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Every aspect of coal’s lifecycle - mining, 

transportation, combustion and the disposal 

of waste - produces pollutants that affect 

human health (Epstein et al 2011). Health 

impacts from coal emissions on miners, 

workers and local communities can be severe 

(Kizil and Donoghue 2002; Kjellström et al 

2002; Lockwood et al 2009; Castleden et al 

2011; Armstrong et al 2013). For example, 

the risk of premature death for people living 

within 50 kilometres of coal-burning power 

plants can be as much as three to four times 

that of people living at a greater distance 

(Epstein et al 2010). Health risks from coal 

include lung cancer, bronchitis, heart disease 

and other health conditions (Temple and 

Sykes 1992; García-Pérez et al 2009; Hendryx 

and Zullig 2009). A review of air pollution 

and cardiopulmonary disease in Australia 

by Howie et al (2005) concluded that air 

pollutants were associated with an increase 

in cardiovascular and respiratory mortality 

and hospital admissions, consistent with the 

international evidence (Colagiuri et al 2012).

Health risks from  
coal include lung 
cancer, bronchitis  
and heart disease.

In the US, 50,000 
deaths each year 
have been attributed 
to air pollution from 
coal-fired power 
generation.

In the United States, coal contributes to 

four of the five leading causes of mortality: 

heart disease, cancer, stroke and chronic 

respiratory diseases (Lockwood et al 2009). 

In the US, 50,000 deaths each year have been 

attributed to air pollution from coal‑fired 

power generation (Lockwood et al 2009)

Globally, air pollution from coal combustion 

accounts for over 200,000 deaths per year 

(Burt et al 2013).

Coal’s impacts  
on human health
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Coal mine fires can cause atmospheric 

pollution, acid rain, hazardous land 

subsidence, the degradation of floral and 

faunal habitats, human fatalities, and 

increased coronary and respiratory diseases. 

Some of the oldest and largest coal fires in 

the world occur in China, India and the US 

(Stracher and Taylor 2004). Coal mine fires are 

also a serious issue in Australia. For example, 

communities around the Hazelwood mine 

A global study of health indicators spanning 

40 years and 41 countries found that there are 

large, hidden health costs associated with coal 

consumption (Gohlke et al 2011). In Australia, 

it is estimated that the adverse impacts from 

pollutants produced from coal-fired electricity 

generation costs A$2.6 billion annually 

(ATSE 2009). In Europe, the health cost of 

air pollution from coal-fired power stations is 

43 billion Euros (A$61 billion) a year. There are 

18,200 premature deaths, about 8,500 new 

cases of chronic bronchitis, and over four 

million lost working days each year due 

mainly to respiratory and cardiac disease in 

Europe (HEAL 2013). US economists have 

estimated the health impacts of coal-fired 

power stations in the US to be between one 

and six times its value added (Parkinson 2014). 

The hidden costs of coal

In Australia, it is estimated that the adverse impacts 

from pollutants produced from coal-fired electricity 

generation costs A$2.6 billion annually.

experienced a massive and prolonged coal 

fire earlier this year. There was significant 

disquiet in the community as a consequence 

with many people reporting respiratory 

concerns and the government eventually 

recommending that residents of Morwell 

leave their homes. The Hazelwood coal mine 

inquiry recommendations are due to be 

released in early September 2014 (Victorian 

Government 2014).

Coal fires
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A comprehensive review of the literature has 

found a serious lack of consistent monitoring 

of air, water and soil quality at and around 

Australian coal mines. Further there is a stark 

deficiency in the research into the effects of 

coal on Australian communities. Given the 

extensive work done overseas to quantify 

the risks and the impacts of coal burning 

and mining, Australia is well behind similar 

countries world-wide in understanding the 

impacts on our population.

Despite Australia’s dependence on coal for 

electricity generation – it provides 75% of our 

electricity supply (AEMO 2013; ESAA 2013) – 

there has been scant research into the health 

impacts of coal mining and power generation 

in this country compared with Europe and the 

US (Castleden et al 2011; DEA 2011; Colagiuri 

et al 2012; AMSA 2014; Armstrong and Tait 

2014). Furthermore, the disease burden is 

likely to become greater given substantial coal 

industry expansion. This presents additional 

risks to human health in Australia and 

overseas (Carey 2013).

Accounting for human 
health risks of coal 

A comprehensive review of the literature has found 

a serious lack of consistent monitoring and research 

into the impact of coal on Australian’s health.

Recommendations
impacts of coal in coal mining 
communities, and more 
broadly, across Australia.

3.	 Coal’s human health risks must 
be properly considered and 
accounted for in all energy 
and resources policy and 
investment decisions.

1.	 Consistent air, water and soil 
quality monitoring at and 
around every coal mine and 
power station in Australia 
is urgently needed. It is 
critical that the monitoring 
be overseen by an independent 
authority to ensure its veracity. 

2.	 Adequate funding must 
be allocated for research 
to evaluate the health, 
social and environmental 
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