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Questions and Answers – For General Practitioners 

 
1. What was the main finding of the public health assessment? 
 
It appears likely that the odours from the Eltham EADER at times caused adverse health 
effects for a number of people who lived close to the Eltham Wastewater Treatment Plant 
for a six month period between December 2013 and May 2014.   
 
2. What sort of symptoms do people normally suffer when exposed to unpleasant 

odours? 
 
Offensive odours are known to be capable of causing a  variety of non-specific multi-
system adverse health effects which include headaches, nausea, gastro-intestinal distress, 
retching, reduced appetite, fatigue, eye irritation, throat irritation, shortness of breath, 
runny nose, sleep disturbance, inability to concentrate, depression, tearfulness and 
classical stress response.   
 
These adverse health effects are mediated through the olfactory system and vary from 
person to person. 
 
3. What is the prognosis for people who suffer adverse health effects following 

exposure to unpleasant odours? 
 
The health effects from odours are generally short-term and fade when the odours reduce.   
 
However, low level odours can continue to trigger adverse health effects for people who 
perceive that the odour contains harmful chemicals, or have become sensitised because of 
previous significant odour exposure.   Surveys of communities show that where an odour 
nuisance is abated, the perception of odour impact is reported for prolonged periods by 
those living in the area, even years after the odour is no longer present. 
 
4. Are there any diagnostic tests that can be used to confirm the diagnosis of 

poisoning arising from the chemical contamination of the environment caused 
by odours or gases from a waste water treatment plant? 

 
Currently there are no validated medical tests that demonstrate exposure to odours or low 
concentration gases that come from a waste water treatment plant.   
 
5. What are the treatment options for people who suffer adverse health effects 

from unpleasant odours? 
 
Treatment for people who suffer adverse health effects from odours is symptomatic only.  
It is important to exclude other disease processes that could cause the same symptoms. 
 
6. When should I notify the Medical Officer of Health? 
 
Please phone the Medical Officer of Health for advice if you have a patient with an illness 
which you think might be associated with chemical contamination of the environment.  It is 



notoriously difficult to assess the relationship between unpleasant odours and the non-
specific symptoms that can be caused by odours.  Objectivity in the absence of good 
toxicological data and biomarkers is difficult.  The test of poisoning developed by a working 
group established by the Australasian Faculty of Occupational Medicine (NZMJ 1998; 111: 
34-7) provides a useful framework for assessing environmental poisoning cases when 
there are conditions of uncertainty.  Suspected poisoning arising from the chemical 
contamination of the environment is a notifiable disease under the Health Act 1956. 

 


