
 

Imagine the outcry if factories killed as many
people as wood heaters
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On a cold winter’s day, the haze from wood heaters hangs over Hobart,
Tasmania. Credit: John Todd, Author provided

Imagine a fleet of aging factories operating in neighborhoods across
Australia.

On most days the smoke from their stacks is hardly noticed. But on cold
days when the smog settles in the densely populated valleys and towns,
doctors notice unusually high numbers of people suffering from a range
of problems, especially asthma.
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Air-quality researchers are called in to study the problem in more detail.
They confirm that neighborhoods with these old factories have higher
concentrations of fine particles, which are toxic air pollutants.

Invisible to the naked eye, particles are inhaled deep into the lungs, enter
the bloodstream and cause a range of harms throughout the body. This
air pollution is linked to higher rates of heart and lung diseases, strokes,
dementia and some cancers. It also increases the risk of adverse
pregnancy outcomes and poorer learning outcomes in children.

The researchers calculate that each year pollution from the factories
causes 269 premature deaths in Sydney, 69 in Tasmania and 14 in 
Armidale, New South Wales.

While the factories are supposed to be built, maintained and operated to
certain standards, the regulations are rarely if ever enforced. There isn't
even a central register to tell authorities how many of these factories
exist, how old they are, and where they are located.

As news of this research is made public, how would the affected
communities react? What might they demand of government?

Would it matter if they knew we were not talking about factories, but 
wood heaters?

Heaters produce much of our air pollution

Every sentence of this story is true if you replace the word "factory"
with "wood heater."

Less than 10% of households own a wood heater, but burning wood for
heating is the largest source of air pollution in many Australian cities and
towns. While vehicle manufacturers and industry have greatly reduced
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https://www.health.nsw.gov.au/environment/factsheets/Pages/wood-smoke.aspx
https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/-/media/OEH/Corporate-Site/Documents/Air/sydney-air-quality-study-stage-2-program-report-220644.pdf
https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/17/9/3264
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.5694/mja2.51199
https://phys.org/tags/wood/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envint.2019.105429
https://www.mja.com.au/journal/2021/215/6/effects-mortality-and-associated-financial-costs-wood-heater-pollution-regional
https://phys.org/tags/vehicle+manufacturers/


 

emissions following tightened government regulations, domestic heating
technology has not kept pace.

Today you would have to drive a diesel truck 500 kilometers to emit as
much air pollution as a wood heater does in a single day. And that figure
is for a wood heater that meets the current regulatory standards in
Australia. Most do not.

Furthermore, wood heater pollution can be many times more severe
when owners leave logs to smolder overnight, burn poorly seasoned
wood, or close down the air intake immediately after loading more
wood.

  
 

  

If we stopped clearing forest and burning wood for heating, the reduction in
emissions would be equal to about one-fifth of Australia’s car emissions. Credit: 
W. Carter/Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA

3/6

https://phys.org/tags/air+pollution/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Smoke_from_a_small_chimney_in_fog.jpg
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


 

Of course, particulate pollution is not all that wood heaters emit. When
firewood is sourced from land clearing and illegal wood hooking, wood
heaters add to net carbon dioxide and methane emissions in much the
same as burning coal does because the carbon is no longer locked away
in forests.

The best estimates are that less than a quarter of firewood is sourced
from sustainable plantation suppliers. Even from those sources, the
carbon emissions take many years to be sequestered into growing trees.

One study estimated that, if we stopped burning wood and clearing
forest for heating, Australia would reduce its annual greenhouse gas
emissions by 8.7 million tons. That's about one-fifth of Australia's car
emissions.

The benefits of electrification

Inevitably, as Australia moves towards a zero-carbon future, the
electrification of domestic heating will bring widespread health and 
economic benefits. It will prevent hundreds of premature deaths each
year.

Hospitals will benefit from a reprieve in the cooler months, enabling
doctors and nurses to better cope with seasonal pneumonia and
COVID-19 outbreaks. And even those outbreaks will be less severe with
reduced air pollution.

Besides being healthier, Australians will enjoy much lower heating costs
as a result of using technologies such as reverse-cycle air conditioners
(heat pumps). Remarkably, heat pumps are up to 600% efficient. That
means, for every unit of energy they consume, they generate up to six
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https://phys.org/tags/land+clearing/
https://phys.org/tags/carbon+dioxide/
https://phys.org/tags/methane+emissions/
https://publications.csiro.au/rpr/pub?list=BRO&pid=procite:ae6e5fe6-edfb-4f15-9e8e-7221653c1da1
https://www.cell.com/chem/pdf/S2451-9294(22)00091-2.pdf
https://doi.org/10.5094/APR.2011.033
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/FactSheet-Transport.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/economic+benefits/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/resp.14140
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/resp.14140
https://www.energy.gov.au/households/heating-and-cooling


 

units of heating energy.

Making the switch

As people learn about the impacts of wood heaters on their neighbors,
friends and relatives—on pregnant women, young children and the
elderly—many will make the switch.

Governments need to ensure safe and affordable heating technology is
available to everyone regardless of their income.

Already, governments in the Australian Capital Territory, Tasmania and 
New Zealand have programs that reimburse households for the cost of
replacing their wood heaters.

Buy-back schemes, home efficiency subsidies, regulation and
enforcement, including property market regulation (ensuring wood
heaters are removed prior to sale), and restrictions on new installations
all have a role to play.

We are conducting economic modeling to determine the most cost-
effective policy settings for maximizing the benefits of policies to
manage the problem of wood heaters.

Fire and smoke will remain important experiences for Australians. They
can be savored primarily outside the city, under bright stars, in open
deserts and rugged coastlines, in beach shacks and farm cottages, and as
part of Indigenous cultural practices.

One day we will look back in amazement that we once tolerated wood
heaters in our cities, right next to schools, homes and hospitals. We'll
regard them in much the same way that we think of polluting factories
today.
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https://www.climatechoices.act.gov.au/policy-programs/wood-heater-replacement-program
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2007-06-26/claims-heater-buyback-doing-its-job/81160
https://www.eeca.govt.nz/co-funding/insulation-and-heater-grants/warmer-kiwi-homes-programme/
https://phys.org/tags/bright+stars/


 

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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