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Introduction 
 
While most of NSW enjoys good air quality, there is no safe level of air pollution.  

 

And in parts of the state like Western Sydney and the Hunter Valley residents are 

regularly subjected to unhealthy air that breaches Australia’s national standards. 

 

In 2021, the World Health Organisation updated its guidelines for healthy air.  

 

This updated science showed that air pollution is dangerous at much lower levels 

than previously thought. It also clarified the large health benefits that can be 

achieved from modest efforts to reduce pollution. 

 

In 2020 not a single monitoring site in NSW met the new World Health 

Organisation standard for fine particle pollution.  

 

This new health advice from the World Health Organisation demands a fundamental 

rethink of the way we burn fuels and release pollution into the air.  

 

From diesel cars and trucks to coal power to wood heaters in homes, these sources 

are causing significant and unnecessary loss of life and we must aim to vastly 

reduce this pollution. 

 

This year’s National Pollutant Inventory shows that coal-fired power stations continue 

to be the most significant controllable source of air pollution in NSW. 

 

And while electricity generation at these facilities is steadily reducing, data reported 

by the facilities shows concerning increases in some pollutants. 

 

Fortunately, we now have solutions such as electric vehicles and clean energy. 

Every year we accelerate their adoption, thousands of lives are saved and made 

healthier through reduced air pollution. 

 

 

 
 
  



Air pollutants of most concern for health in NSW 
 

Fine particles smaller than 2.5 micrometres (PM2.5) 
 
Harm:  
These fine particles penetrate and lodge deep inside the lungs and can also 
penetrate the lung barrier and enter the blood system. Chronic exposure to fine 
particles contributes to the risk of stroke, heart disease, lung cancer, and respiratory 
diseases such as asthma.i 
 
Sectors responsible:  
In this year’s report, coal mining generated the most PM2.5, followed by electricity 
generation. The top emitters in NSW this year include coal-fired power stations, coal 
mines, and the Port Kembla steelworks.ii 
 
Insights:  
Liddell coal fired power station was single the biggest source of PM2.5 this year, 
after its emissions increased by 139% on the previous year.  
 
The power station closed one unit on 1 April 2022, and will close the remaining three 
units on 1 April 2023.  
 
The spike in fine particle emissions raises concerns that AGL may have stopped 
adequately maintaining the fabric filters which are designed to catch 99% of fine 
particles.  
 
Fine particles also spiked at Vales Point  
 
The air in Muswellbrook, the town closest to the Liddell and Bayswater coal-fired 
power stations, has breached the limits for fine particle pollution every year since the 
limit was introduced, meaning residents are forced to breathe unhealthy air. 
  



Sector breakdown – PM2.5 
 

 
 

Top 10 polluters – PM2.5 
 

Ranking Facility Name Emissions (t) 

1  Liddell Power Station   258 

2  Maules Creek Coal Pty Ltd   234 

3  Mt Arthur Coal   200 

4  BlueScope Steel Port Kembla Steelworks   184 

5  Mount Pleasant Operation   164 

6  Bulga Coal Surface and Underground Operations   147 

7  Ravensworth Mine Complex   131 

8  Harwood Sugar Mill and Refinery   127 

9  Mount Thorley Warkworth Operations   122 

10  Hunter Valley Operations   109 
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Nitrogen Oxide (NOx) 
 
Harm: This toxic gas has been shown to cause childhood asthma even at very low 
levels and it also impairs lung growth. The gas also forms fine particles, causing 
heart and lung disease. 
 
Sectors responsible this year:  
Power stations in NSW were the top source and emitted 100,000 tonnes of Nitrogen 
Oxides, while cars came second with 88,000 tonnes. Coal-fired power stations took 
out the top five spots as the most polluting facilities. However, since car exhausts are 
closer to people, vehicle emissions are expected to have a bigger impact on health. 
 
Insights: Nitrogen oxide emissions from coal fired power stations is expected to 
decline as clean energy replaces coal burning for power. However, emissions this 
year declined by only 1%.  
 
