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Doctors for the Environment Australia (DEA) is an independent, non-government organization of 
medical doctors and students in all Australian states and territories. Our voluntary members work 
across all specialties in community, hospital and private practices. We work to prevent and address 
the health risks - local, national and global - caused by climate change and damage to our natural 
environment. We are a public health voice in the sphere of environmental health with a primary 
focus on the health harms from pollution, environmental degradation, and climate change. 

Doctors for the Environment welcome the opportunity to submit comment on the Low Emissions 
Technology Statement 2021 and thank the Department of Science, Energy and Resources for the 
opportunity. 

Main Points 

 There is a lack of urgency to address climate change, the plan relying heavily as it does on 
untested or future technologies. 

 Proven technologies in some sectors have not been considered. Notably, in offshore wind, 
electrification of transport, and low emission buildings. 

 Blue or grey hydrogen with carbon capture and storage has not been proven to work at 
scale, yet, nevertheless, is given high priority. 

 Hydrogen is rightly prioritised. However, methods of production which rely on carbon 
capture and storage to reduce emissions are unproven. 

Introduction 
There is much of positive value in the roadmap, including ultra-low cost solar, low emissions steel, 
aluminium, and potentially cement, charging infrastructure for electrified transport, and reducing 
livestock emissions. However, there are missed opportunities in some sectors, notably the exclusion 
of wind, particularly offshore wind, the transport sector, and the building sector. There is an 
emphasis on carbon capture and storage which has not been shown to work at scale and 
economically anywhere in the world. Blue and grey hydrogen are not “clean”, and pursuit of these 
technologies rather than green hydrogen will prolong the use of fossil fuels leading to higher 
emissions, not lower. 

Why is a medical doctor organisation interested in energy and climate? 
The World Health Organisation has described climate change as the greatest global health threat 
facing humanity.1 The consequences of a failure to address the climate crisis are apparent in 
extreme weather events, zoonoses and vector-borne diseases, and mental health problems. 
Australia is not immune to these problems with extreme heat, fires, floods and storms becoming 
more severe and frequent. The COP 26 Special Report on Climate Change and Health made ten 
recommendations, including to create energy systems that protect and improve climate and health; 
to reimagine urban environment, transport, and mobility; to protect and restore nature as the 
foundation of our health; and to listen to the health community and prescribe urgent climate action.  

Methane gas is not a low emissions technology  

The methane problem 
Global methane levels have been rising steeply in this century and are now over 2.5 times pre-
industrial levels. 

 

 

 
1 https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/cop26-special-report  



 
https://www.methanelevels.org 

A study in Nature revealed that methane from anthropogenic sources, principally from coal, oil and 
gas extraction has been underestimated by 25%-40% and that natural sources have been 
overestimated.2 

There is evidence that fugitive emissions of methane at all points in the gas chain from well to home 
have been underestimated. A United States study published in the Journal Environmental Science 
and Technology found leaks from gas cookers in 40 million homes produced 28,000 tonnes of 
greenhouse gases every year, equivalent to half a million petrol cars. 

Evidence from around the world has shown that fugitive emissions can vary between 1.4-17%. In 
Australia the CSIRO estimates fugitives at about 2.5% of production.3 It is not clear that Australia’s 
sentinel testing system captures the extent of fugitives as far as end use, and the “top-down” 
approach of using satellite data may provide a more complete picture.4 When the emissions from 
the transport, processing and shipping of LNG are added in, the claim for gas as a transition fuel is 
not justified.5 

Methane is a powerful greenhouse gas, now responsible for over 25% of global warming. It is also 
injurious to human health with gas use in the home contributing to the burden of respiratory and 
cardiac disease. Childhood asthma is 12% more likely on average in homes using natural gas for 
cooking. Methane also contributes to ground level ozone, another health hazard.6 Besides methane 
itself fossil gas used in cooking produces nitrogen oxides and particulates, known to be injurious to 
health.7 

The need for gas is questionable when there are alternatives in both the home and industry.8 With 
abundant renewable resources growing every day, and storage solutions expanding, electricity to 
heat water and space, and for cooking, is a cleaner, healthier alternative, with lower running costs9 
For heavy industry renewable electricity and hydrogen are viable options and should be funded 
urgently, not waiting until green hydrogen reaches cost parity with other technologies. 

