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The fire in the coal mine at Morwell is a shocking illustration of the dangers of mining and
burning coal, the national coalition of health groups, the Climate and Health Alliance
(CAHA), said today.

“This event is a sobering reminder of the risks communities face when living and working
in proximity to coal mining, coal transport and the burning of coal for our electricity
supply,” CAHA Convenor Fiona Armstrong said.

The fire in the coal mine adjacent to the coal fired electrical power station at Hazelwood
in the Latrobe Valley in Victoria has been burning for over a month, with smoke, dust and
ash showering local communities with a mix of toxic pollutants and particulates.

Many people who are particularly at risk of health effects associated with the pollution
have voluntarily evacuated but many people remain who are not able, or are unwilling, to
leave.

CAHA is concerned for the health and wellbeing of the community who have been
exposed to unacceptably high levels of pollution for weeks, as well as for the long term
health of the community exposed to a chronic level of pollution from the coal power
station and coal mine.

“The evidence is very clear that living and working in proximity to coal fired power
stations poses serious risks to health. The exposure of the community at Morwell and
surrounding regions to this acute exposure should prompt further investigation of their
ongoing health risks from coal pollution,” Ms Armstrong said.

The short and long term risks posed to people’s health should be part of broad ranging
independent inquiry, like a judicial inquiry, into the fire, CAHA said, to investigate how it
could have been prevented.

“There are many questions to be answered about how this fire was allowed to develop in
the way it did; why it was not prevented through proper rehabilitation of the former coal
mine site; why there were not adequate sprinkler systems in place to extinguish it quickly;
and why there was no government regulation in place to ensure all these things
occurred,” Ms Armstrong said.

“These acute health risks for the local community come on top on longer term exposures
to pollutants, and while the immediate health risks to the local community from the coal
mine fire must remain the immediate priority, this incident should provide a trigger to
better understand the health risks associated with ongoing exposure to coal combustion.”
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