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About the Climate and Health Alliance 

The Climate and Health Alliance (CAHA) is a national alliance of organisations and people in 

the health sector who work together to raise awareness about the health risks of climate change 

and the health benefits of emissions reductions.  

CAHA‟s members recognise that health care stakeholders have a particular responsibility to the 

community in advocating for public policy that will promote and protect human health. 

The membership of the Climate and Health Alliance includes a broad cross section of the health 

sector with over 20 organisational members, representing health care professionals from a 

range of disciplines, health care service providers, institutions, academics, researchers, and 

consumers.  

The Climate and Health Alliance has a committee of management to guide its work, and an 

expert advisory committee with senior health and climate researchers to ensure the positions of 

the Alliance reflect an evidence-based approach. 

For more information about the membership and governance of the Climate and Health 

Alliance, please see Appendix A. For further information see www.caha.org.au 

Overview 

The Climate and Health Alliance will make a brief submission in response to the Draft Energy 

White Paper addressing the following issues: 

 Australia‟s energy supply and its impact on human health 

 Energy policy in the context of the national interest – specifically in relation to health and 

wellbeing 

 The need for future energy systems to serve the interests of the whole community 

 Policies needed for healthy sustainable energy systems    

Key points 

1. Current energy systems in Australia are posing serious risks to health and contribute to 

emissions growth and subsequent climate change 

2. Australia is well positioned to make a transition to a clean renewable energy future from 

which it can benefit economically  

3. Energy policy must be developed cognisant of the broader consequences of energy 

choices and consistent with the best interests of all Australians 

4. A comprehensive suite of polices are needed, in addition to a price on carbon, to 

develop a healthy, safe, sustainable energy future for Australia  

  

http://www.caha.org.au/


Introduction 

The development of energy policy in Australia leads to many consequent outcomes, many of 

which are unappreciated by the energy industry, but which have significant impacts on the 

Australian community, the national economy, and for foreign policy. 

Current approaches to energy policy development, including those foreshadowed in the Draft 

Energy White Paper, do not consider broader social, economic and national security dimensions 

of the perverse consequences of energy policy that lead to harm to human health and damage 

the Earth‟s biosphere, and put Australia‟s economic and national security at risk.   

It is in relation to these issues that CAHA, as a body made up of health professionals, health 

researchers, health care service providers, health policy advocates and health care consumers, 

seeks to make a contribution to the development of future energy policy in Australia.  

Our current energy systems are harming our health 

Current energy systems in Australia are posing serious risks to health and contribute to 

emissions growth and climate change. 

The burning of coal for electricity generation and other fossil fuels for transport poses serious 

direct risks to human health.  

The Energy White Paper refers to Australia‟s demonstrated energy reserves of thermal coal   

that it suggests can “sustain current production levels beyond 2100”. This assertion appears to 

completely ignore the enormous currently externalised costs associated with fossil fuel 

combustion, particularly coal, and assumes that since reserves exists that they must be 

extracted. 

Ill health and deaths associated with fossil fuel use is costing the community billions of dollars 

annually from respiratory, cardiovascular and nervous system diseases caused by exposure to 

the extraction, transportation and combustion of coal, oil and gas. Air pollutants account for a 

huge proportion of the health costs, contributing to: respiratory diseases such as asthma and 

lung cancer; cardiovascular diseases which lead to heart attacks; while mercury contributes to 

developmental delay and permanently reduced intellectual capacity in exposed children.1  

Heavy metals and carcinogens released during the processing of coal also contaminate water 

and food sources which can lead to long term health problems. In addition, the mining of coal 

exposes workers and local communities to dangerous coal dust, and it is a dangerous 

occupation in terms of health and safety.  

Research from Europe published in the prestigious medical journal The Lancet estimates that 

24 people die for every TWh of coal combusted, from the harmful effects of the airborne 
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particulates, nitrogen oxide, and toxic metals such as mercury and lead released.2 The 

International Energy Agency estimates that more than 7,500TWh of coal were burnt for 

electricity generation in 2009.3  

A recent study from the Harvard Medical School estimates the economic, health and 

environmental costs of the life cycle of coal is costing the US public a third to one half of a trillion 

dollars annually.4  

The Harvard study looked at the lifecycle costs of coal, including mining, transport, processing 

and combustion, which are not accounted for by the coal industry and the costs for which fall 

onto the rest of the community in increased health costs, injuries, illnesses and deaths.  

This study found if the estimated health and environmental costs of coal were included in the 

price of coal-fired electricity it would double or triple its cost, and make safer renewable energy 

generation cost competitive.  

