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National Royal Commission into Natural Disaster Arrangements 
https://naturaldisaster.royalcommission.gov.au   

Doctors for the Environment Australia 

Doctors for the Environment Australia (DEA) is an independent, self-funded, non-Government organisation of 
medical doctors in all Australian States and Territories. Our members work across all specialties in community, 
hospital and private practices. We work to prevent and address the diseases - local, national and global - 
caused by damage to our natural environment. We are a public health voice in the sphere of environmental 
health with a primary focus on the health harms from pollution and climate change.  

Introduction 

Doctors for the Environment welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the national Royal 
Commission into Natural Disaster Arrangements, otherwise known as the “Bushfires Royal Commission”.  
 
The 2019-2020 bushfire season has had devastating impacts on communities across Australia. The health 
impacts of fires on this scale are serious, complex and wide-ranging and must be considered integral to 
governmental preparation for and response to bushfires. Health and scientific advice are essential in making 
evidence-based decisions about emergency and disaster responses. However, to fill the gaps in our knowledge 
more research is needed, particularly about the long-term impacts of prolonged exposure to bushfire smoke. 
 
It is now widely recognised that Australia’s bushfires are being intensified by changing weather patterns and 
extreme weather events from human-induced climate change. (1,2,3) It is impossible to avoid the impacts of 
past emissions, but the challenge is to rapidly reduce emissions to prevent matters becoming worse for future 
generations. The duration, scale and intensity of last summer’s fires was unprecedented in Australia - the 
‘bushfire season’ lasted for eight months from July 2019 to February 2020. 
  

DEA Recommendations 
 

• Implement immediate and effective climate change policies to reduce Australia’s emissions as part of 
a global emergency response to human-induced climate change. 

• Strengthen health services through liaison with local GPs, health clinics and the Department of Health 
to prepare for the significant short-term and long-term health impacts of bushfires on residents, 
communities and firefighters  

• Providing resources to support further research into the short and long-term health impacts of 
bushfires and bushfire smoke.  

• Facilitate greater public awareness, monitoring, and management of the hazards of bushfire smoke, 
particularly in highly populated urban areas 

• Recognition, assessment and management of the physical and mental health impacts of prolonged 
and intense bushfire seasons on firefighters  

• Recognition that hazard reduction burning may itself create health problems, particularly in relation to 
bushfire smoke, and management of such problems must be figured into any such initiatives. 

• Strengthen procedures to protect and monitor drinking water catchments from contaminated runoff 
after bushfires.  



[3] 
 

 

Climate change 
 
In Australia and in other countries, climate change policy is failing to adequately address the accumulation of 
greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) warned in their 
2019 Emissions Gap Report that with current nationally determined commitments the world is on track to 3.2 
degrees of warming, with devastating effect. (4,5) The implications of this warning for Australian bushfires is 
clear. 
 
Australia is one of, if not the world’s largest exporter of coal and gas. With the opening up of new gas fields 
and coal mines for export, Australia is a significant contributor to the rise in global greenhouse gases. (6,7) This 
summer’s bushfires have exposed Australia’s particular vulnerability to global warming and it’s vital to show 
leadership and accept responsibility for reducing emissions.  
 
2019 was Australia’s hottest and driest on record. This comes on the end of the second major drought this 
century and is consistent with warnings from the Bureau of Meteorology and the CSIRO that there is a long-
term drying trend across southern Australia. (8,9) The length of the fire season, the frequency of severe fire 
weather days and severity of fires are predicted to increase. (10,11,12,13) 

Health Risks 
 
Bushfires and bushfire smoke are accompanied by a wide range of negative health impacts including 
worsening of cardio-respiratory conditions, burns, heat stress, short and long-term mental health problems, 
trauma and death. (14) 
 
Doctors for the Environment recommends that health services be strengthened through liaison with 
community health services, GPs and the Department of Health to cope with increased demands during the 
bushfire season. Community preparation requires a recognition that the bushfire season will be longer and 
more intense in the years to come under the influence of climate change. The longer term physical and mental 
health impacts must be monitored and managed. 
 
