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Foreword  

 

The Alliance for a Clean Environment Inc (ACE), Western Australia’s peak environmental health, 
environmental justice and toxics organisation, is pleased to provide this submission to the Browse 
LNG Precinct Strategic Assessment Report.  

 

The Browse LNG Precinct will potentially be the lar gest source of toxic air emissions in 
Australia for Benzene and Volatile Organic Compound s. A proposal of this nature and scale, 
being of National significance, should require the upmost scientific scrutiny based upon credible 
and reliable data, including a robust ambient background monitoring report as a baseline against 
which to measure proposed air quality impacts from the hub. 

 

ACE would like to raise concerns over the source and scope of works for the Appendix C-25 Air 
Quality Assessment. ACE questions whether there has been adequate impartiality and 
independence in the WA strategic assessment process. 

 

As the statutory proponent, the WA Department of State Development have submitted the Air 
Quality Assessment report to its other arm of government the Environmental Protection Agency for 
assessment. This report was prepared by Woodside, who is the foundation proponent and the 
major equity holder for the development of the Browse LNG precinct. It appears that the scope of 
work and information supplied have been defined by Woodside themselves. 

 

ACE finds it highly irregular that a Government Department would present this as an “independent 
and impartial” scientific assessment of potential air quality impacts. The documents author, in its 
disclaimer, stated that they did not fully verify the accuracy or completeness of the information 
supplied. There were instances where due to “time constraint” modelling was only performed for a 
two month period, which may not be in compliance with the WA Department of Environment and 
Conservation’s guidance on modelling.  

 

ACE finds it highly irregular that a Government Department would use a third party report, that was 
scoped and restricted by time and budgetary constraints by the same third party, as its 
independent and impartial assessment of the air quality in the region. 

 

Therefore ACE challenges the integrity of the data, methodology and conclusions that have been 
drawn in this report, especially in relation to critical air quality assessments and public health 
impacts. We ask the EPA to scrutinise the integrity of the data that has been provided and uphold 
the principles of procedural fairness by requiring the proponent to address all data gaps identified, 
so that the EPA is able to make a rigorous assessment of this proposal in the best interests of the 
community and the environment. 
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Air Quality  

 

ACE has significant concerns over the impact on air quality that the Precinct will have. 

 

According to Appendix C-25, this facility will become the largest single industrial source of a 
number of criteria and air toxic pollutants. This includes the following pollution quantities that were 
listed for routine operations for a 50M tpa including its shiploading operations. 

 

Substance      Air Total (Tonnes)   Ranking# 
 

 Particulate Matter 10.0 µm (tpa)  1,930   86th 

 Oxides of Nitrogen (tpa)             17,700   11th 

 Sulfur dioxide (tpa)    4,570   38th 

Carbon monoxide (tpa)   6,610   16th 

 Volatile Organic Compounds (tpa)  2,700 to 35,200 1st 

 Benzene (tpa)    1,160 to 1766  1st 

 Toluene (methylbenzene) (tpa)  465 to 794  1st 

 Ethylbenzene (tpa)    16 to 30  1st 

 Xylenes (ind. or mixed isomers)(tpa)  48 to 51  7th 

 Hydrogen sulfide (tpa)   520   2nd 

 

# - 2008/2009 NPI emissions for all industrial sources in Australia. 

 

According to the National Pollutant Inventory (NPI), this will be the single largest industrial source 
of emissions for BTEX (benzene, toluene, ethyl benzene, xylenes) and Total Volatile Organic 
Compounds in Australia. 

 

It was also apparent from the air assessment modelling that benzene and hydrogen sulfide 
concentrations outside the precinct boundary will exceed guidelines by a factor of 29 and 3 
respectively. 
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One of the major concerns that emerge from very large energy producing / consuming proposals is 
the release of ozone / photochemical smog precursors, Total Volatile Organic compounds (T-
VOC’s) and Oxides of Nitrogen (NOx). This proposal is the largest single industrial emitter of T-
VOC’s and NOx in Australia and Western Australia respectively. The other large emitters of NOx in 
Australia are all large power stations. 

 

Ozone / Photochemical plumes have the capacity to travel large distances, in the order of 
hundreds of kilometres. ACE believe that the current modelling was on too tight a regional scale 
and did not appear to address air quality over areas such as Derby, which are downwind of the 
facility if the average wind directions are observed. 

 

ACE is also very concerned about the use of modelling of Dampier ambient air quality data to 
represent air quality in the Kimberley. This data suggested that the air quality in the area is already 
very close to exceeding the Ozone and PM10 NEPM’s and was three times higher than the PM2.5 
NEPM investigation level. (1) 

 

ACE strongly believes that this proposal should not proceed until the ambient air quality in the 
region has been thoroughly assessed by an organisation that is accredited and competent to do 
so. It was noted that the Department of State Development had commissioned PM10 
measurements in October 2008, using an instrument that is not an “air quality grade instrument”. It 
should also be noted that, according to the most recent report to the NEPC available on the 
internet, the WA Department of Environment and Conservation is not NATA accredited to perform 
ambient air quality testing.  