A recent study published in American Economic Review found that the gross external damages 

(largely from increased deaths) caused by coal fired power generation in the US amounted to 

$53 billion annually. Even more significantly, it demonstrated coal is costing the US economy 

more than the industry generates.5 

This latter study arrived at a lower estimate of the external costs of coal combustion than the 

Harvard study due to lower estimates of air pollution damages, as well as significant differences 

in their assumptions of the cost of climate impacts.6 Despite this, both studies firmly conclude 

that due to the externalisation of health and climate costs, the true cost of coal is not reflected in 

its current price. Stricter regulation and a cost that reflects these damages would therefore 

benefit the economy.7  

 

Somewhat outdated estimates put the health damage from Australian coal-fired power stations 

for the Australia community at $A2.6 billion annually. Together with estimates of health damage 

from fossil fuel powered transport emissions, this amounts to an annual health bill of almost $6 

billion for Australian taxpayers as well as contributing to thousands of deaths each year.8 

 

The huge contribution of coal-fired power generation to global warming and the strong evidence 

of its significant detrimental effects on human health must mean that the coal for power 

generation should rapidly decline.   
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Nor does gas offer a panacea for Australia‟s emissions woes: market pressure for a shift to 

conventional fossil gas as an energy source to replace coal and claims that gas is “clean 

energy” should be viewed with caution. There is emerging evidence that the emissions from gas 

are much higher than reported levels, with a recent paper indicating gas accounts for 40% of 

anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions in the US.9 New methods for evaluating methane 

emissions from gas have produced a two fold increase in reported emissions from the gas 

industry in the US.10 In addition, gas from shale deposits is estimated to have a higher 

greenhouse signature than coal.11  

The Energy White Paper refers to one of the objectives of the Australian Energy Market 

Agreement (AEMA) between the Australian, state and territory governments as 

“increasing the penetration of natural gas as a way to lower energy costs, improve services and 

reduce greenhouse gas emissions”.12 In light of concerns around emissions from gas, this 

should be reviewed, and replaced with an emphasis on renewable energy. 

Continuing to rely on fossil fuel powered transport is similarly harmful to health, with air pollution 

killing more people each year in Australia than the road toll.13 Given these health impacts, and 

with peak oil fast approaching, or possibly already past, Australia should be preparing an energy 

policy that is post-oil, or at least begins to prepare Australians for a severely constrained oil 

future.14 

The increasing difficulty in accessing conventional fossil fuels such as oil and gas is leading to 

an explosion in exploration for unconventional energy resources, including coal seam gas.  

Coal seam gas carries potentially significant human health and environmental impacts, with 

many risks currently unexplored. If the industry continues to expand at its current rate, it is 

estimated there will be 40,000 gas wells in Australia using 300Gl of water and creating 31 

million tonnes of salt waste over the next two decades.15 
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Very few of the chemicals used in coal seam gas mining have been evaluated for their safety 

with respect to human health.16  

Some of the chemicals used in coal seam gas mining are associated with hormonal disruption, 

effects on fertility and reproductive systems and implicated in the development of cancer.17 

Other chemicals are associated with damage to kidneys, and harm to the nervous system as 

well as respiratory and cardiovascular risks.18 There are also serious concerns about water 

quality and harm to underground aquifers from coal seam gas mining, as well as serious climate 

implications from large qualities of fugitive emissions of methane during coal seam gas mining, 

one of the most powerful of the greenhouse gases.19  

The harm to human health from fossil fuels extends well beyond its immediate health impacts, 

with climate change posing serious risks to health – and the timeframe for taking effective action 

rapidly dwindling. 

The International Energy Agency has warned that the world has just five years to dramatically 

alter the way it uses energy, and that unless we stop investing in fossils fuels and begin the 

wide-scale and rapid deployment of renewable energy technology, we will lose the opportunity 

to prevent irreversible climate change.20 

"The door is closing," Fatih Birol, chief economist at the International Energy Agency, said in 

November 2011. "I am very worried - if we don't change direction now on how we use energy, 

we will end up beyond what scientists tell us is the minimum [for safety]. The door will be closed 

forever." 

Clean green energy systems will secure a healthier future 

Australia is well positioned to make a transition to a clean renewable energy future from which it 

can benefit economically. 

Australia has abundant renewable energy resources that are the envy of the world. A 2010 

report from Geoscience Australia and the Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource 

Economics (ABARE) confirms Australia has a very large and widely distributed renewable 

resource base, which includes wind, solar, bioenergy, geothermal, wave and tide as well as 

hydro resources.21 
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According to this report, Australia's wind resources are “among the best in the world, primarily 

located in western, south-western, southern and south-eastern coastal regions but extending 

hundreds of kilometers inland”.  

