Medical officer speaks to Shire on wind power stations' effect on health

South Gippsland Medical Officer of Health Dr David Iser of Foster spoke to South Gippsland Shire councillors, staff and the public gallery on wind power stations and their effects on health at Leongatha on Wednesday afternoon May 19 2004.

Dr Iser, a general practitioner at the Foster and, the Toora Medical Centres, began his presentation during one of the Shire's open briefing sessions by thanking the Council for the opportunity to talk on the issue.

The text of his speech is reproduced below.

I have felt as Medical Officer of Health for the South Gippsland region that I should look into the issue of  wind power stations and effects on health. However 1 must emphasise that I am still not fully conversant with all of the evidence related to health issues. I base my comments today firstly on information from two overseas studies, one a report to the Swedish Environment Protection Agency 2003 and the other a small study by a doctor in the United Kingdom in 2003. As well 1 will mention some of my own observations based on my medical practice in the South Gippsland region.

It appears that ill health effects are related to noise and shadow flicker as well as the feeling of disempowerment associated with the loss of control over one's own immediate surrounds. I shall look at each of these in turn.

Firstly, the noise associated with wind turbines is a very complex subject. It is certainly not as widely studied as noise from other sources, such as road traffic, and thus it is difficult for general conclusions to be drawn. However it does appear that wind turbines can cause an annoying noise, which is mostly related to airflow around the blades. This has been described as a whooshing, swishing or even a pulsating noise.

There tends to be a background noise with an overriding pulsating beat occurring at a rate of roughly one beat per, second, which corresponds with the movement of the blades.

As well there appears to be a low frequency noise, which is not often heard but felt as a vibration in certain areas of the body, such as the chest.

Even at low sound levels, this vibration may disturb sleep.

The study from Sweden concluded that although there was no conclusive evidence regarding wind turbine noise and physical health problems, there was certainly a degree of annoyance related to the noise.

This of course is highly variable between individuals depending upon their own susceptibility and perception of wind turbines.

For those affected, this can be a major health issue, as this type of annoyance can lead to stress, anxiety, insomnia and depression.

All of these are exacerbated if one already feels aggrieved by the process of wind farm development.

Although only small numbers were involved, the study from the UK reported that the majority of people had suffered adverse effects such as headaches, dizziness, nausea and tinnitus,

The people in the study also felt that shadow flicker was a contributing factor.

Shadow flicker results from the sun's shadow over the ground and can certainly occur at considerable distances from the object casting the shadow.

This not only affects people while outside but also while they are inside a building.

Shadow flicker from other sources has been known for a long time to be a trigger for epilepsy in susceptible people.

With regard to the Toora wind power station, I have spoken to a number of people regarding these issues.

I have to conclude that there is certainly a noise annoyance factor with people suffering from insomnia and stress,

I have also talked and consulted with people facing the Dollar wind power station development.

These people feel extremely anxious and concerned about the future, and one couple in particular faces a significant financial loss.

They feel completely powerless and believe that they have been given no direct information about the project by the wind Power Company involved. They are unable to consult, discuss or at least have their case heard at a level that may result in any action. This sense of powerlessness is in itself a strong cause of stress and anxiety. This is a very real health issue and as mentioned before will compound any future noise annoyance from the wind turbines.

Unfortunately the wind power companies have been secretive in their dealings with landholders, which have only resulted in lack of direct information and divided public opinion. This in turn confounds friction and stress between adjoining landholders, townspeople and indeed communities alike.

In conclusion 1 would urge the Council to be aware that:

· Wind turbines do lead to noise annoyance and while this is difficult to measure and quantify direct physical health problems, noise annoyance can certainly affect individuals causing insomnia, stress and anxiety.

· The feeling of powerlessness, financial loss and division within the community is a major cause of stress and anxiety for those involved.

Although presently only small numbers of people may be directly affected, I believe it is an issue for public concern as it can really only be addressed and resolved at this level.

This needs to be done now to avoid escalation of the problem if proposed projects are developed.