Bushfire smoke was a particular hazard over the 2019-2020 summer. Smoke is estimated to have affected 80% 
of Australia’s population and has caused excess deaths. (15) Bushfire smoke comprises a complex mixture of 
particulate matter and chemicals, including carbon monoxide, sulphur dioxide , nitrogen dioxide, benzene, 
formaldehyde, carbon monoxide, and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PACs), all of which are known to be 
detrimental to health. (16) A large body of evidence shows that bushfire smoke is associated with an 
exacerbation of cardio-respiratory problems, an increase in ambulance callouts, increased hospital admissions 
and premature deaths. Less is known about the long-term health impacts of prolonged exposure to bushfire 
smoke as occurred in urban areas last summer, or smoke from hazard reduction burning. It is clear that health 
is negatively impacted, but more research is needed to better define impacts and risks, and how best to 
mitigate those risks. (17,18)  
 
The media, especially the ABC, was integral in keeping the public informed during bushfires. However, there 
was little information provided to the wider community about the health effects of bushfire smoke which 
persisted for many months. A useful public health measure during bushfires would be to include the air quality 
index and health warnings in the nightly weather bulletins on radio and television. (19)  
 
Doctors for the Environment recommends that public information programs are extended to better inform the 
public on the health risks of bushfire smoke and ways to manage it. DEA also recommends that more research 
is undertaken on the short and long-term impacts of bushfire smoke. 
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Heatwaves are generally associated with times of high bushfire risk and themselves generate higher rates of 
non-fire related mortality, cardiac arrest, and emergency hospital admissions. (20) At a time when health 
emergency services are already under strain, bushfires compound the problem. Strengthening health systems 
should be extended to advice on heatwaves. For example, in November 2019, the Victorian government 
developed a ‘Health Heat Plan’ to outline preparedness and response activities for local government and 
health services to reduce the impact of heat on local communities. (21) 

 
Mental health impacts 

The stress of experiencing a bushfire can affect people psychologically, socially and economically. As well as 
risks to human life, property may be lost, pets and livestock killed, communities and livelihoods threatened, 
and home environments destroyed. Grief and mourning are natural responses to the scale of the ecological 
loss we are living through.  

These compounding impacts can contribute to mental health disorders, including depression, anxiety, Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), aggression and violence, domestic violence, alcohol and substance abuse, 
triggering of underlying mental health problems, suicide, strained community relationships and reduced 
productivity.  Serious mental health problems in residents and fire fighters have been observed at least four 
years after the event. Children and youths are particularly vulnerable to PTSD as well as behavioural and 
emotional disorders. (22,23) 

Doctors for the Environment urges the Royal Commission to recommend providing resources, expertise and 
policies that build resilience and capacity of individuals, families and communities to better manage the 
mental health impacts of bushfires.  
 

Firefighters 
 
Human resources during the recent bushfires were stretched to the limit. Firefighters reported extremes of 
fatigue and were exposed to extreme danger.  
 
The Australian Institute of Occupational Hygienists called on the COAG Health Council for a long term study 
into the health and well-being of firefighters, pointing out that many had been exposed for months to “smoke, 
heat, noise, and toxic substances, yet there were few, if any, measures in place to monitor the exposure”. (24) 
While P2 mask provide some protection from particulates it is clear from television footage and anecdotally 
that they are difficult to work with and maintain in the correct position. They also do not protect against 
volatile toxic gases. Asbestos exposure was revealed as a risk both during the bushfires and in the subsequent 
clean up phase. (25)  
 
Many of the firefighters were themselves victims of the destruction wrought by the bushfires and lost stock, 
property or their homes. The long-term mental health of firefighters must be a high priority for the Response 
and Recovery aspect of bushfires. (26,27)  
 
 

Hazard reduction burns 
 
It is claimed that hazard reduction burning is the most important measure in reducing bushfire risk. However, 
Rural Fire Service Chief of NSW, Shane Fitzsimmons has stated that hazard reduction burns have a place but 
are “not the panacea”. (28) He is backed by his counterparts in Queensland and Victoria who have pointed to 
the limitations of hazard reduction burning, namely a shortened window of opportunity and unsuitability of 
some areas. 
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An important medical issue around hazard reduction burns is the health risk of bushfire smoke that can affect 
both local communities and more distant urban areas. Hazard reduction burning is a complex process. It 
should not happen in a way which causes further ecological damage or increases the health burden of smoke 
pollution which can travel long distances and pool in airsheds under certain meteorological conditions. (29)  
 
 

Water safety 
 
Heavy rainfall in areas affected by bushfires can lead to flooding, erosion of soils and contaminated runoff. 
Bushfires can cause the release of chemicals such as phosphorus and nitrogen, which can stimulate the growth 
of blue-green algae in water supplies, which can cause illness. Organic sediments in water can increase 
bacterial growth and deplete oxygen levels in the water and make water unsafe for humans and animals. 
Protective actions include the protection of drinking water catchments  after fires, and the establishment of 
water quality monitoring programs. (30)  
 
 

Conclusion 
 
Australia can be better prepared for bushfire emergencies in the future. However, it is imperative to 
acknowledge that the underlying driver of our worsening bushfire seasons is human-induced climate change.  
For the sake of future generations, immediate and effective action is needed to reduce Australia’s greenhouse 
gas emissions as part of a global response to the climate change emergency.  
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