
Open Letter to the Centre for Safe Air 

Re: Promotion of Ultra-Low Emission Burners (ULEBs) in The Examiner opinion piecei 
"Famously Smoky: Launceston Deserves Healthier Air" (attached) re: Launceston Wood-
heater Consultation - and the Future of Clean Air Policy in Australia 

Dear Prof Fay Johnston, Director at the Centre for Safe Air,  

We write as part of a broad and deeply committed clean air advocacy community that has long 
respected your work and the Centre for Safe Air in advancing awareness of the health harms of 
air pollution. 

It is precisely because of this respect, and our shared commitment to protecting public health, 
that many in our community feel compelled to express concern at the continued promotion 
and research focus on Ultra-Low Emission Burners (ULEBs) as a potential pathway forward for 
residential heating. We are concerned that this product is being promoted in Australia by the 
Centre for Safe Air, even though it is still in testing stage for local conditions in Australia. Of 
greater concern is that the public focus on a technological “fix” will extend the lifespan of 
residential wood smoke pollution, slowing down the transition toward zero-emission heating 
technologies. 

At the heart of this concern is a fundamental principle that has been consistently established 
across decades of scientific evidence: there is no safe level of exposure to hazardous air 
pollution, particularly fine and ultrafine particles. 

1. The unintended consequence of “cleaner” combustion 

Emerging research is increasingly demonstrating that efforts to make solid fuel burning 
“cleaner” are exacerbating the most harmful component of emissions - ultrafine particles 
(UFPs). Contrary to common expectations, it appears that modern units may generate a higher 
count of UFPs, although emitting less particulate mass than older unitsii. 

A recent Irish study found that policies promoting “low smoke” fuels have resulted in double to 
triple increases in ultrafine particle emissions, with particle mass-based measurements 
underestimating UFP exposure by up to a factor of teniii. What appears to be a low mass 
concentration translates to a high UFP count. Another study found that both “cleaner” fuels 
and stoves designed to reduce PM₂.₅ emissions are not necessarily effective in reducing 
ultrafine particle emissions, and may increase them in some cases - with 90% of household 
combustion emissions being UFPsiv. 

This finding is critical. It challenges the very premise that combustion-based solutions can be 
engineered to be safe.  



2. Indoor exposure risks remain - regardless of stove type 

Further evidence shows that so-called “cleaner” stoves and fuels significantly increase indoor 
UFP pollution exposure. 

A recent study found that residential wood burning leads to substantial increases in UFPs, 
PM₂.₅, black carbon and carbon monoxide indoors, with pollutant levels rising well beyond 
safe limits - even in homes using cleaner appliancesv. 

Notably: 

• Manufactured fuels such as wood briquettes and smokeless coal increased ultrafine 
particle exposure by 1.5 to 1.7 times compared to seasoned wood 

• Instrumentation failure occurred in the cleanest stove category (Clear Skies Stove Level 
5 - most comparable to ULEB) due to extreme concentrations of ultrafine particles 

These findings again point to a consistent conclusion: combustion is the problem - not just the 
technology.  

3. NZ real-world outcomes do not match narratives 

The Canterbury (NZ) case is being cited by the Centre for Safe Air as a success story for 
transitioning to cleaner wood heating, including ULEBs. However, a closer examination of air 
quality monitoring data raises questions about the extent and durability of these 
imprrovements. 

While certain reductions may have occurred, the broader evidence does not support the 
conclusion that combustion-based heating solutions deliver consistently safe or acceptable 
air quality outcomes, particularly when considering cumulative exposure and vulnerable 
populations.  

• PM₁₀ and PM₂.₅ exceed the NESAQ (National Environmental Standards for Air Quality) or 
CARP (Canterbury Air Regional Plan) in all Waitaha airsheds in 2024vi 

• Since 2020 to 2025vii, the 2 air quality monitors in Christchurch show an upward 
trajectory in annual average PM₂.₅ emissions 

• Comparison of the 10 monitoring locations in Canterbury from 2020 to 2025 shows 
increased exceedances (> 25µg/m³) in seven of the ten locations - notably 
Christchurch airshed in 2024 had 19 exceedances, escalating to 29 events in 2025  

• Most importantly all monitors in the Canterbury region show annual averages of 
PM₂.₅ at or above the WHO guideline of 5µg/m³ in every year since PM₂.₅ monitoring 
began 

• BaP exceeded guidelines when monitored in Christchurch and Timaru 



 

 

 

Taken together, the data do not demonstrate sustained or consistent improvement in air 

quality outcomes across Canterbury. This calls into question whether Christchurch can be 

considered a reliable model for achieving clean air through improved wood heating 

technologies. The Canterbury experience in fact raises fundamental questions about whether 

combustion-based heating, regardless of technological refinement, can ever deliver safe and 

reliable air quality outcomes at a population level.  

