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NSW Ministry of Health 

Submission to 
 

Legislative Council Select Committee on the Kooragang Island 
Orica chemical leak 

 
This submission details NSW Health’s actions following the Orica chromium VI release and 
provides information relevant to items (b) i and ii and (c) of the terms of reference. Tab A 
provides a timeline of actions undertaken by both NSW Health and Hunter New England 
Population Health (HNEPH).   
 
The New South Wales Government's response following the incident, including the 
timelines and reporting to the Department of Health  
 
On 10 August at 11:30am Hunter New England Population Health received telephone 
notification by Orica of a release at their plant (likely chromium). Orica management 
confirmed that the Office of Environment and Heritage (OEH) had been previously notified. 
Orica reported that no illness had been identified in workers on the Orica site. Orica reported 
that they had consulted occupational health consultants for advice on assessment and care 
of workers. 
 
This prompted calls by HNEPH to the Hunter New England Health Services Functional Area 
Controller (HNE HSFAC) and HAZMAT as per the usual protocol to determine whether there 
had been a notification or investigation of the incident. HNE HSFAC had not been previously 
notified. HAZMAT reported an anonymous call at 1:00pm Tuesday 9 August but due to OEH 
being on-site and reporting on-site containment they did not deploy to the site.  
 
OEH were contacted to determine their actions and assessment. Visual inspection by OEH 
staff identified deposition in the Stockton area of a yet to be identified material. Emergency 
Departments were contacted by HNE HSFAC following notification by HNEPH. HNEPH was 
at that stage not aware of any reported ill health and there were no subsequent reports of 
presentations to emergency departments as a result of the incident.  
 
On 10 August at 2:25pm HNEPH had a telephone discussion with Orica management. They 
had identified hexavalent chromium (initially reported to Health as chromate) solution from a 
deposit on the Orica site. There were no known health effects for workers on the Orica site. 
No environmental testing had been conducted in the Stockton residential area. Orica 
reported that they were about to deploy teams to the Stockton area to inspect for deposition 
and directly contact residents in the potentially affected area. They had determined the risk 
area based on wind direction at the time of the release. Orica planned to convey 
precautionary health messages to Stockton residents at that time. HNEPH provided 
comment on these messages and recommended that Orica distribute a written information 
sheet. Orica indicated that they would staff a telephone information line.  
 
The A/Director, Health Protection HNEPH, spoke with Orica on the evening of 10 August 
(with a follow-up phone call on the morning on 11 August) to request answers to questions 
for consideration by the expert panel meeting on the morning on 11 August.  
 
At 8:15 on 11 August, HNEPH contacted Orica. Orica estimated that approximately 21 kg of 
chromium VI was deposited on the Orica plant site and between 1 – 10 kg was likely to have 
been released beyond the Orica boundary.  



2 
 

 
At 9:30 the Chief Health Officer (CHO) expert group meet, including Professor Alison Jones, 
Professor Bruce Armstrong, OEH and HNEPH. To enable an accurate assessment and 
advice to community, further specific risk assessment details were formally requested from 
Orica with questions from panel, by 14:30, 11 August. The Expert Panel also recommended 
additional grid based environmental testing which was undertaken by OEH. 
 
On 11 August 2011, Orica provided HNEPH with a response to a request for information on 
the “Release of Chromium from the SP8 Stack in the KI Ammonia Plant”. The document was 
authored by Dr Rodney Williams – Orica Mining Services, Dr Bruce Niven – Nivicon Pty Ltd 
(Medical Doctor – formerly Orica Chief Medical Officer), John Frangos (Masters of 
Toxicology) – Principal Consultant from Toxikos, Garry Gately – Corporate Occupational 
Hygienist Orica and Russell Higgins – Advisor Major Projects, Orica (tab B). 
 
The New South Wales Government's response following the incident, including the 
actions of NSW Health once notified 
 
Please refer to the timeline pertaining to NSW Health’s involvement in the response to the 
Orica chromium release of 8 August 2011 (tab A). The timeline covers the period 8 to 24 
August 2011; following that period NSW Health continued to be actively involved with the 
response to Orica’s chromium release (eg, the final health risk assessment was released on 
2 September).  
 
