 

live with one in their home. In many Tuggeranong homes a wood 

burning heater is a secondary form of heating.  

Winter wood smoke pollution over Gilmore and Chisholm in the   

Tuggeranong Valley.  

ACT planning regulations must be tightened and strengthened to avoid 

the problem of secondhand wood burning heaters being reinstalled in 

homes by a weekend handymen. 
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ñWood smoke pollution has a  

demonstrated impact on people's 

health, especially people who have 

existing lung or heart conditions 

such as asthma or angina. Wood 

smoke can also affect people's  

ability to enjoy their home and the 

outdoors.ò  Environment        

Protection Authority Victoria  

CSIRO study published in 2008 showed that 

measured emissions from the wood heaters that 

remain are still unacceptably high, averaging 

9.4 g/kg, implying that the average wood 

heater in Launceston emits about 50 kilograms 

of PM2.5, equivalent to PM2.5 emissions from 

more than 300 passenger cars, each driving 

15,000 km in the city.   

The families who volunteered for the CSIRO 

study appeared to take a great deal of time and 

trouble to operate heaters correctly.  For exam-

ple, there was no evidence heaters were 

ñallowed to smolder overnight; in contrast they 

appeared to be refueled periodically through-

outò.  It is believed that all the models were 

AS4013 certified, so the measured average of 

9.4 g/kg, implies that there is little hope of re-

ducing wood smoke, except by encouraging 

replacement of wood heaters with non-

polluting heating.  There is very little benefit in 

replacing old wood heaters with AS4013 mod-

els which, when operated by volunteers from a 

population that has been subject to numerous 

education campaigns, still average of 9.4 g/kg.    

 

Adelaide (Smoke Watch Report, Adelaide 

Hills, 2007) 

Adelaide Hills also chose ñsocial marketingò 

education over other measures.  Findings were: 

"In general the survey found that there was a 

reported increase in the use of efficient wood 

heater practices among residents in the Ade-

laide Hills (AH) area since the inception of the 

Smoke Watch program in 2006.  

However, despite this there continues to be a 

perception among residents that wood smoke is 

not a problem in the AH area and residents 

remain generally unconcerned about the nega-

tive impact of wood smoke in the area. Inter-

estingly, increases in the use of efficient wood 

heater practices were not reflected in the air 

monitoring results, where wood smoke levels 

remained generally consistent over the two 

winters."  

 

This again demonstrates that education, espe-

cially when there is no strong focus on the 

health effects of wood smoke, produces only 

marginal reductions in smoke levels. Most 

people understand the health effects of tobacco 

smoke.  Education programs that ñgo easyò on 

the health message are often understood to 

Wood smoke pollution affects the those with pre-existing heart and 

lung conditions, such as heart disease, asthma and the various forms 

of COPD.  

Second hand wood burning heaters are finding another life being      

reinstalled in homes, garages, outdoor entertainment areas and man 

sheds. 
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mean that wood smoke is nowhere near as 

harmful as tobacco smoke.   

In fact, The review by Naeher notes: ñOrganic 

extracts of ambient particulate matter (PM) 

containing substantial quantities of wood 

smoke are 30- fold more potent than extracts of 

cigarette smoke condensate in a mouse skin 

tumour induction assay (Cupitt et al., 1994)ò   

It is possible that education campaigns that ñgo 

easyò on the health message do more harm 

than good by giving the false impression that 

wood smoke is a lot less harmful than cigarette 

smoke. 

 

Christchurch, New Zealand  

Christchurch has a serious problem with its 

wintertime air quality. On a typical winter's 

night, 10 tonnes of particulates are produced, 

mostly by domestic heating, with only 4% at-

tributed to vehicles. On March 29, 2001, Envi-

ronment Canterbury councillors agreed to an 

air plan that would: 

 

phase out all solid fuel burning by 

2020 

ban open fires or new enclosed 

solid fuel burners from 2005 

ban existing enclosed solid fuel 

burners after 15 years of use (but 

not before 2010). 

 

The NZ Governmentôs Health and Air Pollu-

tion New Zealand (HAPINZ) study estimated 

the health costs of wood smoke pollution, 

which helped to justify the need for strict 

smoke-reductions policies.  New heaters with 

emissions ratings less than 1 g/kg are permitted 

only as replacements for more polluting mod-

els, with all models with ratings of more than 

1.5 g/kg to be phased out after 15 years use. 

 

Similar policies apply in other areas of NZ.  In 

Otago, those rated more than 1.5 g/kg to be 

removed by 1 Jan 2012; new heaters installed 

as replacements for more polluting models 

must be rated less than 0.7 g/kg.  Wood heaters 

are not permitted in new houses (which can be 

designed and insulated to a much higher so 

have much lower heating requirements than 

older houses). 

 

 

 

ñIndividuals should avoid burning 

wood in homes where less         

polluting heating alternatives are 

available.ò American Lung              

Association 

 

 

 

ñWood smoke produced from      

domestic heaters is an            

appropriate issue for public 

health regulation in regions 

such as the Tuggeranong Valley 

and Armidale in NSW.ò       

Australian Medical Associa-

tion, ACT Branch (Statement, 

July 2002)  

Wood smoke pollution is known to trigger asthma attacks and lead to 

hospitalisation.   

http://ehs.sph.berkeley.edu/krsmith/publications/2006%20pubs/JIT%20Woodsmoke2.pdf
http://www.orc.govt.nz/Portal.asp?contentid=1242&nextscreenid=201.102.103.101&categoryid=20&screenid=201.102.101.101&sessionx=384EE7A8-D570-400A-89B4-BA61A920F08B
http://www.orc.govt.nz/Portal.asp?contentid=1242&nextscreenid=201.102.103.101&categoryid=20&screenid=201.102.101.101&sessionx=384EE7A8-D570-400A-89B4-BA61A920F08B