 

Real-world testing of ULEBs in New Zealand further reinforces these concerns. A 2022 in-

home studyviii in Arrowtown found that emissions from ULEBs varied significantly between 

households and were heavily dependent on user behaviour, fuel characteristics, and operating 

conditions. Importantly, real-world emission rates were substantially higher than those 

achieved under laboratory testing conditions used for certification. 

Even the most advanced combustion technologies and testing protocols, designed to replicate 

real-world emissions, cannot account for genuine real-world user behaviour in a device that is 

reliant on operator compliance. 

This non-compliance includes: 

• Burning of inappropriate materials 

• Use of accelerants and firelighters 

• Poor operation and maintenance 



Recent research has shown that domestic firelighters alone can emit more black carbon than 

all biomass fuels combined, even when used brieflyix. 

Black carbon is not only a major health hazard but also a powerful short-lived climate pollutant. 

The most effective pathway remains clear: prioritising clean, efficient, low-cost and climate-
friendly electric heating, by not permitting the installation of new solid fuel heaters and 
phasing out existing ones. 

4. The economic burden of combustion remains significant - even for 

ULEBs 

 

A recent New Zealand study assessing the health and economic costs of indoor air pollution 

found that all combustion appliances carry significant costs, including those promoted as 

cleaner alternativesx. 

• Key findings include: ULEBs: ~$NZ5,600/year (combined indoor + outdoor impacts) 

The conclusion was clear: regardless of assumptions, combustion appliances impose 
significant health and economic burdens. 

This reinforces a critical point - ULEBs may reduce some emissions, but they do not eliminate 
harm. 

5. The risk of reinforcing a “business-as-usual” policy pathway 

The continued focus on refining combustion technologies, such as ULEBs, risks reinforcing 
a business-as-usual (BAU) policy pathway, where policymakers have demonstrated a 
preference for incremental improvements to emissions standards as the path of least 
resistance, rather than transitioning to genuinely clean (electric) alternatives. 

The least resistance approach has been tried for decades. As Dr Sophie Lewis notes in her 
report on wood heater policy in the ACT: 

“There has been little demonstrable reduction in pollution and associated impacts over time”xi 

Despite increasingly stringent emissions standards and efficiency improvements, real-world air 
quality outcomes have not reflected expectations, with well-documented gaps between 
laboratory performance and actual use, as well as the cumulative impacts of widespread 
appliance use. 



There is a risk that continued investment in ULEB research - however well intentioned - may 
unintentionally: 

• Signal to policymakers that combustion can be “fixed” 
• Delay the transition to clean electric heating 
• Divert limited policy, funding and public attention away from solutions that fully 

eliminate emissions 

At a time when both public health and climate science point clearly toward the need to 
eliminate combustion sources, it is equally important to recognise that in the absence of clear, 
consistent messaging from authorities, and a unified voice from the research community, we 
are seeing contradictory and confusing public messaging. 

Evidence indicates a continued rise in residential wood burning, alongside a proliferation of 
recreational outdoor burning practices, contributing to increased population exposure to 
woodsmoke pollutionxii. This highlights a critical policy and communication gap: where 
ambiguity remains, so harmful practices persist and expand. In this context, continued focus on 
improving combustion technologies risks reinforcing mixed messages at precisely the moment 
when clarity and direction are most needed. 

6. Concerns regarding research direction and potential conflicts of 

interest 

There are also serious governance concerns associated with the current research pathway. 

The Fire Centre’s program to adapt Ultra-Low Emission Burners (ULEBs) to Australian hardwood 
conditionsxiii risks being shaped, at least in part, by industry influence rather than independent 
public health priorities. While partnerships are disclosed, and it is noted that Standards 
Australia requested the development of a new real-world testing protocolxiv, there remains 
limited transparency around the extent to which industry stakeholders have influenced the 
research agenda. 