The Eraring power station emits NOx at half the rate of other NSW coal fired power 
stations, thanks to low-NOx burners installed in 2012. The NSW EPA granted Liddell 
and Vales Point continued exemptions in late 2021 to continue emitting NOx at rates 
above the limits in the NSW Clean Air Regulation.   
 

  



Sector breakdown – NSW NOx emissions 2020-21 
 
 

 
 

Top 10 polluters: NOx 
 

Ranking Facility name Emissions (t) 
1  Bayswater Power Station              33,152  
2  Eraring Power Station              19,083  
3  Mount Piper Power Station              17,702  
4  Vales Point Power Station              16,008  
5  Liddell Power Station              14,574  
6  BlueScope Steel Port Kembla Steelworks                 6,168  
7  Maules Creek Coal Pty Ltd                 3,863  
8  Mt Arthur Coal                 3,387  
9  Berrima Cement Works                 3,138  

10  Mount Pleasant Operation                 2,645  
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Sulphur Dioxide (SO2) 
 
Harm:  
Sulphur Dioxide is a respiratory irritant and makes people more prone to infections of 
the respiratory tract. When SO2 combines with water, it forms sulfuric acid; this is the 
main component of acid rain. It also forms fine particles in the atmosphere, 
contributing to PM2.5. 
 
Sectors responsible:  
In NSW, coal fired power stations are responsible for 82% of all SO2 emissions. 
AGL’s Bayswater was the biggest SO2 polluter, emitting 46,000 tonnes of SO2 in 
2020-21.  
 
Insights:  
SO2 emissions from coal power reduced by 4% last year, in line with a 5% drop in 
coal-fired electricity generation as more rooftop solar, and wind and solar farms 
connected to the electricity grid. 
  



 

Sector Breakdown:  SO2 
 

 
 

Top 10 polluters: SO2 
 

Ranking Facility Name Emissions (t) 

1 Bayswater Power Station 46,154 

2 Eraring Power Station 32,000 

3 Mount Piper Power Station 28,800 

4 Liddell Power Station 24,071 

5 Vales Point Power Station 16,000 

6 Tomago Aluminium Smelter 10,182 

7 BlueScope Steel Port Kembla Steelworks 5,528 

8 Shoalhaven Starches Bomaderry 648 

9 Qenos Olefines and Site Utilities Plants 319 

10 Visy Sydney Plant 314 
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Mercury 
 
Harm: Mercury is a heavy metal that accumulates in aquatic food chains, and people 
are exposed by eating fish and shellfish. While most people are exposed to mercury 
below harmful levels, mercury is a powerful neurotoxin, and children exposed to 
mercury while they are in the womb are especially vulnerable. They can have 
impacts to their cognitive thinking, memory, attention, language, fine motor skills, 
and visual spatial skills.iii 
 
Sectors responsible: Coal power stations are the biggest emitters of mercury in 
NSW, followed by metal manufacturing. Nationally, Alumina refineries and Victoria’s 
brown coal power stations emit more mercury than the NSW facilities, with the 
Worsley Alumina refinery in Collie, WA topping the list with 930 kg. 
 
Insights: This year, mercury released from NSW coal-fired power stations increased 
sharply from 105 kg to 184 kg. Bayswater reported an increase from 60 kg to 108 kg, 
Eraring doubled its mercury pollution from 14 kg to 27 kg, and Vales Point doubled 
mercury emissions from 7.5 kg to 15 kg, while the Mount Piper power station near 
Lithgow increased from 7 kg to 17 kg. Internationally, scrubbers are used to reduce 
mercury, sulphur dioxide and nitrogen dioxide emissions, however these 
technologies are not used in NSW.   
 
  



Sector Breakdown:  Mercury 
 
 

 
 

Top 10 polluters:  Mercury 
 

Ranking Facility Name Emissions (kg) 

1 BlueScope Steel Port Kembla Steelworks  128 

2 Bayswater Power Station  108 

3 Qenos Olefines and Site Utilities Plants  31 

4 Eraring Power Station  27 

5 MolyCop Waratah  26 

6 Mount Piper Power Station  17 

7 Liddell Power Station  16 

8 Vales Point Power Station  15 

9 Berrima Cement Works  12 

10 Hera Mine  9 
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