 

It is conceivable (and often is the case) that the modelled ambient air quality results could be 
significantly lower than actual results, as it was based on data that was generated by the DEC, 
which may have understated the impact of the ambient air quality. 

 

ACE took part in the recent National Environmental Protection Council’s- Ambient Air Quality 
Review consultation which detailed the body of evidence that suggests that health is being affected 
by levels of air pollutants that are currently below the reporting standards and are typical of 
exposures in many jurisdictions in Australia. The overall impression given was that the standards 
need to be revised downwards to reflect this body of evidence. If this does occur, it is likely that the 
modelled ambient concentrations in the Kimberley will exceed the NEPM’s for criteria and toxic air 
pollutants.  

 

For these reasons, ACE suggests that it is unacceptable to impose a further burden on a regional 
air-shed that is already close to being compromised. Until reliable data is provided for the baseline 
ambient air study and without any reference to specific pollution control measures to reduce these 
air toxics, the proposal should not be approved until these issues have been resolved. 
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Notwithstanding this, ACE notes that when the James Price Point precinct was added to the data 
on existing air pollution sources in the area, exceedences of the ozone NEPM by 10% would 
occur. This is clearly unacceptable, particularly when combined with high levels of PM10,,PM2.5  and 
respirable particulates (including nanoparticles) that is expected from the precinct. There is a 
growing body of scientific evidence detailing the adverse public health impacts associated with the 
cumulative, additive and synergistic effects of combined pollutants.(2) 

 

To ignore or downplay the severity of air quality impacts from fossil fuel industries such as LNG 
plants is unacceptable at a time when the world leading health experts, such as the World Health 
Organisation warn that air pollution is causing two million premature deaths a year, especially 
particulate matter from burning fossil fuels(3) and that dangerous climate change impacts threaten 
our future. 
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LNG chemicals and health impacts  

 

LNG processing potentially uses 944 chemical products. Many of the chemicals in these products 
have not been assessed for human health and environmental impacts. (4) These chemicals have 
the potential to impact the ecosystem and human health at very low levels. Endocrine disruption is 
having a global impact on human health and the environment. Chemicals used in LNG processing 
can travel well beyond the boundaries of the James Price Point LNG hub. 

 

Research in Australia (5) has highlighted the uncertainty about the long term impacts of chemicals 
used in LNG processing. We have seen the devastating impacts that can occur around coal seam 
gas extraction plants. Therefore ACE believes that until such a time that these chemicals have 
been adequately assessed for long term human health and environmental protection, any proposal 
using large amounts of these chemicals, particularly in pristine environments, such as at James 
Price Point, should not proceed. 

 

The absence of assessment data on BTEX and other unassessed chemicals used by this industry 
sector cannot justify claims of “no evidence of harm” or their continued use by LNG proponents. 
Many peer reviewed journal articles have highlighted the acute neuro-toxic effects of Benzene and 
health impacts of Volatile Organic Compounds on the human body. 

 

The pollution plumes from a plant of this size will travel long distances and have the potential to 
impact many indigenous communities that exist within a 200 km radius around the proposed site. 
The long term integrity of the unique and sensitive marine ecosystem of the region is at risk from 
the known and expected pollution releases. The impact of residual air toxics, mercury particularly 
and other processing wastes, on the health and safety of whales and their calves and other marine 
species, around the off shore rig and near to the onshore processing area, has not been 
adequately assessed. 

 

Children and babies are particularly vulnerable to air toxics as are the elderly and those with 
compromised immune systems. Indigenous communities are also more vulnerable to air pollution 
and its residues in the environment because of their traditional cultural and spiritual practices in 
their country. These impacts have not been adequately accounted for or assessed in this strategic 
assessment document. 
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Mercury and other precinct industries  

 

ACE is particularly concerned with the fate of mercury wastes from the Precinct. It is stated that 
there will be a mercury removal unit or “guard bed” but it does not indicate how the mercury will be 
handled or disposed. 

 

The Minamata Convention (6), a new global treaty, established to eliminate the devastating effects 
that mercury causes to human health and the environment globally, must be recognised by the 
Australian government. It is well known that natural gas production generates mercury waste and 
emissions. The impact of mercury on the health of surrounding communities and the sensitive 
marine and coastal environments from this proposal requires greater scrutiny and assessment by 
the proponent and regulator. ACE urges the Federal Government to require rigorous scientific 
assessment of all potential sources of mercury releases from this proposal, with detailed data on 
the quantity of and disposal arrangements for this dangerous neurotoxin. It is imperative that the 
Federal Government act now to prevent a deadly environmental legacy that such proposals could 
leave if unchecked. 