 
2 https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-020-1991-8  
3 Fugitive-methane-emissions-from-unconventional-gas-2017-05.pdf   
4 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-12-03/satellites-are-challenging-australias-coal-mining-industry/100663676  
5 https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/FINAL-CC_MVSA0245-CC-Report-Gas_V5-
FA_Low_Res_Single_Pages.pdf  
6 https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/resources/invisible-danger-gas-asthma-children/  
7 https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.est.1c04707  
8 https://reneweconomy.com.au/gas-is-it-a-natural-fit-for-buildings-57762/  
9 https://www.abc.net.au/news/science/2022-01-27/gas-cooker-methane-leak-climate-change-asthma/100777076  



The Australian Energy Market Operator (AEMO) has predicted that if Australia is to meet its 
obligation to reach net zero by 2050 use of coal oil and gas will need to sharply decline.10  

It is incomprehensible that Australia would not sign the Methane Pledge at Glasgow when our 
country has so much to lose from climate change. We cannot expect other countries to take 
meaningful actions which might mitigate effects for us, if we do not do so ourselves. Over 100 
countries signed the Pledge.11 Instead, Australia preferred  to allow a major gas producer to 
showcase its product at the most important climate conference in six years.12 Australia needs to give 
more weight to critical environmental factors when assessing suitability of gas as a legitimate 
contender in a Low Emissions Technology Roadmap. 

Promoting and funding a massive expansion of the gas industry is completely at odds with the 
International Energy Agency, the IPCC and many of our own distinguished scientists.13,14 

Hydrogen 
Clean hydrogen is rightly a priority low emissions technology in the roadmap. It is clear that 
hydrogen has a great future for Australia, a country blessed with unbounded renewable energy 
resources to produce it at scale.  

However, a clear distinction needs to be drawn between “green” hydrogen produced by electrolysis, 
and “grey, brown, or black” hydrogen from coal or gas and “blue” hydrogen from fossil fuels with 
carbon capture and storage.  

A study from Cornell University found that greenhouse emissions from blue hydrogen are greater 
than from simply burning natural gas.15 Using fossil fuels in an old technology, methane reforming, 
and relying on CCS to make it “clean” is fraught with unnecessary risk when green hydrogen using 
renewable energy has demonstrated its viability. A report from the Crawford School stated that “low 
emission hydrogen from fossil fuels will always have substantial emission intensities and that taking 
into account fugitive emissions is critical”.16 

The distinction between the various “colours” of hydrogen is not only critically important to 
emission levels, but also important when more nations consider a carbon border adjustment 
mechanism as put forward by the European Union.17  

Hydrogen certification is likely to be adopted as proof of green or zero emissions hydrogen 
production by some countries which could see grey or blue hydrogen assets stranded. Such 
certification, as put forward by Hydrogen Australia, a division of the Smart Energy Council, if it were 
adopted could leverage Australia’s advantage as a country with abundant renewable energy.18 

While it is essential that the hydrogen economy develops quickly, it should not provide justification 
for expansion of fossil fuels. “Technology neutral” must not treat high emission technologies as 
equivalent to low or zero emission technologies. 

