
 
NEPM Questions and Answers 
 
What: 
Environmental Justice Australia recently hosted a series of community forums and a national 
webinar on the current intergovernmental review of the national advisory thresholds of sulfur 
dioxide (SO2), nitrogen dioxide (NO2) and ozone (O3).  
 
These events were designed as forums for people concerned about air pollution to connect, discuss 
participation in the review, and plan for how we might influence the review outcome in favour of the 
strictest possible standards for these pollutants. 
 
Why: 
We want to provide a platform for Australian governments and environment ministers to hear from 
as many people as possible about the health impacts of these pollutants and how to control the 
health burden they create. Strong threshold standards will improve future health outcomes for 
Australian communities. 
 
Objectives: 

● Develop shared understanding of: 
o the health impacts of sulfur dioxide, oxides of nitrogen and ozone 
o best practice monitoring and reporting of pollutants 
o The regulation and control of major point source emissions 
o Best practice standards for sulfur dioxide, nitrogen dioxide, and ozone 
o How to participate in the review process 

● Develop a plan of action that involves: 
o writing a submission,  
o direct advocacy and lobbying with their Environment Minister, 
o recruitment of other participants 

 
Questions: 

 
● Where can I find the proposed new standards? 

○ NEPC website: http://www.nepc.gov.au/nepms/ambient-air-quality/proposed-
variation/consultation-2019 

○ See EJA’s table of standards in our detailed submission guide: 
https://www.envirojustice.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/EJA-NEPM-
detailed-submission-template-FINAL.pdf 
 

● What can I do for cleaner air? 
○ EJA will support individuals and groups like you to participate in the review and 

advocate for stronger air pollution standards. The key actions you can take include: 
■ Write a brief submission to the review, using our submission template. 
■ Write an email or letter to your Minister asking them to champion 

international best practice standards, using our email template and sender 
tool 

■ Meet with your Environment Ministers to talk to them about strict pollution 
standards, using our Meet-Your-Minister toolkit. 

■ Contact your Minister via Twitter and Facebook using the hashtags 
#AirPollution and #CleanAir, using our social media action toolkit. 

http://www.nepc.gov.au/nepms/ambient-air-quality/proposed-variation/consultation-2019
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■ Mobilise other people in your community network to write to Ministers and 
make submissions to the review. 

 
● What should I write in my submission? 

○ Write about what stands out for you, what you are most concerned about, and the 
outcome you’d like to see. 

○ A personal submission which specifies why you care about this issue, how you and 
your community are impacted by air pollution, and how strong health-based 
standards will benefit you and your community are the most powerful. 

 
● Why is that the general public have to tackle these issues? Why aren’t the World Health 

Organisation standards automatically applied? 
○ Public consultation is a legal requirement under the National Environment 

Protection Council Act for making and varying NEPMs. This is an important aspect of 
community engagement in environmental laws and regulations, and provides the 
community with the opportunity to have a say in the development of the NEPM 
standards.  

○ Polluting industries spend a lot of resources trying to prevent action to control 
pollution. They currently have more influence on the standards. This is why we need 
to step up and speak out, and make sure Ministers feel the pressure. 

○ The only way we will get the standards we need to protect health is through strong 
collective action! That means all of us getting active, making our voices heard, and 
activating people across our communities and networks to join us! 

 
● Will it be realistically possible for NSW to stay within new air pollution standards? What 

actions need to happen to achieve this? shut down all coal fired power stations enough? 
○ Yes. Crucially, though, it will require action to control pollution from current levels. 

This means, for example, the installation of pollution control technologies for coal-
fired power stations and better fuel standards for vehicles. These are simple steps 
that will help Australia meet ambitious health-based standards for clean air. 

○ Currently, the standards proposed in the Impact Statement do not require any 
abatement whatsoever, as the Victorian EPA has selected standards that still remain 
higher than the highest-recorded levels of those pollutants. 

○ Indeed, our proposed NO2 annual standard of 9ppb is already met in all Australian 
cities except Sydney and Melbourne. 

 
● We need to emphasise the costs of air pollution - cost normally grabs the attention of 

most people, right? 
○ Air pollution related mortality costs the Australian public between $11-24 billion per 

year.1 
○ The benefits from reducing air pollution are significant. For example, the cost benefit 

analysis of the US Clean Air Act for 1970 – 1990 has been estimated at a value of $US 
22.2 trillion (health related economic benefits) compared to the implementation 
costs of $US 0.52 trillion.2 

                                                
1 Begg S (2007). The burden of disease and injury in Australia 2003, cat. no. PHE 82, Australian 

Institute of Health and Welfare, Canberra; Access Economics (2008). The health of nations: the value 
of a statistical life, Australian Safety and Compensation Council, Australian Government Department 
of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, Canberra. 
2 US EPA (2011) Benefits and costs of the Clean Air Act 1990-2020: the second prospective study, 15 

September 493: http://www.epa.gov/clean-air-act-overview/benefits-and-costs-clean-air-act-1990-
2020-second-prospective-study 



○ In the UK, a study over four decades from 1970-2010, demonstrated that effective 
pollution control policies can bring substantial public health benefits.3 

○ However, it is important that we don’t get too caught up in the costs - as this is the 
framing that big polluters rely on to argue against air pollution control, largely on 
the basis that it is too costly for them. But air pollution isn’t about industry, it’s 
about our health and our communities! That public benefit should always outweigh 
the costs to corporations. 

