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1. Executive summary

The exposure to noxious pollutants imposed on members of the Morwell community as a result of
the 45 day Hazelwood Coal Mine Fire in February and March 2014 resulted in very obvious short-
term effects of ill health. Exposure resulted from either living or working or both, in affected areas.

The most common symptoms of ill health included respiratory problems, cough, sore and itchy eyes,
headaches and nausea. In some cases the health effects were more severe such as respiratory
difficulties and cardiac problems, which in some circumstances were an exacerbation of pre-existing
medical conditions.

The long-term health effects of the significant level of exposure of poor air quality warrants ongoing
health monitoring and at no expense to the individuals affected. Establishing a data base to
contemporaneously register and record health care needs and management of individuals will
enable proper monitoring of the health of the community and inform about the long-term health
effects of the mine fire.

During the fire crisis, some community members suffered varying degrees of ill health requiring a
range of health services including medical advice, medications, clinical investigation services and in
some cases hospitalisation. Whilst some of these services were provided free to the community,
some costs of treatment have been carried by the individuals affected.

The financial burden is an unfair impost and should be borne by the Victorian government, at least
until such time the question of liability is resolved. This includes bearing ongoing costs in the event
demand for treatment is required in the future as a result of exposure.

The Inquiry into the fire must consider the criticism from members of the public that the information
and communication about health risks and air quality was inadequate, particularly during the initial
stages of the emergency situation. The theme from many in the community was that the
government was slow to respond to the health needs of the community’, with confusion heightened
by the mismatch between the experience of ill health living and working in a community engulfed in
fumes and at the same time the Health Minister rejecting the calls to evacuate the community’.
Confusion about personal safety was understandable when health authorities provided the advice to
implement strategies to manage symptoms of ill health by reducing activity, seeking medical advice
and staying indoors and later for some citizens to relocate, yet maintained that there were no long-
term health risks®,

Both domestic and extensive international air pollution studies® such as World Health Organisation’s
International Agency for Research on Cancer, confirm the risks to health and compel the Victorian
government to acknowledge the high exposure levels of air pollution have exposed the community
to significant long-term health risks. Health monitoring and treatment measures are the
responsibility of government. Open and ongoing communication and education strategies must
occur to inform the community of the risks as well as education for health care workers who are and
will be providing care to the community.

1 ttp://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/backgroundbriefing/2014-03-23/5331252
2 http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/minister-rejects-fire-health-risk-20140223-33amd.html
: http://www.health.vic.gov.au/media/morwell-south-residents-advice-28-feb-2014.htm
4hrm://www.iarc.ff/en]media-centre/iarcnews]pdf{prz21 E.pdf
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The government must address the inequity of providing financial support to some members of the
community and not others. Health care card holders and pensioners were provided financial
assistance to relocate and assist with cleaning their houses whilst those ineligible for assistance had
to fund relocation themselves.

Many individuals of course were not able to relocate and get any relief from the oppressive
conditions due to a variety reasons including financial constraints, family and work commitments.

2. Introduction

The Victorian Branch of the Australian Nursing and Midwifery Federation [ANMF (Vic Branch)] has
over 69,000 members who are employed in the Health and Community Services Sector in Victoria.
They are employed in a range of settings as registered nurses and / or midwives, enrolled nurses and
personal care workers. Members’ workplaces include public and private health organisations, such
as acute hospitals, rehabilitation services, mental health services, residential aged care facilities,
community health centres, local government authorities, private industry, general practitioner
services, department of education and early childhood development, nursing agencies and a variety
of other organisations.

The ANMF (Vic Branch) is concerned and advocates for public and workplace policy that is in the
interests of the health and wellbeing of its members, as an occupational entitlement, as well as
matters that affect the environmental health of the broader community.

The ANMF {Vic Branch) welcomes the state government’s initiative to appoint a Board of Inquiry into
the Hazelwood Coal Mine Fire and the opportunity to contribute to specified matters outlined,
including the adequacy and effectiveness of the response to the Hazelwood Coal Mine Fire which is
the focus of our submission.

The submission is informed by the information gathered from the spectrum of media reporting,
media releases from non-government environmental agencies, Victorian government statements
and bulletins, Environment Protection Authority website and news bulletins during the 45 day fire as
well as the information provided to us from members. The primary source of the information has
been gathered from a survey distributed to our members living in the area, of which 146 Victorian
Branch members responded (a completion rate of 21%) (Appendix 1).