Our solar resources are also unparalleled: Australia has the highest average solar radiation per 

square metre than any other continent.22 The amount of the Sun's energy falling on Australia in 

one day is equal to half the total annual energy required by the whole world.23  

Despite these abundant energy resources, Australia has failed to capitalise on securing 

our energy future by investing in technologies to harvest the clean, renewable, (and free) 

energy provided by sun and the wind and the waves.  

Veteran environmentalist David Suzuki recently lambasted Australians for our lack of investment 

in renewable technologies, telling the Fairfax media in February 2012: ''You've got something 

Canadians would kill for called sunlight, and you have to look hard in Sydney or Melbourne for a 

solar panel anywhere. You shouldn't be heating any water in Sydney with electricity. It should all 

be heated by sunlight. The fact that Australia has this incredible natural capital and is not using 

it is absolutely ludicrous.''24 

The Zero Carbon Australia 2020 Plan developed by the Melbourne Energy Institute (MEI) and 

research consultancy Beyond Zero Emissions (BZE) in 2010 demonstrates that not only does 

Australia have sufficient non-fossil renewable energy resources to power its entire stationary 

energy sector, but shows the transition to 100% renewable energy is affordable and can be 

accomplished in a short time frame.  

This is supported by research from Stanford University that shows that the world could be 

powered entirely with renewable energy within 20-40 years, using technology that is available 

today and at a cost comparable to that of conventional, fossil-fuel-based energy.25 Like the 

MEI/BZE report, the Stanford modelling uses wind and solar as the predominant resources, 

finding that the barriers to the implementation of policy to deliver this scenario are not 

technological or financial but social and political.26 

Despite the claims of detractors from the fossil fuel sector, as identified in the 2010 report on 

renewable energy by the Australian Academy of Science, reliable renewable energy 

technologies such as wind and solar are commercially available right now for electricity 

generation.27 Wind can achieve of capacity factor of up to 50% in Australian conditions, and 

solar thermal can provide base load power due to its ability to store power for up to 16 hours. 
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A landmark study published in The Lancet in 2009 found there are significant health gains 

possible from decarbonising electricity generation.28  

The health gains possible are large: a 2010 study from the University of Wisconsin evaluated 

the health co-benefits associated with improvement in air quality from strategies to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions at an average benefit of $50 per ton of CO2 avoided.29 

A 2010 report from Europe found the European Union could save €80 billion a year in health 

costs from cutting emissions through moving to cleaner energy systems.30  

The Acting Now for Better Health report found that improvement in air quality from moving to 

cleaner energy systems would deliver significant improvements in population health and lead to 

more productive workplaces. These benefits are considered to be “only a small proportion of 

overall health benefits arising from climate policies”, as this report focuses only on the health 

impacts of reducing several air pollutants (fine particles, NOx and SO2), nor did it account for 

the direct benefits of reducing climate change.  

The above evidence demonstrates the harm being caused by an energy policy that privileges 

and prioritises fossil fuels at the expense of human health and a clean renewable energy 

industry in Australia.  

Shifting to clean renewable energy systems is better for health, and can save billions of 

dollars annually in avoided ill health and productivity gains. 

Wind and solar power in particular offer viable, clean, healthy and safe energy options for 

Australia. Despite claims to the contrary, wind power does not pose health risks, with over 17 

international reviews concluding that there is no credible peer reviewed scientific evidence that 

demonstrates a direct causal link between wind turbines and adverse health impacts in 

people.31 While a small number of people do claim adverse effects, these effects are generally 

related to annoyance, while an income from turbines is demonstrated to provide a “protective 

effect” against annoyance and/or health symptoms.32  

Our national energy strategy should be focused on preparing Australians for that transition. In 

addition to developing the policy settings to incentive clean energy and discourage harmful and 

polluting energy technologies, this requires public engagement and education regarding the 

current implications of our energy supply systems to counter the misinformation from the 

industry regarding the inability of renewables to supply our energy needs.  
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Policy to encourage renewables needs to start with removal of perverse policy incentives such 

as existing subsidies to fossil fuels, but must include positive incentives to bring forward 

investment in renewable energy infrastructure development as well as hasten the innovation 

process by supporting and investing in research and development initiatives. 

Energy policy has broad social, economic and security implications 

Energy policy must be developed cognisant of the broader consequences of energy choices 

and consistent with the best interests of all Australians. 

There are currently no mechanisms in place in Australia to evaluate and reflect the social costs 

of carbon. 