 
● It's the fine particle pollution that is impacting people's health, right? 

○ Yes, PM2.5 is a big contributor to mortality, but not the only one. NEPM standards 
for PM were reviewed in 2014/2015. The evidence of the health impacts of these 
pollutants is similarly overwhelming. Moreover, NO2 and SO2 are big contributors to 
secondary PM2.5, so controlling and reducing them also means reducing PM2.5, 
which is a massive co-benefit. 

○ See the NSW health report by Dr Ben Ewald, which EJA commissioned last year: 
https://www.envirojustice.org.au/healthstudynsw 

■ The report finds with a high-level of certainty that secondary PM2.5 formed 
from coal-fired power station emissions of NO2 and SO2 contribute to 279 
deaths in NSW each year, along with 233 babies with low birthweight, and 
361 people with new onset diabetes. 

 
● Aren’t these pollutants generally below the current thresholds? 

○ That’s only because the thresholds are too high! And why the standards are being 
reviewed, so they can be brought into line with the science.  People experience 
adverse health impacts at pollution concentrations well-below the current 
standards, so it’s clear that they aren’t safe enough. Nonetheless, the current 
lacklustre standards are still exceeded sometimes. EPA’s usually dismiss these as 
‘exceptional events’, because they constitute exceptionally high levels of pollution. 
The purpose of this review is that we get strong health-based standards that can be 
enforced and complied with, so we reduce the level of pollution in ambient air and 
can breathe clean! 

 
● What about ozone impacts and how to account for the increase in temps and ozone 

interaction? 
○ Adverse neonatal outcomes, including preterm birth, low weight at birth and fetal 

growth restriction are associated with maternal exposures.4 
○ Quick acting respiratory irritant – positive associations with current asthma, the 

incidence of new asthma, atopy and reduced lung function. 
○ Laboratory confirmed paediatric influenza has also been associated with ozone.5 
○ In the NEPM Impact Statement, the Victorian EPA admits that we will likely continue 

to see exceedances of the proposed ozone standard, particularly during summer. 
○ However, they also recommend continued pursuit of the recommended standard to 

drive achievable improvements in health. This stands in contrast with their approach 

                                                
3 Carnell E., Vieno M., Vardoulakis S., Beck R., Heaviside C., Tomlinson S., Dragosits U., Heal M., 

Reis S., (2019). Modelling public health improvements as a result of air pollution control policies in the 
UK over four decades – 1970 to 2010. Environmental Research Letters 14, 074001. 
4 Chen, Guo, Abramson, Williams, & Li. (2018). Exposure to low concentrations of air pollutants and 

adverse birth outcomes in Brisbane, Australia, 2003–2013. Science of the Total Environment, 622-
623, 721-726. 
5 Xu, Z. W.;  Hu, W. B.;  Williams, G.;  Clements, A. C. A.;  Kan, H. D.; Tong, S. L., Air pollution, 

temperature and pediatric influenza in Brisbane, Australia. Environment international 2013, 59, 384-
388. 
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to NO2and SO2, where they have deliberately proposed standards too high to be 
exceeded. The difference is that ozone is a secondary pollutant and not directly 
attributable to a source, whereas proposing strong NO2 and SO2 standards would 
require abatement from industry. This is why we need to stand up and speak out! 

 
● I have already contacted and met with my local federal minister and asked for support. So 

it sounds like we should write to the State environment minister later closer to their 
decision time AUG/SEPT? Is that best? 

○ It’s always a good time to contact your Minister! This is about us exercising our 
democratic rights to advocate for ourselves and our communities. 

○ It’s up to us to put the NEPM and health-based standards on their agenda. We’ll 
have at least a couple months to do this between the close of submissions and the 
next NEPC meeting. 

 
● Will ministers actually listen to us? 

○ We know from experience that convincing the Ministers to vote for strong health-
based standards is possible. 

○ A two thirds majority vote (six out of nine Ministers) is required for new standards to 
be adopted. In practice, a unanimous decision usually occurs, with some jurisdictions 
being more influential than others. 

○ Our experience is that for a stricter standard to be adopted, at least one Minister 
must champion that standard. But we will also need to recruit other Ministers to 
support them. 

○ We’ve done this successfully before: When the national air pollution standards for 
particle pollution were reviewed during 2015, EJA and allies submitted hundreds of 
submissions and communicated directly with the nine environment ministers. This 
direct communication resulted in the Victorian and ACT  ministers advocating the 
adoption of stricter standards. 

○ In 2015, only 142 submissions were made to the review. In 2019, we aim to make 
thousands more submissions and interactions with ministers, so they hear from us 
loud and clear! 

○ Ministers are likely to meet in November or December to decide on the NEPM 
Variation. 