3. ANMF (Vic Branch) survey summary (Appendix 2)

{Note the attached summary of the responses received provide sample comments only in order to
maintain confidentiality of respondents.)

The collated survey results from members living and working in Morwell and the Latrobe Valley
revealed the majority of respondents, over 60%, experienced adverse health effects.

The most commaonly identified signs and symptoms of ill health related to respiratory, cardiac,
nosebleeds, nausea, headaches, sore / itchy eyes, cough, productive cough, hypertension and

mental health issues. A further cohort experienced a range of other health problems including
disrupted sleep, itchy skin, sinusitis, sore throat, ear infection, gastric upset, stress, fatigue and
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mental health issues. The vast majority of sufferers experienced a combination of symptoms of ill
health during the period.

In addition, respondents, when asked if they had any pre-existing health issues that were
exacerbated during the crisis, reported worsening of medical conditions such as asthma, hay fever,
eczema, cardiac condition, diabetes and hypertension, sinusitis, cough, migraines, depression,
neuralgia and auto-immune disease.

Over 25% of those who experienced ill health sought medical attention primarily from a general
practitioner as well as hospital attendance, community health centre and nurse on call. Medical
attendance resulted in a range of services from hospital admissions and in one instance repeated
presentations to the emergency department as well as clinical investigations such as chest X-ray and
the dispensing of medications.

The spectrum of management of symptoms ranged from requiring time away from work on sick
leave to self management of symptoms without absenteeism.

The pro-active management of symptoms as well as those experienced by family members was
assisted in some cases by relocating to places where the air quality was not affected by the mine
fire. Most of those who relocated did so either for day trips or for short periods of time, such as a
weekend or on rostered days off, to gain some respite from the burden of feeling unwell as well as
relief from the ever present smell and taste of ash and fumes in the air. Most of those who elected
to temporarily absent themselves from their homes incurred a financial cost. For most survey
respondents, the cost impost was unsustainable for periods of time beyond 2-4 days. Some
members reported they were unable to relocate due to financial constraints. Also short bursts away
were slotted in to fit in with employment arrangements. Employment in some cases meant a
resumption of exposure to the health risks associated with the pollutants and the particulate matter
causing poor air quality form the fire.

4. Response to the Board’s specified matter number 4
The adequacy and effectiveness of the response to the Hazelwood Coal Mine Fire by:
i The owner, operator and licensee of the Hazelwood Coal Mine:

The speculation about attributing responsibility is a matter of public interest to be resolved by the
Inquiry. The owner and operator of the Hazelwood mine was largely absent from public scrutiny and
provided limited comment’. There remains uncertainty about questions of accountability® and
compliance with regulations, corporate responsibility and the role of government in regulating the
coal mine’s health and safety functions requires resolution’. These questions can best be resolved by
the Independent Inquiry.

The measures taken in respect of the health and well-being of the affected communities by:

< http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/sorry-hazelwood-coalmine-owner-says-it-has-nothing-to-hide-20140303-340gr.html
& http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-02-27/mine-operator-may-be-asked-to-pay-for-morwell-fire /5289314

’ http://www.smh.com.au/business/coalmine-fires-and-other-disasters-predicted-by-state-government-report-20140502-
37Icj.html
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fv. Informing the affected communities of the Hazelwood Coal Mine Fire and about its known
effects and risks; and
V. Responding to those effects on, and risks to, the affected communities.

The question of satisfaction with the health updates provided to the community generated a mixed
response from the ANMF (Vic Branch) survey, ranging from satisfaction with the content and the
efficiency of information, including from the EPA and CFA, to the majority view that infermation was
insufficient, inconsistent and without detail.

Many respondents identified themes of dissatisfaction including that the health updates did not
provide all the information about health risks, consistent and regular information particularly in the
first weeks was not available and that other information sources were not used, such as social
media.

Some example comments from the survey:

Question 15: How satisfied were you with the health updates provided to the community? (Provide
details) ‘

Comment 1 | think they were timely, and informed people of what was happening. Also offering
places to get health checks or escape from the smoke.

Comment 2 Not satisfied at all. | am a fit and healthy person who suffered ill-effects for 8
weeks. | don't think the EPA monitored the air pollution appropriately, the
pollutants in the air were so strong they burnt my airways, yet the air quality would
be reported as 'very good'. The messages to leave or stay were mixed and there
was confusion over what we should do to keep our family safe.

Comment 3 Not at all. Not enough factual information about the health effects or explanation
to the real symptoms people were experiencing. Just telling the public "you may
experience respiratory symptoms" is not enough information.

