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About the Centre for Safe Air 
The Centre for Safe Air is a Centre of Research Excellence funded by the National Health 
and Medical Research Council. The Centre brings together more than 20 researchers at 
the forefront of their fields, based in 13 of Australia’s leading research institutions. The 
Centre supports multidisciplinary research across epidemiology, exposure assessment, 
toxicology, climate and air science, biostatistics, respiratory medicine and health 
economics to pursue collaborative projects and to develop capacity. The vision of the 
Centre is “to achieve substantial improvements in population health, safety, and 
resilience in the face of existing, emerging, and escalating airborne hazards through 
evidence-based policy and practice interventions”. 
 
Air pollution is the single greatest environmental threat to human health and wellbeing.1 
Globally, air pollution is responsible for approximately 7 million premature deaths each 
year.2 In Australia, annual mortality is conservatively estimated to be more than 3,2003 
with an average annual cost of more than AUD$6.2billion from years of life lost.4 Air 
pollution ranks alongside unhealthy dies, inadequate physical activity and tobacco 
smoking, as a major global risk factor for mortality.5 The Centre is focused on three areas 
of activity: Sources: determining how to measure, track, predict and manage outdoor air 
hazards at national and regional scales, Settings: considering the options for homes, 
schools or workplaces to mitigate the health burden from outdoor air hazards, and 
Individuals: considering people in the most vulnerable population groups and how we 
can best protect them. 
 
Introduction 
The home environment is crucial for health and wellbeing. People inhale 11,000 litres of 
air per day on average, mostly inside homes. Even small amounts of air pollution in the 
home environment can have a significant impact on health. Moreover, the people who 
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are most vulnerable to air pollution (children, older adults and people with disabilities) 
spend a greater proportion of time indoors where they are exposed to a number of 
hazards relating to heating and cooking appliances, sealing and ventilation. As such, 
enhancing minimum rental standards presents a major opportunity to improve air quality 
in rental properties and consequently the health of renters.  
 
Summary of recommendations: 

1. We recommend that the exemption for solid wood burners be removed in relation 
to heating and cooling standards for rental properties.  

2. We recommend that the minimum standard should require the removal of all 
flueless gas appliances from all rental properties.  

3. We recommend that the draught sealing standard be improved by including 
standards for ventilation to prevent mould, disperse indoor airborne hazards, 
improve thermal comfort in hot weather. 

 
Rationale for Recommendation 1  
There is clear evidence from numerous health impact assessments and epidemiological 
studies that wood heaters have a range of serious health risks for their owners and the 
wider community.1,2 Residents are exposed to unventilated wood heater emissions while 
refuelling or from smoke that recirculates back into the house from outside. A study of 
50,226 women without prior lung cancer found that those who used their wood burner 
occasionally (just 30 days per year) had a 68% increased risk of lung cancer.3 For the 
wider community, the cumulative health impact of wood heaters are considerable. Wood 
heaters are the largest source of air pollution in most Australian cities and towns 
including Sydney, Melbourne, Adelaide and Hobart; more than all the planes, cars, trucks 
and buses combined; and more than industry or power generation.4 Centre for Safe Air 
researchers estimate that particulate pollution from wood heaters cause between 558 - 
1555 excess deaths annually in Australia,2 roughly equivalent to the number of deaths on 
Australian roads each year.5 In Victoria they are estimated to cause 163 excess deaths 
annually.2 Particulate pollution from wood heaters is linked to higher rates of heart and 
lung diseases, strokes, dementia, asthma, and some cancers.6  
 
Australian emissions standards lag behind comparable nations and are not enforced with 
the last audit of wood heaters in 2007 finding that most wood heaters were more 
polluting than claimed. As such, the Victorian Government can have little confidence that 
people replacing an older heater with a newer model would reduce the health burden 
associated with wood heaters. A wood heater already has very long life and can continue 
operating for more than 20 years. At a minimum, we would expect wood heaters to be 
replaced with a minimum 2-Star electric heater in line with Option 4 (the Department's 
preferred option) at the end of their operating life. However, given their longevity, there is 
a strong case for policies to transition homes to electric heating more quickly, for 
example, at the end of a rental agreement. We note that the Australian Capital Territory 
has legislated a phase out of wood heaters.7 
 
Rationale for recommendation 2 
Gas combustion from cooking and heating releases a range of air pollutants and toxins 
including particulate matter (PM), nitrogen dioxide (NO2), carbon monoxide (CO) and 
formaldehyde (HCHO).8,9 While any gas combustion in the home presents risks in terms 



 

of indoor air quality, the most acute health impacts relate to unflued gas appliances. 
According to a recent Asthma Australia survey, 7% of Australians use unflued gas 
heaters.10 Unflued heaters expose residents to a range of serious health risks and 
potentially fatal CO poisoning.9 Researchers have found that school children experienced 
increased coughing and wheezing because of exposure to unflued gas heaters in the 
classroom.11 Further, a study involving Centre for Safe Air researchers found that 12 
percent of cases of childhood asthma were linked to exposure to gas cooking stoves.12 
This figure would be reduced to 3%, the researchers estimated, if all homes with gas 
stoves were fitted with high efficiency range hoods to vent pollutants outdoors.12 Based 
on this evidence, we recommend that minimum standards should require the removal of 
all flueless gas appliances from all rental properties and rooming houses. Reducing the 
reliance on gas appliances, more generally, is important for reducing costs for renters as 
well as emissions of methane, a potent greenhouse gas.13 
 
Rationale for recommendation 3 
The Centre for Safe Air supports the minimum standards for draught sealing; however, it 
is important that this is coupled with a minimum standard for ventilation. Residents in 
sealed homes that do not allow for ventilation will be unable to disperse indoor air 
pollutants, airborne pathogens, heat, and moisture which can promote the build-up of 
mould.14,15 Minimum standards for ventilation should consider screens for windows and 
doors, ceiling fans, kitchen rangehoods and exhaust fans in wet areas.  
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