On arrival at Sydney Airport on 10 August following a return trip from Canberra the State 
Public Health Controller/Chief Health Officer (CHO) checked her message bank. The first 
message received was from Ms Lisa Corbyn, Chief Executive, Office of Environment and 
Heritage. The CHO returned Ms Corbyn’s call at 5:38pm and was provided brief details of 
laboratory results and a description of the incident. The CHO then spoke to the Director of 
Health Protection, NSW Health, who indicated that the Director, Environmental Health 
Branch, had been notified of the issue by HNEPH at approximately 4:00pm that day.  
 
The CHO then called the Director, Environmental Health Branch, and received a briefing 
regarding the issue. Following this the CHO retrieved a message from the Minister’s office 
(approximately 5:54pm) which had previously been alerted to the incident. Whilst it was 
noted that HNEPH had been advising Orica on precautionary messages (since 
approximately 2:30pm that afternoon) it was considered appropriate for NSW Health/HNEPH 
to provide written public health advice to the impacted community, drawing on expert input. 
Plans were put in place for the preparation of this advice including the development of a 
factsheet for letter box distribution to the community.  
 
That evening (10 August) the CHO had a series of discussions with the Director, 
Environmental Health Branch, who had been liaising with Dr Tony Merritt (A/Director Health 
Protection HNEPH) and Professor Alison Jones (clinical toxicologist) in order to assess the 
public health implications and determine appropriate public health actions.  
 
In addition, the CHO provided a number of verbal updates to the Minister’s office as 
information became available.  
 
At 7:31pm the CHO received an email from Ms Corbyn with information on advice being 
provided by Orica staff to residents and a copy of the materials safety data sheet. The CHO, 
in turn, forwarded the email and attachments to the Minister’s office and the Director, 
Environmental Health Branch at 7:37pm.  
 
In discussions with the Director, Environmental Health Branch, it was determined that the 
current risk of individuals in the community being exposed to chromium VI was very low. 
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This was because the acute event had occurred on 8 August at approximately 6:00pm and it 
was considered, based on a rapid situational analysis, that the risk to the community would 
have been greatest at this time, if residents were outside during the period when the plume 
passed over Stockton.  There were no known acute health affects reported amongst either 
workers or the community as of two days following the event.  
 
The normal steps of hazard identification, initial acute risk assessment and final risk 
assessment were followed. On the night of 10 August, the response remained in the hazard 
identification and initial acute risk assessment phases; this continued based on the decision 
of the expert panel on Thursday morning (11 August) that additional information was 
required to properly assess the potential hazard.  
 
The environmental scan, including laboratory test results, conducted by OEH showed very 
low levels of chromium VI concentration (eg sparse and patchy potential contamination).  
  
Given the above and: 

 that the most likely route of any possible ongoing exposure was through ingestion 
following hand to mouth contact with contaminated surfaces and soil ingestion 
whilst outdoors (and it was thought that only very young children would be likely to 
engage in this behaviour and given that it was a cold winter night they were 
unlikely to be playing outside even in the early morning)  

 that based on current advice the risk of adverse health outcomes in those residing 
near the plant was very low,  

it was not considered appropriate to issue precautionary warnings on the night of 10 August 
but to assess the situation in light of all the evidence the next morning and then 
communicate the recommendations.  
 
Any risk that might have existed was considered very low, but it was considered important to 
rapidly undertake further investigations to formulate appropriate public health action.  
Information continued to be gathered overnight, including toxicology exposure pathways and 
any risk to human health, and a teleconference was scheduled for the morning (11 August).  
 
The CHO requested that: 

 an expert panel be convened for 8:30am on 11 August (this was later changed to 
9:30am due to non-availability of a key member) 

 work commence on preparation of a fact sheet for distribution to residents as part 
of the communications strategy  

 the public health unit plan for staff to distribute the information  
 further information be sought from Orica (noting comments that they had 

consulted on health issues in the 7:31pm email from Ms Corbyn – (tab C). 
 