 

 
10 https://aemo.com.au/-/media/files/major-publications/isp/2021/2021-inputs-assumptions-and-scenarios-
report.pdf?la=en  
11 https://www.newscientist.com/article/2295810-cop26-105-countries-pledge-to-cut-methane-emissions-by-30-per-cent/ 
12 https://reneweconomy.com.au/glasgow-brief-australia-spruiks-gas-projects-at-cop26-as-us-and-eu-make-major-
methane-pledge/  
13 https://theconversation.com/4-reasons-why-a-gas-led-economic-recovery-is-a-terrible-na-ve-idea-145009  
14 https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/unjustifiable-new-report-shows-how-the-nations-gas-expansion-puts-australians-in-
harms-way/  
15 https://www.actu-environnement.com/media/pdf/news-38015-etude-energy-science-engineering-hydrogene-bleu.pdf 
16 https://ccep.crawford.anu.edu.au/sites/default/files/publication/ccep_crawford_anu_edu_au/2021-
03/ccep_2103_clean_hydrogen_0.pdf  
17 https://economics.rabobank.com/publications/2021/july/cbam-carbon-border-adjustment-mechanism-eu-explained/ 
18 https://periscopekasaustralia.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Periscope-Analysis-Paper-Volume-7-DD08.pdf  



Low Emission opportunities  
There is no single technology or policy which can turn around Australia’s continuing high emissions. 
The roadmap fails to adequately address transport and housing emissions, major sources of 
greenhouse emissions. 

Transport 
Although the pandemic slowed emissions from all forms of transport it can be expected that 
emissions from this sector will quickly climb again as the economy opens up19. Transport is 
Australia’s third highest emitter of greenhouse gases. The Ministerial Forum on Transport Emissions 
was established in 2015. In more than six years it has done almost nothing. A slight adjustment to 
fuel standards for sulphur and aromatics in petrol is the only advance. This is in spite of all the 
evidence pointing to the co-benefits of reducing both greenhouse gases and noxious gases by the 
electrification of cars, buses, and trains, walking and cycling infrastructure, and efficient public 
transport. DEA’s position on transport is summarised here: https://www.dea.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2021/01/DEA-Position-Statement-Transport-10-17.pdf  

 DEA has made multiple submissions to government on transport. 

 https://www.dea.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Senate-Select-Committee-on-
Electric-Vehicles-submission-07-18.pdf 

 https://dea.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Better-fuel-for-cleaner-air-draft-
regulation-impact-statement-submission-03-18.pdf 

 https://www.dea.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/2021-April_Submission-on-Future-
Fuels-Policy.pdf 

Common to all these submissions is a call for a transport policy which results in lower rates of death 
and morbidity from pollution, and a steep reduction of greenhouse gas emissions from this sector. 

Australia has some of the worst vehicle emissions standards in the OECD and has no enforceable 
efficiency standard, allowing car makers to dump high emitting cars into the market. It is inexplicable 
that the government has ignored this opportunity to lower emissions and improve the air we 
breathe.20 

The Built Environment 
State governments are largely responsible for housing policy. However, the federal government can 
influence the outcome of the review of the National Construction Code. The existing efficiency and 
quality standard for housing is six stars, a standard 40% less stringent than international best 
practice.21 Low emission or zero emission homes save money over the long term, improve health 
and wellbeing, and are an important adaptation to the climate extremes expected with a heating 
planet.22 Lochiel Park, a housing project of RenewalSA, provides an example of what can be done in 
new developments. Houses here have a NatHERS rating of 7.5 or more.23 

Conclusion 
Achieving emission reduction targets commensurate with holding global temperature rise to less 
than 2 degrees, or Australia, “doing its bit”, will require decarbonisation across all sectors. Reliance 
on any one technology “fix”, or magic bullet will not succeed. Australia must look for a way out of its 
heavy dependence on fossil fuels which is contributing to the climate crisis we are now faced with. 

 
19 https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/FactSheet-Transport.pdf  
20 https://www.infrastructure.gov.au/sites/default/files/migrated/vehicles/environment/forum/files/light-vehicle-
emission-standards-for-cleaner-air.pdf  
21 https://theconversation.com/better-building-standards-are-good-for-the-climate-your-health-and-your-wallet-heres-
what-the-national-construction-code-could-do-better-166669  
22 https://theconversation.com/low-energy-homes-dont-just-save-money-they-improve-lives-81084  
23 https://renewalsa.sa.gov.au/projects/lochiel-park/  