Comment 4 Very basic and repetitive from the media. Was good to receive information from
other informants ie facebook groups who seemed to have a more honest account
of what was happening. Reporting there are no long-term affects was not accurate
when they have no idea. Would have preferred honesty not just government
jargon.

In addition, survey respondents provided suggestions for improving the assistance that could be
provided by the government. These suggestions included broadening the spectrum of
communication channels including social media, more detail and authenticity about the information
provided and improved support for the broader community including financial support. Importantly,
the community expressed the need for a quicker and more pro-active response by the government
and the EPA in reporting detail about the air quality, including the exposure risks, to give confidence
that all steps were being taken to honestly engage with the community.

Question 16: What information and assistance would you like to have received? (Provide details)

Comment 1 | think that any information should be given as soon as practicably possible so that
residents who are in possible danger (not from fire) but from the smoke and ash
have an educated understanding. Assistance should also be provided for as quickly
as possible too, because a lot of assistance became available after the peak had
been reached and the amount of ash / smoke was subsiding.
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Comment 2 More honest information with greater detail for persons living in and around area.
More assistance for those that are not on health care cards, there is a whole in-
between class that are being missed because they don't have these cards,
Especially with the clean up process. Assistance for smaller businesses. How come
posties were stopped from their deliveries yet the residents throughout Morwell
then had to go out in the air to the mail centre to collect mail. The smell was
disgusting and | don't even live in Morwell.

Comment 3 More info about plan for monitoring of long-term health effects of exposure in the
future, especially for pregnant women and children.
Comment 4 I would have liked the hospital that | work in to turn off the air conditioner or

provide extractors as our ward filled with smoke often and the patients’ and staffs’
health issues were exacerbated...

Comment 5 | would have liked an immediate response to the question of the health effects
from the fumes and ash, and any long-term effect that we may be exposed to. |
found that the answers from the health department were not really answering
community concerns and no real decision was made until after 2 weeks. I think in
terms of assistance | believe everyone should have been entitled to emergency
assistance, we may earn more but that doesn’t mean we have savings to use during
an environmental emergency, my family had to use money that had should of paid
the bills in order for us to leave just for the 8 days we were gone. We pay our taxes
just like lower income earner.

5. Other

The uncertainty and preoccupation of the health risks that the community is now faced with
warrants thorough attention by the government. All those exposed require ongoing monitoring and
particularly citizens identified as having a greater exposure to risk such as children, the elderly,
people with existing health problems and pregnant women.

Air pollution can affect the developing foetus via maternal exposure. Studies have shown a
correlation between maternal exposure to air poliution, and pre-term birth, low birth weight and
intra-uterine growth restriction. In addition, a longstanding line of evidence 8 suggests that exposure
to harmful levels of air pollutants accrued during sensitive periods of organ development may
predispose an individual to developing certain cardiovascular pathologies in adulthood.

It is critical that the government implement longtitudinal studies to monitor the long-term effects on
children born to mothers who were exposed to the pollution. The length of time or the proximity to
the site of the pollutant is not a key determinant of the likelihood of side effects in the child .
Maternal and child health nurses employed by shire councils will have an important role to play in
this work and councils should be resourced accordingly to provide this health service.

In addition, the Inquiry should not overlock that exposure to health risks occurred in the course of
undertaking work as employees. In the case of the nursing and midwifery workforce employed in a
range of workplace settings including public health services, local government, GP practice and

®Ea rly Life Exposure to Air Pollution: How Bad is is? - http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC352 7658/
* Maternal exposure to nitrogen dioxide during pregnancy and offspring birth weight: comparison of two exposure models

- http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20472526
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private hospitals and aged care providers, options for alternate work arrangements during the crisis
were not possible.

Whilst it is acknowledged the situation imposed on the community was in part out of employers’
control, exploration of possible measures taken to mitigate the adverse health effects experienced
by employees required to provide care to the community in the course of their ordinary
employment is of interest for future planning.

6. Conclusion

The public health issue of ensuring safe air quality is a fundamental responsibility of government.
Implicit in that responsibility is the unquestionable provision of appropriate health and safety
measures to avoid risk of ill health for citizens. Any risk that arises demands proper and
comprehensive health and financial support to all those exposed.

In addition, the government' s exposure to risk for liability warrants proper examination and
recommendations regarding corporate responsibility to citizens’ health and government regulation
and protection. Integral to examining the role of business and government is the question of
appropriateness for the coal industry to be supported in operating its industry in close proximity to
the community.