At 9:40pm the CHO received an email containing an overview of the issue prepared by HNE 
media unit noting that the population health unit was preparing a detailed brief in relation to 
the matter. The overview email was forwarded to the Minister’s office. During the evening of 
10 August, the CHO provided a number of verbal updates to the Minister’s office as 
additional information became available. 
 
At 9:42pm the CHO requested that the Director, DOH Media Branch, attend the expert panel 
meeting the next morning (9:30am) to assist with the development of the public 
communication of the incident and preparation of appropriate public health advice. He 
subsequently confirmed his availability by email. 
 
On 11 August the CHO forwarded an in-brief for the Minister to the DOH media office, which 
was subsequently forwarded to the Minister’s office. NSW Health media releases and 
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information on communications and activities provided to residents were regularly forwarded 
to the Minister’s office. Media conferences were held on 11 August, 12 August, 13 August 
and 2 September. 
 
NSW Health provided the affected communities with numerous factsheets and other 
documents from 11 August 2011. HNEPH Environmental Health Officers (EHOs) were 
present in the area to answer questions from concerned residents and a helpline was set up 
for provision of advice. HNEPH EHOs wearing high visibility NSW Health tabards were 
available in the area to provide advice in the community on 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17 and 18 
August.  
 
HNEPH contacted GP Access to alert them to release and potential presentations to general 
practice services on 11 August. In addition: 
 

 GP Access was provided with updated information and advice to GPs for fax alert 
on 15 August (tab D). 

 GP Access was provided with updated information and advice on outcome of 
investigations to GPs for fax alert on 2 September (tab E).  

 
NSW Health was advised of the results of the first batch of samples at 23:26 on 12 August. 
These results were used by Professor Jones to complete a rapid risk assessment, the 
conclusions of which - that immediate health effects were unlikely to occur as a result of the 
release of chromium VI from the Orica plant - were presented to the public on the morning of 
13 August (tab F).   
 
NSW Health released its final health risk assessment on 2 September. This used the results 
of environmental samples and modelled concentrations of chromium VI in the air to estimate 
the maximum possible exposure of any individual in Stockton. Its results supported the 
findings of the rapid risk assessment. In addition, it found that it is very unlikely that anyone 
in Stockton will develop of cancer as a result of this the release of chromium VI from the 
Orica plant (tab G).  
 
The following information was provided to the affected communities: 

 Specific precautionary advice was provided to the child care centre in Stockton  
 
 Chromium VI release from Orica at Kooragang Island – fact sheet issued to 

residents and the SEOC on 11 August (tab H).   
 Letterbox dropped to 100 properties on evening of Thursday 11 August.   
 Letterbox dropped to a further 66 residents in adjacent area south of Flint 

Street on Friday 12 August.   
 20 fact sheets were delivered to the Tackle Shop for distribution to 

customers and 30 were given to the local childcare centre.   
 Fact sheet also emailed to staff within OEH, Newcastle City Council 

(Parks & Gardens), Port Waratah Coal Services and Abigroup on Sunday 
14 August and to Newcastle Port Corporation on Monday 15 August. 

 Posted to NSW Health/HNE LHD websites 
 

 Stockton chromium results confirm no health risk to residents – fact sheet issued 
to residents and the SOEC on 14 August (tab I).   

 Letterbox dropped to approximately 170 properties on Sunday 14 August. 
 20 fact sheets were delivered to the Tackle Shop for distribution to 

customers 
 Fact sheet also emailed to Newcastle City Council (Compliance Services 

and Parks & Gardens), Port Waratah Coal Services and Abigroup on 
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Sunday 14 August.  Also emailed to Newcastle Port Corporation on 
Monday 15 August. 

 Posted to NSW Health/HNE LHD websites 
 

 Stockton chromium results confirm no health risk to residents – fact sheet issued 
to residents and the SEOC on 16 August (tab J).   

