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The committee met at 9.30 a.m. 

 

CHAIR (Mrs Rattray-Wagner) - Thank you coming along today.-We will start, as we have advised, with output group 2, sport and recreation, and then move on to grants and subsidies, capital investment.

 

 

Later in the morning….....

Mr DEAN - I want to go through the wood heater program.  I am specifically looking at the Launceston area.  I know this crosses over into housing as well where wood heaters are identified as a huge problem in the Launceston area.  You went through the different phases here of electric heaters in homes; you removed electric heaters, we went into wood heaters in these homes, now we're returning again to removing them from those homes and into electric heating again.  I do not know whether you are in a position to provide me with the number of housing department properties currently with wood heaters in the area around Launceston and what is happening?  What is the position in relation to that?

 

Ms O'BYRNE - I think that is something you are probably going to have to ask the minister responsible.  I am not sure if Warren has any information he would like to add to it. 

 

Mr JONES - I have not got the figures at the moment.  It used to be somewhere between 400 and 500.

 

Mr DEAN - Right.  There is no program under your area of control where they are working to do anything about that?

 

Ms O'BYRNE - We have been involved in a number of programs.  I might just take you through the sort of progress that we have had.  In 1997, Launceston had 50 exceedances of the national daily particulate matter, which is the PM10 standard of 50 micrograms per cubic meter for particles less than 10 millionths of a meter in diameter.  Now, the national goal for PM10 is to have no more than five exceedances in one year.  So, the fact that we had 50 in 1997 was a significant problem.  I know that within your role in local government as well you have had an interest in there.

 

Since 1997, PM10 levels in Launceston have fallen.  In 2006, there were six exceedances of the standard.  In 2007, the national goal was met for the first time with only five exceedances of the standard.  So, we have made significant progress since 1997, probably due to several programs, I think, including, as you mentioned, the wood heater replacement program and associated community education and, I guess, also the 

smoke

 patrol programs.  These were joint initiatives undertaken by the Commonwealth and Tasmanian governments and the Launceston City Council In industrial emissions have also been reduced with the application of the Environmental Protection Policy (Air Quality) Act 2004.  Notwithstanding that, the particles in Launceston are still considered to be too high and further reduction in wood heater emissions are necessary to reduce the exposure of residents to health impacts.

 

As part of the Tasmanian air quality strategy 2006, new regulations have now been developed to control the import, sale and installation of wood heaters, which commenced in August 2007.  That actually prohibits the sale of wood heaters that do not meet Australian standards for heater emissions.  They also make emission of excessive 

smoke

 and wood heaters and offence, assisting councils to address persistent 

smoke

 from households and other premises.

 

As required under the national environment protection ambient air quality measure, monitoring and reporting of particles for diameter less than 2.5 millionths of a meter, which is PM2.5.  That commenced in Launceston in 2005.  These smaller particles are considered to pose a much greater risk to health than the larger particulates.  Further reductions in particulate levels are likely to be required in order to meet the new national standards for PM2.5 expected in current years.  A lot of the focus, as we said, has been on education.  I think we have seen behavioural change in Launceston.  In relation to the actual housing department homes, it probably would be something you would need to ask directly of the Minister for Health and Human Services.

 

Mr DEAN - Thank you for that.  One further question, there has been huge public disquiet about this in recent times, and I have been inundated with much evidence, and that is in relation to burn-offs by forestry, private landowners and many other people.  Have there been any prosecutions in this area at all?  What is the plan for the future in relation to these deep burns?  They appear to be prolific now.  There are certainly many, many days now when the State is covered in burn-off 

smoke

 and so on.  It seems to be building up.  It is a tremendous problem.  I want to know the number of prosecutions, because a number of offences have been disclosed in this area.  Perhaps we could start with the number of offences disclosed in the area of wildfire burn-offs or cleanup burn-offs or what have you, and then look at what your department is doing on this.

