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About sulphur dioxide
Sulphur dioxide (SO2) is an odorous
gas generated through natural and
industrial processes. In nature, it is a
gas released by volcanoes or hot springs
and is also produced when vegetation
on land, in wetlands or oceans, decays
or breaks down.
In Australia, the largest source of SO2 in
the air is industrial processing of materials
containing sulphur, such as the smelting of
sulphide ores, or electricity generation from
coal, oil or gas. SO2 is also present in emissions
from cars, buses and trucks as the result of
fuel combustion.
Initiatives like the introduction of national fuel
quality standards, tighter vehicle emission
standards and alternative fuels have helped
reduce the amount of SO2 produced in our
communities.
SO2 is widely used to manufacture a number
of household goods:
• Added as a preservative in dried fruits
because of its antimicrobial properties
(preservative 220)
• In wine making as an antibiotic and
antioxidant
• As a bleach or reducing agent when
mixed with water (e.g. laundry bleach and
bathroom cleansers)
• In chemical processes, for example,
as a feedstock in making fertiliser

Health effects of sulphur dioxide
Our senses easily detect SO2 at concentrations
well below the level that may cause irritation
or discomfort. At higher concentrations, SO2
can irritate the throat, lungs, eyes, and to a
lesser extent, the skin. The effects of SO2 can
be felt very quickly, with most people feeling
the worst symptoms within 10 to 15 minutes
after exposure.
Symptoms can include:
• Coughing, wheezing, or shortness of breath
• Dry or irritated throat
• Watery, itchy eyes
When there are higher levels of SO2 in the air
and a person feels they are being affected in
some way, they should limit their physical
activity, particularly outdoors, as this increases
the volume of air breathed in.
If it is possible to move indoors, people can
also close windows and doors, and use
air conditioning on recirculation mode (if
available) until outside air quality improves.
Unless consistently exposed to very high
concentrations, in most instances, exposure to
SO2 does not cause long-term health impacts
to people. Some people may be more sensitive
than others to exposure to SO2 in the air.
Those who have lung conditions such as
asthma, chronic bronchitis or emphysema
may find their conditions aggravated by SO2.

If you experience respiratory discomfort from SO2, please consult a medical professional.
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The copper and zinc-lead ores found in
our region contain sulphur, and when they
are processed, sulphur dioxide (SO2) is
released. Most of the copper smelter gases are
captured and transferred to the Incitec Pivot
Acid Plant, which treats the SO2 to produce
sulphuric acid.

Our obligations
Our operations are managed under the
Queensland environmental regulatory
regime and we have numerous air quality
management systems in place to minimise the
impacts of our operations on our community.
Our amended Environmental Authority (EA)
was granted in August 2015, supported by
extensive environmental and health impact
studies. We strive to achieve a management
standard above what is stipulated by our EA.

For information on the steps we have taken to
improve SO2 management in Mount Isa, refer
to page 8 of this brochure.

Air Quality Control
Mount Isa has one of the most intensive
air quality monitoring systems of any city
in Australia.
Established in 1975, our Air Quality Control
(AQC) uses real-time air quality data to
monitor SO2 emissions and observe emerging
weather patterns. AQC works both predictively
and reactively to minimise impacts to our
community and ensure compliance with our
regulatory limits. AQC provides daily forecasts
and planning advice to our smelter operations
and also monitors real-time air quality data
and conditions at ground level to ensure
smelter operators can respond appropriately to
any unexpected weather events.

Throughout the year, Mount Isa receives the majority of
wind from the east and south-east. This means for most of
the year, the wind blows emissions away from Mount Isa
township to the west, limiting impacts to the community.
During summer and spring, the incidence of westerly winds
(b lowing emissions to the east) can increase the potential
impacts to our community. During these months, AQC works
closely with our smelter operations to ensure we continue
to minimise the impact of our smelting activities on the
community.
The windrose diagrams (right) show wind speed and direction
on an annual and quarterly basis in Mount Isa. The arrow
indicators show the direction from which the majority of wind
b lows. Note that between October and March, there are more
instances of wind b lowing from the west to the east.

E

S

Jan-Mar 2015
30%
20%
10%

Apr-Jun 2015
30%
20%
10%

Jul-Sep 2015

What does Air Quality Control do?

