WHAT IS

BUSHFIRE

AND HOW HARMFUL ?
1S IT'#

BUSHFIRE SMOKE comes from burning
forests, trees and grass. It contains many
different substances, from ash and particles
we can see, to much smaller particles and
gases. Very small particles (measured as
PMz5) in the smoke are invisible, but can
affect our health as they are inhaled deeper
into the lungs.

WHAT ARE THE HEALTH EFFECTS?

Most people who are exposed to smoke
(away from the fire front) will be fine and
recover quickly from any symptoms. Some
people will notice irritation to eyes, a runny
nose or a sore throat. Some people will notice
a change in their breathing or a cough.
Exposure to smoke over longer periods
(several weeks or months) can increase the
risk of lung disease. Exposure to bushfire
smoke can also cause anxiety and distress.

National Centre for Epidemiology & Population Health
Research School of Population Health
College of Health & Medicine

WHO IS AT HIGHER RISK?

Some groups are more sensitive to smoke
and should be particularly careful to minimise
their exposure:

For people with respiratory diseases such
" as asthma, bronchitis or emphysema,

exposure to smoke can trigger flare-ups and
make breathing more difficult.

For people with heart disease, exposure to
smoke increases the risk of angina (chest
pain), heart attack, stroke, and irregular heart
rate (palpitations).

For people with diabetes, exposure to
i@ smoke may cause slightly higher blood

sugar levels.

For children (especially under 5 years)
). mMost will have no long-term health effects
due to exposure to smoke. Long-term exposure to high

levels of smoke over several seasons may affect lung
development in a small proportion of children.

For pregnant women most will not experience

problems due to smoke. For a small

proportion, exposure to smoke over several

weeks during preghancy may slightly reduce

the weight of their babies. This slight reduction
is unlikely to have a long-term effect on the health of
the babies.

For elderly people (especially those over 65
years), exposure to smoke can worsen
existing health problems, such as lung and
heart disease.
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https://www.health.act.gov.au/about-our-health-system/population-health/environmental-monitoring/monitoring-and-regulating-air-1



https://www.health.act.gov.au/about-our-health-system/population-health/environmental-monitoring/monitoring-and-regulating-air-7
https://www.dpie.nsw.gov.au/air-quality/air-quality-concentration-data-updated-hourly
https://www.epa.vic.gov.au/for-community/airwatch/airwatch-table-data-page#tab-permanent-monitoring-stations-2
https://www.epa.sa.gov.au/data_and_publications/air_quality_monitoring
https://apps.des.qld.gov.au/air-quality/
https://www.der.wa.gov.au/your-environment/air/air-quality-data
http://ntepa.webhop.net/NTEPA/Default.ltr.aspx
https://epa.tas.gov.au/epa/air/monitoring-air-pollution/real-time-air-quality-data-for-tasmania
https://airrater.org/

TRUST YOUR SENSES: When you

smell and see smoke, levels of exposure

are likely to be hazardous. If you feel
symptoms (irritated eyes, running nose, irritated
throat, coughing) reduce activities, stay indoors,
and take lozenges and water-based eye drops if
that helps you. If you feel difficulty breathing,
wheezing or tight chest, seek urgent medical
attention or call 000. When the sky is clear and the
air feels fresh, it is a good time to be outdoors and
enjoy your daily activities.

KEEP WELL: Stay away from fires,

smoke and heat as much as you can.

Consider working from home when air
quality is very unhealthy or hazardous. Schools may
remain closed or reduce outdoors playing time on
severe smoke days. Keep well hydrated, eat plenty
of fruits and veggies. Most importantly quit smoking
as it makes you more sensitive to air pollution.
Antioxidant supplements (vitamin C and E) may
help reduce the effect on your lungs of exposure to
bushfire smoke, but don't use them as a
replacement for a healthy and balanced diet.

TAKE CARE OF YOUR MENTAL

HEALTH: People affected by bushfires
often experience distress and this can affect
their thoughts, feelings, behaviours, and
relationships. This distress can be intense, confusing
and overwhelming and may be felt at the time and/or
weeks or months later. Understanding these normal
reactions can help you prepare yourself and those
around you during the crisis and after it has passed. It
may also be helpful to talk with friends, family, other
community members or to contact a helpline (such as
‘Lifeline’ and ‘Beyond Blue’). If you have concerns
about your health and well-being, you can
also visit your GP.

FOLLOW BUSHFIRE NEWS AND

ADVICE: Follow the news about bushfires

near your location (for example the NSW
‘Fires Near Me' app and local radio/TV). Make sure
your bushfire survival plan is up-to-date, particularly if
you live in a bushfire prone area (check your location
here: ACT, NSW, VIC, SA, QLD, WA, NT, TAS). Your
plan will help protect the lives of your family and assist
you in preparing your home to survive the threat of
bushfire.

FOLLOW AIR QUALITY

INFORMATION: Air quality can change

rapidly due to changes in weather
conditions. Follow the Air Quality Index (AQI) and
PM:s levels near your location (using the 'AirRater
app). Current air quality readings (updated hourly) and
24-hour smoke forecasts where available can help you
plan your daily activities in a way that minimises your
exposure to smoke. Follow health alerts related to
smoke levels in your area.

HELP OTHERS: Remember it is

important to care for and support

those around you during bushfires. If
you feel well and it is safe, check on others in your
community, particularly elderly individuals, people with
chronic illness, and those who live on their own.
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https://www.redcross.org.au/get-help/emergencies/looking-after-yourself
https://www.lifeline.org.au/get-help/topics/recovering-after-a-natural-disaster
https://www.beyondblue.org.au/the-facts/bushfires-and-mental-health/
https://www.rfs.nsw.gov.au/fire-information/fires-near-me
http://app.actmapi.act.gov.au/actmapi/index.html?viewer=esa
https://www.rfs.nsw.gov.au/plan-and-prepare/building-in-a-bush-fire-area/planning-for-bush-fire-protection/bush-fire-prone-land/check-bfpl
https://www.planning.vic.gov.au/policy-and-strategy/bushfire-protection/building-in-bushfire-prone-areas
https://data.sa.gov.au/data/dataset/bushfire-protection-areas
https://www.data.qld.gov.au/dataset/bushfire-prone-area-queensland-series
https://www.wa.gov.au/service/community-services/emergency-services/view-map-of-bush-fire-prone-areas
https://denr.nt.gov.au/bushfire-information-and-management
http://www.fire.tas.gov.au/Show?pageId=colBushfireProneAreas
https://airrater.org/
https://www.health.gov.au/news/health-alert-bushfires-and-smoke