 

Ms O'BYRNE - We probably need to start with identifying the whole range of things that actually impact in terms of burning, because there is a view that it occurs in one area and not in others, I think.  There is commercial forestry, there is fire hazard reduction, ecological management and agricultural burns as well.  All of those, regardless of what kind of burning they are, they should be managed   In accordance with best practice.  However, I do acknowledge the particular significance of a forestry planned burning.  The forestry industry is responsible for around two-thirds of planned burns in autumn, which is the period where you get most of the concern about the impacts.

 

The air quality strategy that I mentioned before proposes that 

smoke

 management procedures be established and incorporated into the forest practices code.  It also proposes improved coordination of planned burns and investigation of the most appropriate management system for complaints.  Tasmania's environment protection policy and air quality also addresses planned burning, and it specifies best practice principles for 

smoke

 management, especially the need to take account of health and amenity and impacts of 

smoke

 on individuals in the community.  My department has been working with the Forestry Practices Advisory Council to arrange for appropriate changes to forest practices.  Once the changes are made, the authority will then be able to regulate the management of 

smoke

 from planned burning by forest industry, although, through the forest practices regulatory system.

 

During the recent burning season, the forest industry trialled a standard for management of planned burn 

smoke

.  I might get warn to talk a little bit about that in a moment which specifies a method of predicting planned burn 

smoke

 travel and dispersion.  Standards aid decision making on whether a burn should proceed on a particular day and provides for communication with people who may be affected.  The standard will be finalised after an evaluation of the trial and consideration will be given to an appropriate amendment to the Forest Practices Code to require compliance with the standard.

 

We measure airborne particle levels at monitoring stations in Hobart, Launceston and Georgetown.  We are in the process of establishing another one in Devonport.  They can be used to assess the impact of planned burning 

smoke

 in those centres.  I acknowledge, and I have a view, that we should look at monitoring planned burning 

smoke

 in a more comprehensive manner.  We are currently investigating those options.  There is actually research that the University of Tasmania is doing at the moment which we think could be the initial step to that, to actually ensuring that the data that we get will actually allow us to predict better what happens when you light more than one fire in a particular region.

 

Mr Jones and I have had some conversations about where we might go with this.  One of the problems is the efficiency of the data that we get and whether or not there are better ways of getting that data.  That is what we are talking with the university about at the moment, to get some kind of picture of how we might better get data.  There are a couple of issues at play.  It is not just whether you should light a fire; it is how much 

smoke

 should be allowed on that particular day as well.  One of the things that we do have is that if somebody sees that somebody has lit a fire, they assume that they have done the test be and the modelling and that that's okay, so everybody else lights their fire on the same day.  It is not that individually any one of those things would actually cause significant damage.  Would you get is just too much on one day.  They are the discussions that we have been having about how we might better progress that.

 

Mr DEAN - I just want to add a bit to that.  This is an extremely serious issue.  During April this year, you really could not live in the Nunamara area.  That is what a lot of people are telling me, because of the incessant fire and 

smoke

 that was wafting around the area and through their homes.  It was causing illness.  That happened pretty well right through April - on 11, 16, 17, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25.  For almost the entire month of April, including 29 and 30 April, and then again, in May it was almost daily.  A lot of people live in that area.  There has to be some other way of controlling this and getting on top of it.

 

Ms O'BYRNE - These are the discussions that we have been having about how we might better create a modelling that allows us to work better.  In isolation, I think most generally, the people who do the planned burns, whether they be agricultural or they be hazard reduction or regeneration burning by Forestry Tasmania are doing so based on the information that they have in front of them that says it is okay to do it.  The problem is that everybody lights up at the same time.  I think that is a significant problem.

 

The Fire Service Act actually provides that fires that are lit and controlled in accordance with a fire permit during the fire permit period are exempt from the provisions of EMPCA.  We cannot take regulatory action against those at that time.  What we can do is what we are doing now, which is looking at the research that has been commissioned by the university and trying to find better ways of managing the amount of 

smoke

 that is happening on any given time.  I might let Warren add anything that he has to that.

 

Mr DEAN - What I want to know and what the people want to know is whether or not you are treating this as a critical issue.

 

Ms O'BYRNE - Absolutely.