Analyse and predict
weather conditions
Provide advice to smelter
operations
Monitor real-time
air quality data and
conditions at ground level
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How does that
affect our smelter
operations?
AQC collaborates with
smelter operators and the
Incitec Pivot Acid Plant
to reduce emissions. This
is achieved by reducing
or shutting down smelter
operations if emissions
can’t be managed within
acceptable limits.

AQC alert process

Unrestricted
operations
Standby, pending
restrictions

AQC alert process

30%
20%

Reduced
operations

10%

Shutdown
Oct-Dec 2015

In 2015, AQC restricted our smelting operations
(complete and partial shutdowns) for a total of
1,829 hours, or more than 76 days.
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For most of the year,
wind from the east
and south-east blows
emissions away from
Mount Isa to the west.

Corella St

Air quality monitors in the community
Network of
real-time air
quality monitors
We have expanded our air quality
monitoring network to improve
coverage of Mount Isa and the
surrounding district.
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Legend
SO2 Monitors
High Volume Air Sampling monitors:
PM10*
Total Suspended Particulates
Dust monitors:
PM10*
PM2.5**
Xact metals monitor
Roads
Railway

How many monitors in the network?
Real-time SO2 monitoring stations

13

Passive SO2 monitoring stations†

6

High Volume Air Sampling monitors

We have a number of monitors and
gauges we can deploy at specific
sites to monitor our performance
and target improvements.

14

Continuous dust monitors

6

Dust deposition gauges†

7

Xact metals monitor

1

*	Measures particulate matter
10 micrometres or less in diameter.
**	Measures particulate matter
2.5 micrometres or less in diameter.
†

Not displayed on map.
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AQC employees develop smelter emission forecasts for our smelter operations based on weather conditions
and the availability of the Incitec Pivot Acid Plant

Inside Air Quality Control
Air Quality Control (AQC) employees are
trained in meteorology to understand and
predict weather specific to the Mount Isa
region. Our people have extensive experience
in understanding the interaction of weather
patterns with our operations and across our
community.
Our AQC employees are responsible for
minimising air quality impacts to our local
community and ensuring our environmental
obligations are met.
AQC operates seven days a week, with
extended and overnight coverage, to manage
unfavourable weather conditions and potential
community impacts.

What does AQC do?
• Analyse weather forecasts
• Predict air quality conditions at ground level
• Provide our operations with daily reports on
weather predictions and likely impacts
• Monitor our comprehensive network
of sulphur dioxide (SO2) monitors and
meteorological stations
• Provide ongoing advice to smelter
operations on real-time weather
conditions and air quality data.
AQC collaborates with smelter operations and
the Incitec Pivot Acid Plant via an internal
alert system that advises of any potential
requirements to reduce or stop production when
emissions cannot otherwise be managed within
acceptable limits.

Our AQC staff are trained in meteorology to understand and predict weather specific to the Mount Isa region

Unpredicted changes to
air quality

AQC alert process

At times, weather conditions can change
rapidly from our forecasts to create
unanticipated impacts to air quality
within our community. This may
increase short-term exposure to SO2 and
lead to temporary discomfort for some
members of the community. Through
our monitoring systems, we aim to react
to these situations as quickly as possible,
advise smelting operations of the changes
and implement the AQC alert process to
minimise impacts as much as we can.
If you are being impacted by exposure
to SO2, move indoors if possible and
report the issue to the Mount Isa Mines
24-hour Community Feedback Hotline
by phoning 1800 982 982.
In most instances, you will notice a
significant improvement in air quality
within 30 minutes as we respond to
the situation.

Unrestricted operations

Weather conditions indicate no changes
required to operations

Standby, pending restrictions
Potential need to reduce operations or
shut down to manage emissions due to
pending change in weather conditions

Reduced operations

Smelters must reduce operations
to lower emissions and prepare to
potentially facilitate an immediate
shutdown

Shutdown

Smelters must cease operations
immediately as weather conditions show
smelter operations may impact the town
or are approaching regulatory limits

If you experience respiratory discomfort from SO2, please consult a medical professional.

