New South Wales Bushfires: Pollution Levels Soar 50-fold
by Peter Hannam
October 21, 2013 – Residents in the Sydney region are being hit with air quality levels up to 50 times worse than normal, as pollution from the state's bushfires casts a pall of smoke over the city and beyond.
Places in the city's south, such as Campbelltown, reported pollution readings on Monday as high as 2500 on the Air Quality Index, compared with a typical reading of about 50 for Sydney, according to monitoring by the NSW Office of Environment and Heritage.  Above 100 is considered poor air quality.  Randwick, in Sydney's east, and Chullora to the south were seeing readings of about 500, while Rozelle in the inner west was recently at 120, according to Matthew Riley, director of OEH's Climate and Atmospheric Science.
 “The levels of (pollutants) are very, very high,” Mr Riley said.  “They're among the highest levels we've recorded.”  Visibility across the Sydney basin was down to a few kilometers.  Typically, Sydney's air quality is good to very good, Mr Riley said.
The NSW government uses 40 stations across the state to monitor air quality.  The sites gauge pollutants such as ozone and nitrogen dioxide, then generate an index by comparing different pollutants against a standard.
Swirling winds have sent pollution levels soaring, in a region stretching from the Central Coast and the lower Hunter Valley to the Illawarra.  Bathurst, to the west of the Blue Mountains, has also had high pollution readings from the fires burning over large parts of the ranges.
'Red Dawn'
The city hasn't seen air quality levels this low since other extreme events, such as the “red dawn” dust storm in 2009 and other big bushfire events.  “It can be compared to parts of the world that have bad pollution,” Mr Riley said.
Of special concern are the high readings of particulates, such as PM2.5 and PM10, which measure just 2.5 and 10 millionths of a meter.  Gauges of the 2 types of particulates are running roughly twice the national standard, and were 4 times as high near one bushfire late last week.  “They are very small particles that penetrate deep into your lungs and can actually enter your cardiovascular system,” he said.
Residents may have to put up with such poor conditions for some time yet, at least until the fires die down or weather patterns shift.  “It's not until we see a significant change in the weather that we would see air quality levels return to the levels we're used to seeing,” Mr Riley said.
With air pollution levels expected to reach "hazardous" levels across Sydney over the next 24 hours, NSW Health is urging people to take extra precaution.  "Bushfires can result in a large amount of smoke particles in the air, even great distances from the fires," says Professor Wayne Smith, Director Environmental Health Branch, NSW Health.
Smoke particles are known to cause an array of health problems, from itchy or burning eyes and throat, to aggravating existing illnesses - including bronchitis, emphysema and asthma.  "We're advising people who are most vulnerable - the elderly, people with cardiovascular disease, asthma sufferers and young children - to remain inside with the windows and doors closed, preferably in an air-conditioned area.''
Professor Smith warned that even those who are otherwise healthy can be adversely affected by high pollution levels.  "When you can see or smell the smoke, you shouldn't jog or exercise outside.''  "Smoke can kill.  We know that, during high air pollution days, there is an increase in people attending hospitals, getting sick with breathing difficulties, but also people dying with cardiovascular disease."
He warned that smoke and pollens can be easily transported by winds, which can exacerbate hay fever and allergies.
Signs and symptoms of smoke irritation:
itchy/burning eyes
runny nose
shortness of breath
headaches
irritated sinuses
throat irritation
cough
Advice from NSW Health for those at risk:
Drink plenty of water.
Don't open doors and windows.
Stay in an air conditioned building if possible,
Stay cool.
Don't exercise outside.
Asthma sufferers should follow their asthma action plan
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