 

Mr DEAN - You are addressing it with a view to trying to control it, I suppose?  I know burn-offs have to occur.

 

Ms O'BYRNE - There is no suggestion that we are treating this as anything other than incredibly important.  Air quality is something that we take extremely seriously.  What we do need to do is manage things that occur during that time.  There are agricultural burn-offs; there are burns for fire reduction.  The fires on the east coast have led us to see what happens if we do not take action to remediate that in advance.  There are good reasons for doing a number of burns.  The question is how we better model and how we better create an opportunity so that we limit the impact on people whilst doing that.  There is a defined time for burns.  There is community consultation.  But, as I said, somebody will actually act within the information that they have got in terms of the modelling, but then you will find that other people see that they have lit up so they copy.  You quite often cannot even trace it down to only one person lighting one fire on one day.

 

Mrs JAMIESON - Perhaps, Madam Chair, I might have half an answer.  If you have a spare $114 000, we will have the answer.

 

Ms O'BYRNE - If you do it for that, you are doing better than me, because my costings are a bit dearer than that at the moment.

 

CHAIR - I will indulge the member because I believe that she has something worthwhile.

 

Mrs JAMIESON - Has your department ever actually considered the use of the air curtain burners that they use in Canada and America?

 

Mr JONES - I think in terms of this particular problem, we are aware of those burners, but we did not think they would have application with the majority of the planned burns that take place here in terms of wide scale use.

 

Mrs JAMIESON - But Canada and America are much bigger than Tasmania, and they certainly are proving to be quite satisfactory over there, and you can buy them, would you believe, for $114 000 American.

 

Ms O'BYRNE - Each?

 

Mrs JAMIESON - Each.

 

Ms O'BYRNE - How big an area do they cover?

 

Mrs JAMIESON - You need to look at that, of course, but there are some things that I got off the Internet which are really quite interesting.  Of course, you can burn green, low transport costs and all this.  I am just wondering why it has not been considered when we have such a major problem.  I certainly endorse what Mr Dean said, because I had real sinus problems.

 

Ms O'BYRNE - I am happy to have a look at that, but as I understand, the curtains actually operate on quite defined container size areas.

 

Mrs JAMIESON - They can be moved around and moved within the area.

 

Ms O'BYRNE - I am happy to get some further information.

 

Mrs JAMIESON - When you consider the angst that all this is causing and the health problems as well, one thinks we should seriously be attempting to find a better way of doing it.

 

Ms O'BYRNE - Part of our problem is the proper modelling that we have in terms of the impact.  We give people permits to light fires because we accept that they need to light those fires.  What we need is better information about what happens top 

smoke

 dispersal so that we can control that better.

 

Mrs JAMIESON - Is it worth your pursuing - 

 

Ms O'BYRNE - I have said I am happy to have a look at it.  Apparently, we have already had a bit of a look at them.

 

Mr DEAN - The other question was, have there been any prosecutions in relation to this area I am talking about, wildfire, burn-offs and so on?

 

Ms O'BYRNE - No.  There is one case currently before the courts.  There is no prosecution that I am aware of.

 

Mr DEAN - What case was that?

 

Mr JONES - That was the episode at Bridport, where the road was closed and a school was evacuated.  I guess we thought that was a particularly severe incident that appeared to have a cause and effect.  That is an example of the difficulty of taking legal action in this area.  We are still in the courts two years later with the matter being very vigorously defended.  Just on that point about taking action, if I could just make an extra point there, there are effectively three authorities, if you like, who would have jurisdiction in this area and would be able to take action.  The focus of the Forest Practices Authority and, as the principle regulator of the impacts of forestry, our focus over the last few years has been to ensure that the Forest Practices Code deals more effectively with forest burn-offs, but there is then also, as the minister pointed out, outside of the fire burning period - we have this fairly weird scenario of where one day something is within the scope and the next day it is not when the fire permit period ends - under EMPCA, either myself as director or, indeed, any council officer would be able to take action.  Out of these three authorities we have, as I have said, attempted to prosecute and still have in the courts the episode I referred to earlier.  I am not aware of any actions that have been taken.  As I said, I suppose part of the reason for that is not because people do not believe it is a serious issue but because of the difficulty of proof where the 

smoke

 is often not attributable to one particular fire and the lengths that you have to go to to demonstrate that cause and effect are quite significant.

