
 

 
Explainer: Coal-fired power and human health  
 
Introduction  
 
The burning of coal for electricity generation is one of the main drivers of climate change, which is 
intensifying and increasing the number of extreme weather events humans must endure. 

This human driven climate change is becoming one of the biggest threats to global public health this 
century, as heatwaves cause more deaths each year than any other natural disaster. 

Air pollution from coal contributes to four of the five leading causes of death in developed nations: lung 
cancer, respiratory disease, stroke and heart disease.  

Across Australia, ambient air pollution contributes to approximately 3,000 deaths per year. In 
comparison, 1209 people died on Australia’s roads in 2015. Air pollution associated with the 
Hazelwood power station is estimated to contribute to 18 preventable deaths each year.  

The costs associated with harm caused by the Hazelwood plant’s air pollution and carbon emissions 
are estimated at $900 million per annum. 

The main pollutants from coal-fired power stations are sulphur dioxide, nitrogen oxides, invisible 
particulate matter (known as PM10 or PM2.5), mercury, ozone and arsenic.  

What effects do these pollutants have on our health? 

• Collectively, they act as irritants and cause inflammation in the lungs leading to asthma, bronchitis, 
chronic lung disease, 

• Children are at particular risk from air pollution because they breathe more for their body weight 
than adults. These irritants are also known to cause restricted lung growth in children.  

• Air pollution from the Hazelwood’s plants amounts to 5.8 million kg of large particulates (PM10) and 
880,000kg of tiny particles (PM2.5) each year. Small particles (PM2.5 and smaller) are associated 
with lung cancer, and are also absorbed through the lungs into the blood stream to cause angina, 
heart attacks and strokes.  

An important study in the American Journal Circulation in 2010 found that even short exposures to 
particulate matter (a few hours to weeks) can trigger cardiovascular deaths and illness, while longer 
term exposure (over a few years) greatly increases the risk for cardiovascular mortality and reduces life 
expectancy by several months to a few years. 

It is estimated that 24 people die for every terawatt hours (TWh) of coal burnt. The Australian 
Academy of Technological Sciences and Engineering put the health costs of coal-fired power stations 
at about A$2.6 billion a year- excluding climate change and other environmental costs. 

 

 



Open cut coal mines a fire hazard 

It’s not just the burning of coal for electricity that poses a health risk. In 2014, a fire in the open cut 
coal mine adjacent to the Hazelwood power station burned for 45 days.  

The fire highlighted the serious risks posed to communities living in proximity to open cut coal mines, 
particularly in the context of heightened bushfire threats associated with global warming and 
increased potential for igniting the vast surface areas of highly combustible coal on open cut mines.  

Thousands of local residents were forced to leave their homes during the blaze and several 
firefighters were admitted to hospital with carbon monoxide poisoning. An Inquiry into the coal mine 
fire found the event constituted a serious public health emergency and a major complex fire 
emergency. Many Morwell citizens and other residents of the Latrobe Valley experienced adverse 
health effects and may be affected for an indeterminate period into the future. 

A transition plan is key to securing health and well-being 

A key element in determining the future health and well-being of the community in Morwell and 
surrounding regions following Hazelwood’s closure will be the nature and scope of the effort put in by 
governments, community and industry to assist the local community to transition to new industries. 
This requires the creation of new economic opportunities, and the provision of training and support for 
former power plants workers and their families, and the careful rehabilitation of the contaminated site 
of the former power station and the open cut coal mine. 

For more information. visit: 

www.caha.org.au 

www.ourclimate-ourhealth.org.au 

www.healthyenergyinitiative.org 

 

 

 