 Letterbox dropped to approximately 400 Stockton properties on Tuesday 
16 August with all Stockton residents being letterbox dropped by end of 
morning on Wednesday 17 August (representing approximately 1700 
properties in total) 

 Fact sheet also emailed to Newcastle City Council (Compliance Services 
and Parks & Gardens), Port Waratah Coal Services, Abigroup, Newcastle 
Port Corporation, Stockton Centre, Ausgrid and Patricks on Monday 15 
August. 

 Posted to NSW Health/HNE LHD websites 
 

 A Rapid Risk Assessment Following the Release of Chromium VI From the Orica 
Plant, Kooragang Island, 8th August 2011 (tab F) 

 Posted to NSW Health/HNE LHD websites 
 

 Release of Chromium VI from the Orica chemical plant, Kooragang Island, 
Stockton, 8th August 2011 Final Health Risk Assessment Report, 2nd September 
2011 (tab G). 

 Link to report emailed to Newcastle City Council (Compliance Services 
and Parks & Gardens), Port Waratah Coal Services, Abigroup, Newcastle 
Port Corporation, Stockton Centre, Ausgrid and Patricks on Friday 2 
September. 

 Posted to NSW Health/HNE LHD websites 
 

 Department of Health media releases (tab K) including: 
 Orica identifies chemical release in the Hunter -11 August  
 Reassuring results from Stockton chromium testing - 13 August  
 Stockton chromium results confirm no health risk to residents - 14 August  
 Stockton chromium results confirm no health risk to residents - 16 August  
 Independent assessment confirms no additional cancers expected from 

Orica lead – 2 September  
o Posted to NSW Health website 
o Senior public health clinicians and a clinical toxicologist undertook numerous 

media interviews from 11 August onwards.   
 NSW Health participated in a Stockton community meeting on 23 August.   

 
The Office of the Chief Health Officer provided updated information to the State Emergency 
Operations Centre (SEOC) and the Office of Environment and Heritage (OEH). This included 
copies of the above-mentioned communication, most of which was also available on the 
NSW Health and Hunter New England Local Health District websites.  
 
Five Incident Action Plans (IAPs) were submitted to the SEOC by NSW Health (tab L).  

 IAP 1 – 12/8/11  
 IAP 2 – 12/8/11  
 IAP 3 – 13/8/11  
 IAP 4 – 13/8/11 (jointly authored/endorsed by OEH and Workcover Authority of 

NSW) 
 IAP 5 – 14/8/11 (jointly authored/endorsed by OEH and Workcover) 
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On 15 August, the OEH assumed responsibility for updating and submission of IAPs, 
although NSW Health continued to contribute to the contents. 
 
Advice provided to multiple other agencies is detailed in the timeline (to 24 August). 
Additional teleconferences held since 24 August included: 
 

 24 August – NSW Health, OEH 
 25 August - Chief Health Officer Expert Panel (NSW Health, OEH, Professor Bruce 

Armstrong and Professor Alison Jones) 
 26 August – CHO Expert Panel 
 29 August – CHO Expert Panel 
 30 August – NSW Health, OEH, air modelling consultant 
 31 August – CHO Expert Panel 

 
A formal NSW Health debrief was held in Newcastle at the Hunter New England Population 
Health Unit on Friday 9 September. The NSW Health debrief identified a number of 
recommendations which will enhance our ability to provide effective public health responses 
to future incidents (tab M).  NSW Health is progressing these recommendations.  
 
HNEPH is actively involved in the multi-agency Orica Start Up Committee and pre-
recommencement desktop exercises, supporting the Office of Environment and Heritage to 
ensure safe resumption of operations at the Kooragang Orica Ammonia plant. 
 
The final report of the inquiry into the chemical leak at the Orica site being conducted 
by Brendan O'Reilly 
 
The O’Reilly Report supported the actions taken by NSW Health in response to this incident 
and acknowledged that NSW Health fulfilled its responsibilities as specified in the NSW 
Hazardous Materials/CBR Sub Plan. In particular, the review supports NSW Health’s 
approach to public communication. 
 
The review made a number of recommendations. NSW Health is currently working with the 
Office of Environment and Heritage and other agencies to implement these 
recommendations.  
 
Attachments: Tabs A to M 


























































































































