 

Mr 

WING

 - I would have thought that was quite easy.  You just go to the area where the fires are and you can see where they are burning.  Surely there could not be anything more simple.

 

Mr JONES - Mr 

Wing

, I would agree with you.  My assessment was that it would be a simple matter, but I am led to believe that that is not the case.

 

Mr 

WING

 - How on earth could it not be the case?

 

Mr JONES - Well, we have certainly expended considerable effort on this particular case, which appeared to be very straightforward to me.  That included getting information on all the other fires that were burning in the area, getting satellite photography and so on, but, in essence, the DPP's advice is that we are still do not have a strong case at this stage.  We are still pursuing it.

 

Mr 

WING

 - I am not thinking just about prosecutions.

 

Ms O'BYRNE - The compliance investigations unit get the data that they believe will provide the evidence.  They then forward that to the DPP, who then makes a determination.

 

Mr 

WING

 - But quite apart from prosecutions, what is your department doing to try and stop the fires from occurring several at a time?  You just need to go to Patersonia.  I have had numerous complaints and there are people who have suffered healthwise.  I would have thought somebody from the department going there and just driving around would see exactly where the problem is and surely take some action.  It is quite disgraceful that no action has been taken at all.  I am not talking about prosecutions; I am talking about stopping this, because there was one day in particular, a pall of 

smoke

 hung all over Launceston.  That happened on a regular basis, almost daily in Patersonia for most of the whole of April.  Irrespective of prosecutions, it was just allowed to go unchecked.

 

Mr JONES - Firstly, if I could respond to that by saying that, in terms of forestry fires, the Forest Practices Authority is the frontline regulator in relation to that.  But in relation to what we have done, we certainly regard what happened this year in particular as an unacceptable event in terms of air quality.  As a result of that, I have had discussions with the Forest Practices Authority, the Forest Practices Advisory Council, the Director of Public Health, the Asthma Foundation and the chief fire officer with a view to try to work out how this can be done better next year.  I guess probably the simplest way of presenting where our air quality people have got to on this is, if you like, a three-point plan which says that, firstly, we need better predictive modelling.  The modelling that has been undertaken this year has certainly moved.  We have future this on the agenda as an environmental issue that needs to be addressed over the past five years.  

 

The modelling that has been developed over the past few years has taken us a step well beyond where we were back five years ago with that issue.  But the modelling that was used this year that was available through the Bureau of Meteorology had its limitations in the sense that it did not take into account the existing levels of 

smoke

 that was in the air, in particular, nor did it take into account the number of fires that were lit up in a particular area.  So while there was a technique there to use, it certainly has its limitations.  The first thing we think needs to happen is that needs to be better modelling that can take account of, as you said, the number of fires but also the pre-existing levels of 

smoke

 that are in the atmosphere.  That clearly was a major contributing factor this year.

 

The second part of that plan is better monitoring.  At the moment, we have monitoring in Launceston, Hobart and Rowella.  Some monitoring happens in George Town now, and we will have monitoring in Devonport later this year.  But, to be useful in terms of managing planned burns better, we think we need to have a wider monitoring network than that.  The monitoring stations are very expensive to set up - $150 000 to $200 000 all up by the time you put in a proper monitoring station.  So we have been looking at cheaper ways of doing that to enable us to have a broader monitoring network.  Those are the discussions I have been having with the minister.

 

Mr 

WING

 - I appreciate what you are saying as far as the future is concerned, but I am very concerned about the past, because people with respiratory problems, particularly with emphysema, have been suffering on a daily basis, particularly during April.  I would like to ask: what, if any, action, your department, which is responsible overall for the environment and the protection of people, took, if any, to try and reduce the number of fires and burn-offs or to control them?