If you experience respiratory discomfort from SO2, please consult a medical professional.
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Air quality
improvement initiatives
From 2012 to 2017 Mount Isa Mines invested
in excess of $5 million in environmental
air quality system improvements and
management initiatives. These include:
• Installation of a Doppler Radar
	Our new Doppler Radar measures wind
direction and speed up to six kilometres
into the atmosphere. Data collected by the
radar allows us to better predict wind and
weather conditions, enhancing our ability
to proactively respond to air quality issues.
• Installation of Continuous Metals
Analyser (Xact) unit

Real-time information on
air quality in Mount Isa
Mount Isa Mines has created two new
industry-leading online tools for providing
information on air quality in Mount Isa.

Control (AQC) decisions and actions, to
minimise the impact of emissions of the
community.
• Emission forecasting and control
	Real-time and predictive emission
dispersion modelling and control provides
and additional tool for AQC to target and
manage emissions from the smelters and
Incitec Pivot Acid Plant.
	This will help us better pinpoint the
operational source of emissions at any
given time.
• Refining targets

	The Continuous Metals Analyser (Xact)
unit installed at the RSL monitoring site
provides hourly metals in particulate
(dust) concentrations. The Xact unit was
installed as an internal control to assist
with analysing elevated results on the High
Volume Air Sampling monitoring network,
and to provide real-time data on metals in
particulate concentrations.
	The unit measures metal concentrations that
include arsenic, cadmium, copper, lead, and
zinc, as well as an additional 19 metals.
• Improved weather forecasting
	We gather weather forecast data from
multiple sources, including our tailored
Weatherzone program, the Bureau of
Meteorology’s weather radar on Telstra Hill,
and from eight weather stations located
across our site and in the community.
	This data helps us track and prepare for
unfavourable weather conditions and will
improve the precision of our Air Quality

	We are committed to demonstrating
reductions in sulphur dioxide emissions
from our operations. This means refining
our targets and taking action to reduce
emissions earlier and more frequently from
one year to the next.
	Our management systems are regularly
reviewed both internally, and by the
Department of Environment and Heritage
Protection to ensure we are identifying
conditions accurately and making the
best decisions to minimise impacts on our
community.
• Improving emissions capture
	In addition to managing emissions from
our smelter stacks, we are focused on
developing improved methods of capturing
process gases and preventing their release.
These improvements require innovative,
advanced engineering and structural
changes which are subject to pilot testing
and development.

If you experience respiratory discomfort from SO2, please consult a medical professional.
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AQM I SM A RT P HON E A P P
Information at your finger tips

ON L I N E P ORTA L
Information in depth

• Receive notification when a suburb
has an increased likelihood of
sulphur dioxide

• Hourly air quality results direct from Mount Isa’s
air quality monitoring network

• See what the air quality in your
suburb is like
Download the app for free from
the Apple App Store or Google Play,
just search for AQMI.

• Our air quality management practices, procedures
and improvement initiatives, as well as breakdown
of our regulatory compliance obligations
• Useful links to further information on sulphur
dioxide and health
Go to www.mountisamines.com.au, then click on the
Air Quality in Mount Isa portal

For more information, contact the Mount Isa Mines’ Community
Feedback Hotline on 1800 982 982 or visit www.mountisamines.com.au
Keeping in touch with our community

Where can I find out more?
Contact us

Other resources

Call our Community Feedback
Hotline on 1800 982 982

Department of Environment and Heritage
Protection

Our dedicated Community Relations
team is responsible for engaging openly
and honestly with our stakeholders, as
well as responding to all community
enquiries and complaints.

We provide information from our air
monitoring stations to the Queensland
Department of Environment and Heritage
Protection. For more information on air
quality monitoring in Mount Isa,
visit www.ehp.qld.gov.au.

You are encouraged to contact the 24hour hotline if you have any questions,
concerns or believe there is an increase
in sulphur dioxide in your area.
Visit our online Air Quality Web Portal at
www.mountisamines.com.au for the latest on
our air quality improvement initiatives and
hourly air quality results updates from our
monitoring network.

Australian Department of Sustainability,
Environment, Water, Population and
Communities
Sulphur Dioxide fact sheet –
www.environment.gov.au
(search ‘Sulphur Dioxide’)
Queensland Health hotline
13 HEALTH (13 43 25 84)

Write to us at
Community Relations Team, Mount Isa Mines
Private Mail Bag 6, Mount Isa Qld 4825
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If you experience respiratory discomfort from SO2, please consult a medical professional.

