
 

 

Position Statement – Proposed Tamar Valley Pulp Mill 

The Tasmanian Branch of the AMA has examined the (draft) Gunns’ 

Integrated Impact Statement
1
 and in summary concludes: 

AMA Tasmania has significant concerns about the 

potential for adverse health effects resulting from 

the proposed Pulp Mill. 

Background 

The Tasmanian Resource Planning and Development Commission (TRPDC) will soon 

decide on whether to approve a Pulp Mill to be built and operated by Gunns Ltd,  

producing up to 1.3 million air-dried tonnes of pulp per annum.
2
 

Building is planned for the eastern bank of the Tamar River at Bell Bay in the Tamar 

River Valley 45 kilometers north-west from the city of Launceston. The Mill will thus 

be within the Tamar Valley Air Shed (TVAS)
3
 with its inherent meteorological 

inversion layer. 

Community concerns have been expressed locally about the potential health impact of 

the proposed development, including in respect of any possible air pollution.
4
 
5
 

Particulate pollution especially has been identified as the major air quality issue for 

Tasmania.
6
 Launceston has one of the worst air qualities within Australia particularly 

in winter with its air quality being regarded as “seriously compromised”.
7
 According 

to government information, there are an estimated eight additional deaths per year as a 

result of air pollution in the Launceston area. The Pulp Mill design incorporates the 

burning of wood and/or wood-byproducts to provide power. Air emissions resulting 

from this and as a by-product of related mill operations have the potential to add to the 

existing adverse respiratory load of air-borne particles in Launceston and surrounding 

areas. 

Prediction of adverse impacts for air emissions from a pulp mill requires high-quality 

reliable scientific modeling to predict any future pulp mill pollution. Any model
8
 is 

only as good as the data input, for example the number and position of monitoring 

stations, and the nature of the model used. 
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The potential adverse health and environmental effects from the proposed Pulp Mill 

will be strongly influenced by the technology used in the pulping process.  

Pulp mills are often associated with odour problems.
9
 There is scientific literature 

which demonstrates that odour is not just a nuisance factor, but can also adversely 

affect health.
 10

 
11

 

An increase in road traffic using current road systems
12

 is likely to increase the risk of 

road fatalities. Little concrete information has been provided in the IIS, while 

Tasmanians continue to be tragically reminded of the risk potential.
13

 Additionally 

any increase in road traffic will increase air emissions and noise. 

The AMA regrets that it has not been given sufficient time to examine all the potential 

health effects of the proposed Pulp Mill (for example, water and land pollution), and 

remarks that our organisation is not unique in this respect.
14

 We note that Gunns 

employed at least 40 professionals to produce an Integrated Impact Statement (IIS) of 

over 7,000 pages costing in excess of 11 million dollars. 

The AMA identified the following issues as central to an understanding of the 

potential health impact of the proposed pulp mill. 

 

KEY ISSUE 1 (MODELING)  

Reliable air-shed modeling must underpin any predictions of effects on respiratory 

(lung) health from a new pulp mill. This must take into account multiple emissions 

sources ie. existing industries, truck movements, wood heaters, in addition to a new 

pulp mill. Current monitoring of air pollution in Launceston and the Tamar Valley 

has concentrated on PM10 rather than the smaller PM2.5 particles. The measurements 

of the smaller particles are believed to be more closely associated with adverse health 

effects. Closer monitoring of PM2.5 is required. 

• The model for predicting air pollution in the Tamar Valley Air Shed as used in the 

IIS largely fails to meet the acceptance criteria as set out by the United States 

Environmental Protection Agency (US EPA)
16

. The number of monitoring stations 

used was low by comparison.
17

 

• The model predicts the levels of PM10 particles to be only one-fifth of the actual 

measured values in Launceston.
18

 There are other wide variances.
19

 

• The IIS makes no mention of the PM2.5 particles that are believed to be more 

closely associated with the adverse health effects of particle air pollution.
20

 
21

 

• It is noted that new (more rigorous) standards could be introduced for PM2.5 in 

2008 and this must be taken into account.
22

 

ASSESSMENT:  Respiratory health effects of the proposed Pulp Mill cannot be 

determined because the air pollution predictions used are highly unreliable. 
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KEY ISSUE 2 (POLLUTANTS) 

A pre-requisite for any new pulp mill in the Tamar Valley is modern technology which 

would help to ensure minimal atmospheric pollution to especially avoid additional 

particulate loads to the community, particularly in Launceston. 

• The IIS states that the most modern technology available will be used in the 

proposed Pulp Mill. 

• The Pulp Mill will release measurable amounts of important pollutants, so-called 

Class 1 pollutants – small particles, sulphur dioxide and oxides of nitrogen - and 

others including inorganic chlorinated and reduced sulphur compounds. 

ASSESSMENT: Despite the planned use of this technology we cannot be certain that 

Launceston and the Tamar Valley will not be subjected to additional atmospheric 

pollution. 

 

KEY ISSUE  3 (MORBIDITY & MORTALITY) 

Any pulp mill in the Tamar Valley must not increase already existing morbidity and 

mortality (illness & death) from atmospheric or other pollutants. 

• Small particle air pollution (PM10) already exists in the Tamar Valley – this is 

known to be associated with increased illness and death.
23

 

• The IIS predicts an increase in the levels of these particles.
 24

 

ASSESSMENT: the establishment of a Pulp Mill in the Tamar Valley could cause an 

increase in the already existing morbidity and mortality from atmospheric pollutants. 

 

KEY ISSUE 4 (ODOUR) 

Any new pulp mill must not expose people living or working more than one (1) 

kilometre from the pulp mill to any odour on more than five(5) days per year. 

• Despite intensive efforts existing pulp mills, including older and more recent 

designs, release unpleasant odours that are a cause of significant community 

concern internationally.
25

 
26

  

• Gunns is introducing improved odour-control technology which is untested. 
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• The IIS has modeled Total Reduced Sulphur (TRS) as a predictor of odour and  

predicts a minimal odour problem.                               

• Odour can be detected by the human nose when the concentrations of known 

odour-causing substances (such as TRS) are close to zero.
27

 
28

 

ASSESSMENT: it is possible that people living or working more than one kilometre 

from the proposed Pulp Mill, including in Launceston, will be exposed to odour on 

more than five days per year.  

 

KEY ISSUE 5  (ROAD TRAFFIC) 

Any new pulp mill proposal must demonstrate effective systems to minimise or 

eliminate the additional risk of traffic accidents and, particularly in settled areas, 

noise and vehicle emissions from additional road traffic. 

• The issue of how timber will be transported to the proposed Pulp Mill has yet to be 

publicly released. 

• The future of the rail transport system regarding substitution of rail for road 

transport of logs is unclear. 

ASSESSMENT:  the AMA cannot yet comment on the health aspects of timber 

transport – including road fatalities and noise and vehicle emissions – from additional 

road traffic to and from the proposed Pulp Mill. 
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