 

ACE holds concerns for the potential of other polluting industries establishing in the “light industrial 
area”.  ACE understands that there is no designation between “light”, “heavy”, or “noxious” industry 
zonings in the WA Planning regulations, which would suggest that the proponent’s use of the term 
“light” is misleading.  

There are a number of associated noxious industries that a large LNG plant will attract, which in 
themselves will be a source of toxic and criteria air pollutants. These associated industries will 
establish without adequate environmental and human health assessments under a “derived 
proposal” criteria of the Strategic Assessment. This ‘carte blanche’ approach is not in the long term 
interests of the environment and public health and should be abolished and replaced with a 
scientifically rigorous assessment process that would normally be provided for, under any other 
circumstance.   

ACE considers it negligent for any government to approve any major industrial proposal (whether 
classified as derived or not) without human health and environmental assessment. Without such 
assessment the cumulative and synergistic effects of multiple pollution sources cannot be known. 
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Health Impact Assessment  

 

This assessment report does not provide for a dedicated Health Impact Assessment (HIA) and 
therefore represents a fatal flaw. 

 

Without a dedicated health impact assessment, the long term protection of this regional 
communities health, cannot be ensured. Given that the project will become the largest source of air 
toxics in Australia, the community has a right to expect that detailed health impact assessments 
would be undertaken as a matter of course. 

  

Importantly, there are no legally enforceable health protection limits for ambient levels of Benzene 
and VOC’s in WA and without such standards the health of the affected regional communities is 
undermined. Australian air quality standards do not compare well with other overseas jurisdictions, 
placing our communities at greater risk from adverse health impacts from air toxins such as 
carcinogenic Benzene and VOC’s. (ie compared to US standards for benzene) 

 

There have been several parliamentary inquiries in Western Australia which have recommended 
that HIA be conducted in parallel with the EIA process, yet more than ten years on, no such 
statutory process has been afforded to our community or environment.  

 

The absence of HIA has contributed to preventable environmental health disasters in WA related to 
industrial pollution disasters, such as those seen at the Bellevue Waste Control Fire 2001, in the 
Wagerup community who host the Alcoa World Alumina plant 2004 and in the Esperance 
community who were contaminated with Magellan Metals, lead carbonate in 2007. These three WA 
Parliamentary Inquiries called for the establishment of HIA as a priority. The WA government’s 
failure to implement these recommendations will continue to undermine the community’s 
confidence in our state industrial regulators and continue to put communities at risk. (7) 

 

ACE believes that the Federal government has a role to play in legislating for our basic human 
right to live in a safe, pollution free environment. (8) Requiring every state in Australia to ensure 
that major industrial proposals are assessed for human health impacts would be a positive step 
towards the recognition of and protection of, Australian citizen’s rights to environmental health 
protection and access to the information about what they are being exposed to. 

 

The lack of a dedicated HIA for this proposal represents a major data gap in knowledge about the 
potential public health impacts and until such an assessment is undertaken the proposal should not 
proceed. 
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Regulatory Oversight  

 

ACE is concerned about the level of regulatory oversight that can be provided for major industrial 
plants in remote locations. It is unclear exactly how the government agencies will be monitoring 
compliance of ministerial and licence conditions and conducting audits. This requires clarification 
within the proponents report. 

 

Remoteness in relation to major industrial projects represents a critical environmental justice 
concern for the Kimberley communities and for peak environment and public health ngo’s working 
to ensure the protection of sensitive marine and land environments. 

 

Similarly, how the health of impacted communities will be monitored particularly when there are 
acute pollution events is unknown. 

 

Ambient environmental and health monitoring frameworks are an important component of 
assessing any major project. This is because ongoing onsite and offsite monitoring provides the 
best opportunity to gain knowledge about the real life impacts of such proposals on the 
environment and human health, and is needed to capacity build knowledge within the regulatory 
agencies including the Department of Health. Therefore, agency auditors trained in compliance 
monitoring need to be close to the facility so they can respond at short notice to a pollution event or 
community complaint.  

 

Air quality monitoring and assessments are a low priority for the current WA government. ACE 
therefore has concerns about the ability of WA government agency regulators to provide adequate 
regulatory oversight in remote locations, when already so many unresolved regulatory issues 
remain in the Perth Metro area close to where the agencies are located. 

 

Conclusion  

Although the focus of this submission is on the air quality and toxic impacts of the Browse LNG 
precinct, as part of the WA Strategic Assessment process, ACE believes that the overall impact of 
this proposal is too great and likely to cause irreparable damage to the physical, social and cultural 
environment of the unique Kimberley region. One only has to witness the impacts of other 
comparable large scale industrial precincts, such as those at other Woodside operations in 
Australia and globally to see what will eventuate.  

 

Therefore ACE urges the Federal government to reject this proposal and protect the Kimberley for 
future generations. 
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