 

Mr JONES - There is currently no permitting system.  There is a fire permit period during the fire permit season.  I cannot remember off the top of my head when that cut out.  It was some time during April, I think, this year.  So, up until that point, I had no jurisdiction and the permit system that regulates who can burn was with the fire service.  Once that fire permit system is finished, then there is not a permit system to say whether a fire can go ahead or not, whether that is administered by myself, by councils, by the Forest Practices Authority or by the fire service.  The third point of that plan was that that may be something we need to look at in the future to have a system whereby - 

 

Mr 

WING

 - So for those - 

 

Ms O'BYRNE - To take it back -

 

Mr 

WING

 - Could I just continue.  For those reasons, your answer is that you did nothing during that month?

 

Ms O'BYRNE - No.

 

Mr 

WING

 - Is that right?

 

Ms O'BYRNE - No, that is what I was just about to say.  To take it back a step, what occurs during that period is that the modelling that currently exists allows you as a farmer or you as a parks officer or you as a council person or whoever to say, 'This is what I'm going to check out.  Is this an okay day for me to light a fire?'.  In isolation, they make the right decision based on that.  The problem is that there might be five fires happening that day, and they have no way of knowing that other people are doing them.  That is the problem that we are trying to resolve at the moment.  In isolation, lighting one fire within that zone based on the modelling that we have, you have not done anything wrong.  The problem is that the modelling does not tell you if you light five fires or six fires or more.  That is the problem.  That is why we are having discussions now about better modelling and permits so you can actually say, 'Fine, yes you could light a fire based on the weather conditions today, but we are not going to let you, because we have already given a permit to somebody else to do it so you can't'.  That's the sort of discussion that we have to try to resolve.  The existing modelling, which we hoped would give us a better picture, has not worked.  We accept that it did not work with what happened over this burn season.  It was unacceptable.

 

Mr 

WING

 - Because no action was taken.  I mean, clearly, Minister, with respect, what you have said does not indicate that any action was taken to stop this.  Surely some officer could have gone out there and gone around to the properties -

 

Ms O'BYRNE - We do not have the jurisdiction during that period.

 

Mr 

WING

 - But even in a persuasive way.  People were choking on the 

smoke

 day after day after day.  It was an environmental disgrace.  People were lighting the fires with gay abandon, no control at all.  Surely the department could send somebody out there after the first few days to say, 'Look, would you not burn.  Please don't do this.  It's creating a disturbance'.  Even if there was no power to stop them, surely some power should have been exercised to persuade them rather than allowing this to go on unchecked.

 

Mr DEAN - If I could just take that one step further to say that these people are saying that they have photographs of it, and I think most members received them.  What they are saying, Minister, is that in April and May each year they will need to get out of the area to survive.  Now whilst those are probably the better months to burn, surely there has to be some controlling mechanism -

 

Ms O'BYRNE - This is what Mr Jones has just said and what I have just said.  We accept that what occurred was an unacceptable outcome.  There was too much 

smoke

.  That is why we are saying that obviously what is there is not working and that is why we are now talking about the type of modelling that we can do and the monitoring around that.  At the moment, in isolation, they are not doing anything wrong.  The problem is in conjunction they are doing something that is terribly wrong, but there is no capacity for us to deal with that.  The only way for us to deal with it is to change the monitoring so they have better information when they make their decision and also the conversation that we have had is whether or not we actually limit it to a permit system that says, 'Okay, you can't light a fire today because we've given permits to somebody else'.  That what is why we are doing what we are doing now.  I think it is wrong to say that the department has done nothing.  The department has worked really hard.  The department is also limited, because the EPA act could does not apply.

 

Mr DEAN - These people, Minister, also ask a legitimate question.  If they need to relocate, will the department pay up for them to relocate for that month or that six-week period that they need to each year to live?

 

Ms O'BYRNE - Which department?

 

Mr DEAN - I guess environmental services or through the Government.  What responsibility does the Government have?

 

Ms O'BYRNE - The responsibility of the Government is to try to manage this situation, which is what we are doing.  That is why we are working with the university.  That is why we are looking at the different type of monitoring so that we can actually resolve this.  If you accept that we have to do planned burning, that is the base that we start from.  I am not going to tell councils not to do fire reduction burning.  I am not going to tell agricultural people not to do it.  I do not have any control over the Forestry one because that is part of forest practices.