There are also serious economic risks in failing to plan for a low carbon future for Australia. At 

present Australia‟s energy policy assumes an ongoing and expanding market for coal exports. 

However recent reports suggesting that China intends to cap coal energy consumption by 2015 

have serious economic implications for Australia.33  

In contrast to the claims that Australia‟s economy is threatened by a carbon price, it is more 

likely that Australia faces serious economic risks by “persisting with an economy not structured 

for a carbon-constrained future”, say analysts at Melbourne‟s Grattan Institute.34 

Energy policy matters to investors: large global financial investors are looking for national 

energy policy choices that will facilitate investment in the new global green economy based on 

clean renewable energy resources.  

A recent report on Investment Grade Climate Change Policy from an international group of 285 

investors with global assets worth more than $20 trillion, says “massive investment in low 

carbon energy is required” with investors calling for greater certainty with respect to climate and 

energy policy initiatives in order to facilitate private sector investment in low carbon industries.35 

The global market for renewables is growing rapidly, with $251 billion invested globally in clean 

energy in 2011, 36 which followed a 32% rise in green energy investments worldwide in 2010.37 

Unless Australia begins to position itself to take advantage of the new low carbon economy, and 

begins to stimulate serious investment in renewable energy, we risk further entrenching a 

twentieth century fossil fuel based economy that creates serious carbon liability for Australia in 

both economic and foreign policy contexts.   
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Together with the possibility of declining revenue from fossil fuel exports in coming decades, a 

failure to prepare for petroleum scarcity has the potential to lead to serious economic 

consequences for Australia.  

Australia's reliance on imported oil for industry and transport makes it vulnerable to economic 

shocks from rapidly rising oil prices. Our society depends on oil for many basic products and 

services, including healthcare, making it extremely vulnerable to oil price and supply shocks. 

Global oil production has not risen in the last six years, despite increasing demand and an 

expanding global population.38  

This energy white paper should be considering how Australia will prepare for and manage the 

risks of peak oil and declining global supply.  

By 2015, it is anticipated that Australia will be importing 80% of its oil, and 95% of current 

transport options rely on oil.  

The Australian Government Bureau of Infrastructure, Transport and Regional Economics 

anticipates a global decline in oil production by 2017, the resulting task of replacing oil from 

2017 described as "challenging to most economies around the world".39 

It is therefore unclear what has given rise to the confidence displayed in the Energy White 

Paper in relation to liquid fuels that “no immediate major strategic policy challenges for the 

sector are evident”.40 

A recent report from the University of Oxford and the University of Washington, published in the 

journal, Nature, has argued prospects for future economic growth rest on the ability of 

governments to wean societies off fossil fuels.41  

Energy scarcity associated with diminishing fossil fuel resources as well as a decline in the 

social licence of fossil fuel use may lead to national and international security problems 

associated with pressure on personal and state and national budgets.42 A failure to cut 

emissions has been identified as a potential international security threat, with nations that fail to 

mitigate likely to drive political tensions nationally and internationally.43 

A positive example of oil risk planning is demonstrated by the recent work of the City of Stirling 

in Western Australia. The City‟s „Oil Risk Strategy‟ recognises that “supplies of oil are fast 

running out, and as they do oil prices will rise steeply, with the price of all the things that depend 
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on it rising as well”. The plan anticipates the need to and urgency of “reducing, and eventually 

eliminating, the dependence of residents, businesses and the City on crude oil”.44 

This kind of preparedness to manage the risk of peak oil is notably absent in the Australian 

Government Energy White Paper – peak oil is scarcely referred to.45  

While the US and Canada are currently making significant investments to extract oil from 

unconventional sources such as tar sands and shale deposits, these activities are particularly 

energy intensive and environmentally destructive as well as carrying health risks.46 

The carbon liability and health consequences associated with Australia's energy supply 

systems mean that a rapid transition away from fossil fuels is necessary to protect health 

and reduce the economic impost of health and social damages.  

The unwillingness of Australian governments to tackle the social and long-term economic risks 

associated with the nation‟s dependence on fossil fuels is demonstrably linked to the power and 

influence of fossil fuel companies.47 

It is time however the Australian Government acknowledged the adverse health and social and 

economic consequences of a fossil fuel based economy in a carbon constrained world, and 

began to act in the interests of its citizens in preparing for a transition to a low then zero 

emissions economy, to protect the health and wellbeing of the community now and to secure 

that of coming generations.  

Both the cost of local impacts (such as the long-run social and environmental costs of resource 

exploitation) and global impacts (such as contribution to climate change through carbon 

emissions) should ideally be included in resource pricing. Without accurate pricing to reflect the 

full cost of resource use, it is likely that unsustainable decisions regarding resource use will 

continue. 