 
● Have you involved health organisations in this campaign? 

○ Yes. EJA has been working with a number of health advocacy groups, including: 
Doctors for the Environment Australia (DEA), the Climate and Health Alliance 
(CAHA), the Lung Health Research Centre, Lung Foundation Australia, Asthma 
Australia, and the Royal Austrailasian College of Physicians. 

○ EJA helped to co-convene a health experts roundtable in June. The result was the 
development of a health experts’ joint position statement on the NEPM and the best 
standards to protect health, which has informed the standards we are proposing. 

○ The position statement will be released in the coming weeks. 
 

● Interested to hear more about plans for tweeting at/engaging with Env. Ministers on social 
media - how can we stay in the loop about that?What hashtags will you be using? 

○ Awesome! We will be developing and sharing a social media guide in August! 
○ Maybe we can start a group for everyone who is keen to participate in social media 

on the campaign? 
○ If you’re keen to get involved in social media, let us know and we’ll start one. 
○ We generally use the hashtags #airpollution and #cleanair. 



○ It is also critical to tag your Minister in your social media on the issue, so they feel 
the heat and are forced to respond 

○ We will share a social media guide for pressuring Ministers in the next phase of the 
campaign 

 
● How can we use the media better? I think the average person just has no idea about 

pollution and the health effects. 
○ Local media can be very helpful in getting the word out. We don’t always have the 

money or access to mainstream media like the Murdoch press, but we can mobilise 
local media stories in communities across the country. 

○ If you’re interested in getting a local media story up, let us know and we can support 
you to write it and contact your local journos. 

 
● Do you have any aviation pollution figures we can use in our submissions? 

○ The National Pollutant Inventory (NPI) contains some data on SO2 and NO2 air 
emissions at the following Australian airports: 

■ Melbourne Airport 
■ Brisbane AIrport 
■ Perth Airport 
■ Sydney Airport 

○ You can access this NPI data here: 
http://www.npi.gov.au/npidata/action/load/facility-source-result/criteria/industry-
source/522/destination/ALL/source-type/INDUSTRY/subthreshold-
data/Yes/substance-name/All/year/2018 

 
● I am particularly concerned about wood smoke pollution - I'm wondering why this didn't 

get a mention in the slides? 
○ Woodsmoke is a big contributor to PM2.5 emissions, but less so to the particular 

pollutants currently under review. 
○ The biggest sources of NO2, SO2 and O3 are coal-fired power stations, vehicles, and 

other heavy industry, such as smelters. 
 

● Will the EJA proposed standards lead to the shutting down of power stations? Given that 
we are facing a climate emergency, isn't that what we should be aiming for? 

○ The purpose of the NEPM is to protect public health. 
○ If properly enforced, this would mean requiring coal-fired power stations to install 

toxic pollution control technologies by way of reducing the amount of NO2 and SO2 

they are licenced to emit. 
○ In response to the US Clean Air Act 1990, many US power plants installed wet flue-

gas desulfurisation units (scrubbers) which can remove 99% of sulfur dioxide 
emissions and selective catalytic reduction to remove nitrogen dioxide emissions. 

○ In the US and in China, power stations that are unable to comply with pollution 
control requirements by a certain date have been ordered to close. 

 
● To me the problem of air pollution is that burning fossil fuels is free of cost. I would 

advocate for a fee or tariff as a system to pay for those emissions. 
○ That’s phase three of the campaign!  
○ If we succeed in obtaining strong health-based standards, then the focus turns to 

how those standards are enforced or complied with. This may look like installing 
pollution control technologies. States can also opt for emissions trading systems or 

http://www.npi.gov.au/npidata/action/load/facility-source-result/criteria/industry-source/522/destination/ALL/source-type/INDUSTRY/subthreshold-data/Yes/substance-name/All/year/2018
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load-based licensing schemes (where polluters pay for their pollution) like you 
suggest. 

○ The crucial thing is that, however we do it, these standards are met and people can 
breathe clean air! 

 
● Have you considered how to frame submissions in preparation for expected push back 

from polluters and communities worried about jobs? 
○ Pollution control is good for jobs! 

■ In response to the US Clean Air Act 1990, many US power plants installed 
wet flue-gas desulfurisation units (scrubbers) which can remove 99% of 
sulfur dioxide emissions and selective catalytic reduction to remove nitrogen 
dioxide emissions. 

■ There are jobs in the installation and maintenance of these technologies. 
○ A number of studies conclude that the Clean Air Act public health standards  create 

jobs, and spark new technology and services industries. 
■ In one example, the U.S. boilermaker workforce grew by approximately 35 

percent, or 6,700 boilermakers, between 1999 and 2001 during the 
installation of controls to comply with EPA’s nitrogen oxide reduction 
program. 

○ See the information here from the US EPA on the economic benefits of pollution 
standards in the Clean Air Act: https://www.epa.gov/clean-air-act-overview/clean-
air-act-and-economy 

■ It shows that the public health and socio-economic benefits accrued from 
strict pollution control standards are far greater than the costs of achieving 
them, by a factor of 30-to-1. 
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