 

Mr 

WING

 - You could ask them not to do it, though, when it is affecting people's health.

 

Ms O'BYRNE - We have, and I think there has been work there.  One of the roles that I see the EPA playing is one not only of a monitoring and a regulation role, but also an education and community role.  I see those things as being things that we can now do.

 

Mr 

WING

 - And could have done.

 

 Mr GADD - The weakness in the system is the individuals who decide to burn.  We can control through the Forest Practices Authority the planned burns through forestry.  Certainly we use our modelling through Parks to determine that.  What we cannot determine in advance is how many individuals are going to light up.  It is really hard then to determine which particular fire then tips the scale.  That is where we need a better system, and that is what Warren has been talking to the FPA and others about.  We are going to endeavour to not have a repeat next year of what we had this year.

 

Mr 

WING

 - You can request people not to do it.  Surely the department could have come out in the media and requested people who have forest plantations, in view of the effect on people's health and what is happening with 

smoke

 everywhere day after day, to cooperate.  You may have no power to do anything, but they could be asked to cooperate.  It seems the department sat on its hands while people were suffering all through that month at least.  It is not as if this was unexpected.  It has been building up over four years.  The department has had adequate time to plan all this modelling, et  cetera, that it is going to do in the future.  Why did it not do it two years ago?

 

Mr GADD - Part of the answer we have got is we have a fuel reduction plan burning program happening throughout the parks and reserves system.  What we do as part of that - we have just been gearing that up over the last year, year and a half - is whenever we are going to do a parks reserve burn, we then go and talk to the local landowners, the neighbours, and we offer to do their properties at the same time as we do ourselves.  That way, we bring them under our 

wing

 and bring them in under our modelling.  So we have been proactive in that sense now for a year and a half.  But that still gearing up, that program.  We are going to drive it that way.  But we also probably need a system, potentially a permit system, to bring those people to account, which is the bit that is missing at the moment.

 

Mr 

WING

 - While that is all hopping, at least something should have been done to try to persuade people not to all burn off at the same time.  I think it is quite disgraceful that that did not happen.  Not even requests were made.

 

Mrs JAMIESON - Through you, Madam Chair, I would say that we are just so overregulated.  We have too many departments involved in this.  We need a one-stop-shop that people can actually relate to, and go and buy a couple of air curtains at the same time.

 

Mr FINCH - Just on Launceston's air quality, in table 4.4, there is a jump in air pollution in 2006-07, then back to a target of five PM10 for the next two years.  That is the actual level for 2005-06.  Just having a look there, in 2006-07, the PM10 quantity increased by a factor of two, and then it is back down again and our target in the future is going to be back at five.  I am just curious about what caused that increase in that year.

 

Mr JONES - The table shows five exceedances in the 2005-06 financial year and seven in the 2006-07 year.  If we had a chart that would take us back to 1997, you would see that that started at 50.  There is a very nice almost straight-line curve that reduces down there.  When you are looking at five or seven, in the context of 50 10 years ago, it is really just what you would call climatic variation.  The number of exceedances of the 50 standard that we have in Launceston is very weather dependent.  If you have a lot of inversions in one year, even though you have the same amount of 

smoke

 or less 

smoke

 going in from wood heaters, then you will probably end up with more exceedances.  So, we would expect it to sort of bobble around a little bit depending upon the weather in each year.  

 

This year, for example, we have had very few inversions in Launceston during what we call the wood heater season.  There have been correspondingly fewer exceedances of that.  So, the only exceedance that I have got into well into May was one in March, which was due to a bush fire.  There were no exceedances of the PM10 level during the planned burning 

smoke

 haze problem.  While we have seen a pick up in numbers towards the end of May, beyond where, again, things were with the planned burning period, I have not yet got any exceedances for that period.  So this year, for example, it may drop down to two or three if we are lucky, depending upon what happens in July and August, which are usually very windy, which also, again, prevents build up.  So, the short answer to your question is that it is weather dependent.  You would probably expect, even once we have got things down to a low and stable level, that you will get small variations from year to year which simply depend on what the weather is like.