As stated in the latest Global Risk Assessment: “Both the cost of local impacts (such as the 

long-run social and environmental costs of resource exploitation) and global impacts (such as 

contribution to climate change through carbon emissions) should ideally be included in resource 

pricing. Without accurate pricing to reflect the full cost of resource use, it is likely that 

unsustainable decisions regarding resource use will continue.”48 
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Clean, healthy and sustainable: policy for the 21st century  

Energy policy must be developed cognisant of the broader consequences of energy choices 

and consistent with the best interests of all Australians. 

Fossil fuels are causing harm and must be phased out. Industry policy decisions that deliver 

perverse and negative social outcomes have no place in the strategic directions of a „clever 

country‟ in the 21st century.  

The mining, burning, and combustion of fossil fuels for energy production no longer has 

scientific validation to support it as a sound policy decision, nor does it have a social license to 

continue.  

From the perspective of health stakeholders, the Climate and Health Alliance asserts that there 

is sufficient grounds of the basis of protecting human health to ban the further development of 

coal-fired power generation and for governments to take steps to introduce taxes to correct the 

failure of markets to include the externalised costs of power generation with incentives to 

encourage technologies that do not cause harm. 

The Climate and Health Alliance is concerned by assertions in the Energy White Paper that 

current policy interventions that were developed in the absence of a carbon price are “adding  

unnecessary costs to energy bills and creating investment‐distorting complexities in energy 

markets”.  

This is misleading, as the current and foreshadowed increases in electricity prices have more to 

do with the declining electricity distribution infrastructure and regulatory weaknesses than cost 

pressures from the carbon price. As pointed out in the recent Garnaut review, “recent electricity 

price increases have mainly been driven by increases in the costs of transmission and 

distribution” and “the increase associated with a carbon price is in fact smaller than recent 

increases”.49 

The introduction of a price on carbon is an important contribution to climate and energy policy in 

Australia. However it is manifestly inadequate on its own to bring about the necessary 

transformation of our energy systems to sources of renewable energy required to reduce the 

health and climate risks associated with fossils fuels.  

However the Energy White Paper seeks that all levels of government agree “not to introduce 

new measures that are non‐complementary”.50 

The carbon price should not be used as an excuse not to introduce any further measures to 

reduce emissions – as is acknowledged in most low carbon strategies around the world, a 
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comprehensive suite of policies is necessary in addition to a price on carbon to drive emissions 

reductions.51  

The floor level of the carbon price foreshadowed in the cap and trade system is too low to make 

other renewable sources of energy cost competitive with fossil fuels. A range of other policy 

mechanisms is needed to stimulate wider deployment of renewable energy technologies, many 

of which would be cost competitive if it were not for the generous subsidies being paid to 

support fossil fuels and the failure to reflect the currently externalised health and climate costs in 

the price of fossil fuels such as coal, oil and gas.   

Policies that have been demonstrated to effectively stimulate a transition to renewable energy 

include the feed-in tariff, successfully used in Germany to deliver its 2020 renewable energy 

target ten years ahead of schedule. 

Other important policy tools include emissions standards for power stations and transport, as 

well as energy efficiency standards for buildings and appliances. New renewable energy 

infrastructure should be supported by loan guarantees to encourage the financial sector to 

invest and taxation incentives reformed to ensure clean technologies are encouraged, while 

polluting technologies are discouraged.  

Cleaner, safer, and healthier energy options exist. We need energy policies in Australia 

that will actually reduce emissions and reduce risks to people's health.  

Therefore in addition to a price on carbon that reflects the health and climate costs of using 

fossil fuels for energy generation and transport, a suite of comprehensive policies must be 

developed to ensure Australia‟s future energy security in light of a substantial and imminent 

carbon liability and to ensure Australia‟s emissions reductions trajectory is consistent with 

Australia‟s fair share of the global responsibility to reduce emissions.  

Recommendations 

The Climate and Health Alliance calls for: 

1. The immediate removal of fossil fuel subsidies, currently estimated at $12 billion a year52 

2. These funds to be redirected to support the roll-out of large scale renewable energy 

3. No further approvals for coal fired power generation facilities in Australia 

4. All new power generation to require a health impact assessment in addition to an 

environmental impact assessment 

5. A moratorium on coal seam gas exploration until proven safe for human health 

6. The creation of additional incentives to encourage clean sustainable technologies and 

disincentives to discourage those that case harm 

7. The development of a national plan to transform Australia to a zero emissions economy 

to address the twin challenges of peak oil and climate change 
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