7. Recommendations

1. Ongoing access to health programs and services for members of the community exposed to
the health risks associated with the coal mine fire.

2. Development and maintenance of a data base to record the detail of health services already
provided as well as future services to members of the community and to enable ongoing
monitoring of the health of individuals and thereby providing information focussing on a
contemporaneous rather than a retrospective study.

3. Government to implement longtitudinal studies to monitor the long-term effects on children
born to mothers who were exposed to the pollution.

4, Re-crediting of industrial entitiements such as sick leave when taken as a result of illness
caused by the work environment and occupational exposure.

5. Employers to encourage and provide the opportunity for employees exposed to poor air
quality in the course of their employment to complete incident reports to ensure no
disadvantage if there is a need to access legislative rights.

6.  Education and training for nurses and midwives and other health professionals about health
risks from exposure to high levels of air pollutants to enable proper support to the community
in the delivery of health programs and clinical management.

7. Victorian government adopts the practice of informing Victorian communities of the exact
nature of risks to health, based on evidence of health studies, rather than the current practice
of issuing advisory warnings only.
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8.  Financial compensation to those who suffered from exposure to the poor and toxic air quality
as a consequences of the mine fire for:

i. Relocation costs, including any temporary relocation for relief from the poor air quality
and symptoms of ill health experienced by individuals and families either self-initiated
or as a result of medical advice.

ii. Any costs associated with GP visits, hospital admissions, other health services.
iii. Pharmaceuticals purchased to treat adverse health effects from environmental

pollution.

iv. Clean-up costs relating house / property / tank water / any other relevant associated
costs.

V. Veterinarian costs for livestock and pets.

9. Ongoing financial support for medical and related expenses as a result of exposure to health
risks associated with fire.

10. Government commitment in future to provide equity of opportunity for all members of the
community to access financial support for all related expenses as a result of coal industry
environmental disaster, including relocation costs irrespective of whether the decision is
based on medical advice or an independent decision to self-manage health and safety.

11. Areview of the state government’s emergency information processes including:

i. Expand media distribution mediums to ensure maximum access to all members of the
community.
ii. Content of information that includes clear and accurate updates about health risks and
services available.
iii. Co-ordination of regular and consistent information.
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8. Appendices

Appendix 1
ANMEF (Vic Branch) Questionnaire — Hazlewood Coal Mine Fire

Appendix 2
Sample summary of responses to Questionnaire — Hazelwood Coal Mine Fire
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Questionnaire - Hazelwood Coal Mine Fire Page 1 of 3

Questionnaire - Hazelwood Coal Mine
Fire

Questionnaire for Members who may be affected by the Hazelwood Coal Mine Fire:
This questionnaire relates to the 45 days in February and March 2014 when the fire at the
Hazelwood Coal mine resulted in generating smoke, fumes, ash and toxins in the town of

Morwell and surrounding areas.

Are you a resident of Morwell or Latrobe Valley?
) Yes
) No

Do you work in Morwell / Latrobe Valley / other?
) Morwell

) LaTrobe valley
{H) Other

If other, please specify:

Where do you work / which health service do you work in?

Are you a:

Nurse

] Midwife
"] PCA

What is your area of practice?

Did you experience any adverse health effects?
@ Yes

https://anmf.wufoo.eu/forms/questionnaire-hazelwood-coal-mine-fire/ 12/05/2014



Questionnaire - Hazelwood Coal Mine Fire Page 2 of 3

iy No

If yes, what health effects did you have:
Respiratory

Cardiac

Nose bleeds

Nausea

Headaches

Sore/ itchy eyes

Cough/ productive cough
Hypertension

Mental health issues
Other

COO0OSCQo0o@BEOnn

If other, please specify:

Do you have any pre-existing health issues that were exacerbated during this time?
@ Yes
3 No

If yes, please specify:

Did you require additional medical assistance during the fire?
@ Yes
3 No

If yes: what medical assistance did you require eg GP, hospital, community health centre, nurse
on call?

https://anmf.wufoo.ew/forms/questionnaire-hazelwood-coal -mine-fire/ 12/05/2014



Questionnaire - Hazelwood Coal Mine Fire Page 3 of 3

Did you have family members that suffered health effects?
@ Yes

O No

Did you or your family relocate for all or anytime during the fire?
@ Yes

® No

If yes, please provide details

How satisfied were you with the health updates provided to the community? (Provide details)

What information and assistance would you iike to have received? (Provide details)

https://anmf.-wufoo.eu/forms/questionnaire-hazelwood-coal-mine-fire/ 12/05/2014
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