 

Mr DEAN - Can you differentiate between the wood 

smoke

 causing exceedances in Launceston and the wildfire causing the exceedances in Launceston?  It seems to me to be a bit of a nonsense that Launceston is judged on the environmental issues in Launceston and the council is stomped on as well if the exceedances go over and above the five mark, but they have no control over it.  The wildfires are occurring outside their district and causing some of those difficulties and the council has no control over that.  It just seems to me a bit of a nonsense.

 

Mr JONES - If I can just answer the first question: there is a very definite pattern with wood heaters, so when we get into wood heaters as being the majority of the cause of the 

smoke

, you can see that by looking through the 24-hour pattern over the day.  There is that.  Secondly, I would say certainly I am not sure who you were suggesting was stomping on councils.  It is not me.

 

Mr DEAN - They are criticised - 

 

Mr JONES - We think the council, together with the State Government and the Commonwealth Government, has really done a remarkable job over the decades.

 

Ms O'BYRNE - To get from 50 to five in that period of time is significant.

 

Mr JONES - Part of that is that the council has honed the issue as a local issue and has done something about it.

 

Ms O'BYRNE - You can clearly tell the difference in the 

smoke

.

 

Mr DEAN - The council and the Commonwealth Government in the main have caused the turnaround.

 

Mr JONES - I think it has been a good team.

 

Mr FINCH - Just while we are on the subject of air quality, there has been some publicity recently about rectification of an issue in the Tamar Valley with Gunn's establishment at Lindsay Street where there is a smokestack.  I am curious about the number of complaints that it has taken for us to get to this stage.  I mean complaints about the amount of 

smoke

.

 

Ms O'BYRNE - There have been three reported incidents in the last four months.

 

Mr FINCH - Just complaints by the general public in respect of contacting environment department with a suggestion that this 

smoke

 might be harmful to the residents of Launceston and to the environment.

 

Mr JONES - We had zero complaints in 2006, zero in 2007 and - if I am reading my bar chart correctly - we have had five complaints this year.  There were some other numbers in 2003 and 2004 when the new boiler was commissioned.

 

Mr FINCH - Only small numbers.

 

Mr JONES - As I said, no complaints for two years, and five this year, which were related to the incidents that the minister outlined.  We have had two principal incidents that have generated the complaints.  I think probably four of those would have come in February where there was a particularly bad weekend when the smokestack was visibly emitting 

smoke

 for probably about a day, I think, which started on Saturday and went into a Sunday.  Then there was another incident in March, which we had one complaint about.  Again, there were some pictures of 

smoke

 being emitted, but the pictures we received were only over a fairly short period - about a minute or so.  The complainant said there was a little bit of 

smoke

 for a longer period, but the main really bad look was just for that very short time.

 

What we have done, I guess as a result of that, is, firstly, find out why these problems were occurring, why they were occurring on weekends, and that basically boiled down to the way that Gunn's feed the boiler with shavings and material from their planing room, which is operative during the week but does not operate at weekends.  There is no fresh material coming on to that pile at weekends.  What they found was in these particular incidents, the feed system had received some clumps of material because there was not fresh stuff coming in and that caused more material to go into the boiler than should have.  The first thing was to find out what the problem was and rectify that, which Gunn's have undertaken to do.  They have someone manually disturbing the feed pile over the weekend.

 

More importantly, we have also asked them or, in fact, required them - I issued a notice requiring them - to put in a new bag house filter.  They had a bag house filter there for a time, but it did not get down to the levels that we all expected it to.  It turns out that the bag house was undersized for the size of the boiler.  So I have issued them a notice requiring them to put in another bag house by 30 September and also put in continuous monitoring equipment which should provide them with quicker and more effective feedback in terms of when and if a problem arises.

 

Mrs JAMIESON - I will get off the 

smoke

 subject in a moment.  I would just like some information, please, on the effect of the Litter Act that we have in place, the number of penalties and public response and involvement in actually reporting.

 