Of particular concern is that Mr Tim Cannonxv, a key stakeholder of the research project, is the 
(outgoing) Chair of Standards Australia (Solid Fuel Burning Appliances Committee CS-062) since 
2015, and also the General Manager of the Australian Home Heating Association - the peak 
body representing the wood heater industry, and is Director of Cannon Combustion – a 
business servicing the solid fuel heating industry. This overlap raises legitimate questions about 
independence, particularly given the industry’s long-standing position disputing the well-
established body of evidence linking woodsmoke to significant morbidity and mortality 
impactsxvi. 

Industry actors are already leveraging ULEB research to promote appliance sales in Australiaxvii, 
despite the fact that the New Zealand models being referenced were developed for 



fundamentally different softwood combustion conditions. This risks creating a false sense of 
safety, while entrenching combustion-based heating and delaying the transition to genuinely 
clean alternatives. 

 

7. A public health and climate imperative: move beyond combustion 

The evidence is clear and consistent: 

• Combustion - of any kind - produces harmful health and climate pollutants 
• “Cleaner” combustion technologies do not eliminate risk 
• In some cases, they may worsen exposure to the most harmful pollutants 
• The health and economic costs remain substantial 

In this context, continuing to invest research effort and direct public narrative into improving 
combustion technologies risks delaying the transition to truly clean alternatives. Investing in 
and encouraging the uptake of ULEB heaters keeps homeowners reliant on wood-fired heating 
for another 15-20 years, potentially delaying the adoption of cleaner, electric alternatives like 
reverse-cycle air conditioning. The promotion of ULEBs can create the impression that wood 
smoke is no longer a major health issue, which can dilute pressure on governments to 
implement faster, comprehensive phase-outs of wood heaters in urban, regional and rural 
areas. 

We believe the pathway forward must be unequivocal: 

A transition away from all forms of combustion heating toward clean, electric solutions. 

This aligns with: 

• Public health evidence 
• Climate science (including the role of black carbon and other Short-Lived Climate 

Pollutants) 
• The principle of prevention rather than mitigation 

It is also important to reflect on the conclusions of your own peer-reviewed research. As co-
author of a recent study published in the Medical Journal of Australia, you concluded that “the 
number of wood heaters should be reduced by banning new installations and phasing out 
existing units in urban and suburban areas.”xviii 

In this context, the recent opinion piece in the Launceston Examiner risks giving the impression 
that Launceston can achieve clean air outcomes by following Christchurch’s approach to 
improved wood heating technologies. For the reasons outlined above, this is not supported by 
the broader body of evidence. 



It is therefore critical that residents of Launceston are provided with clear and consistent public 
health guidance: that clean air will be best achieved by prioritising clean, efficient, low-cost and 
climate-friendly electric heating, by not permitting the installation of any new solid fuel heaters 
and by progressively phasing out existing ones. 

 

Request to meet 

We reiterate that we recognise, and deeply value and respect the important and large body of 
research of Professor Johnston in highlighting the health impacts of solid fuel heating air 
pollution.  

However, we urge careful consideration on whether continued focus on ULEBs aligns with the 
urgent need to protect community health and risks negative unintended consequences for 
clean air policy in Australia. 

We would welcome the opportunity for open dialogue on this issue and for greater 
transparency around current research directions.  

The community is looking for leadership that is clear, precautionary, and grounded in the 
principle that clean air should not depend on managing pollution, but on eliminating its 
sources. 

Open Letter published at 12pm Monday 20th April 2026 
at https://www.facebook.com/groups/MyAirQualityAustralia 

Sincerely, 

Ms Arabella Daniel 
Clean Air Communities 
Melbourne, Victoria 
  

https://www.facebook.com/groups/MyAirQualityAustralia


Co-signatories: 

 
Dr Rob Phair 
Rural generalist doctor 
East Gippsland, Victoria 
 
Dr James Markos AM 
Retired Respiratory and Sleep Physician  
 
Dr Murray May 
PhD Environmental Health 
ACT 
 
Mr Darryl Johnston  
Convenor  
Clean Air Canberra  
 
Ms Kate Forster 
Clean Air Communities 
Emerald, Victoria 
 
Ms Liz Poole 
Communities for Clean Air Network 
Melbourne, Victoria 
 
Ms Ellen Golla 
Outreach Director 
Doctors + Scientists Against Wood Smoke Pollution 
California, USA 
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