
Hazelinks MBS and PBS data extraction. Version 2.0 September 2020 

Contact: Yuming Guo Page 1  

 

 

 

 

 

 

(ÁÚÅÌÉÎËÓ 

-ÅÄÉÃÁÒÅ "ÅÎÅÆÉÔÓ 3ÃÈÅÄÕÌÅ ÁÎÄ 
0ÈÁÒÍÁÃÅÕÔÉÃÁÌ "ÅÎÅÆÉÔÓ 3ÃÈÅÍÅ 
ÄÁÔÁȡ 4ÉÍÅ 3ÅÒÉÅÓ !ÎÁÌÙÓÅÓ 

 

Version 2.0 

September 2020 

  



Hazelinks MBS and PBS data extraction. Version 2.0 September 2020 

Contact: Yuming Guo Page 2  

 

Authors 

Monash University 

School of Public Health and Preventive Medicine 

Dr Amanda Johnson 

Assoc Professor Yuming Guo 

Dr Joanna Dipnall 

Dr Jillian Ikin 

Dr Caroline Gao 

Ms Christina Dimitriadis 

Professor Michael Abramson 

Please direct inquiries to: Associate Professor Yuming Guo, School of Public Health and Preventive 
Medicine, Monash University, 553 St Kilda Rd, Melbourne, Vic 3004   
Tel: (03) 99056100 E-mail: yuming.guo@monash.edu  

Acknowledgements 

The Hazelwood Health Study is a large program of work that comprises a number of research 

streams in addition to this Hazelinks stream. Those research streams are run by a multidisciplinary 

group of academic and administrative staff from several Institutions including Monash University, 

the University of Tasmania, Federation University and the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial 

Research Organisation. All of these staff are thanked for their contribution to this collaborative work. 

We would like to take this opportunity to thank the following researchers and clinicians who have 

provided important input to the research presented in this report: Dr Fred Edwards, Professor 

Alexander McFarlane, Dr Dion Stub, Professor Malcolm Sim, Dr Fay Johnston, Dr Matthew Carroll, 

Ms Catherine Smith and Dr Grant Williamson. 

This research was funded by the Victorian Department of Health and Human Services. However, the 

report presents the views of the authors and does not represent the views of the Department. 

 

 

 

  

mailto:yuming.guo@monash.edu


Hazelinks MBS and PBS data extraction. Version 2.0 September 2020 

Contact: Yuming Guo Page 3  

 

 

Abbreviations and key terms 

ACE Angiotensin Converting Enzyme 

ATC Anatomical Therapeutic Chemical classification 

CSIRO Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 

DHS Commonwealth Department of Human Services  

EREC External Request Evaluation Committee 

GLM Generalised linear model 

GP General Practitioner 

MBS Medicare Benefits Schedule 

Mine fire 
period 

The 30-day period from 9 February to 10 March 2014 when the modelled daily PM2.5 

concentration, averaged across the Latrobe Valley {!о ŀǊŜŀΣ ŜȄŎŜŜŘŜŘ м˃ƎκƳ3 

PBS Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme 

PM2.5 
Particulate matter with an aerodynamic diameter of 2.5 micrometres (thousandths of a 
millimetre) or less 

PM10 
Particulate matter with an aerodynamic diameter of 10 micrometres (thousandths of a 
millimetre) or less 

RR Relative Risk 

SA Statistical area level 

95% CI 95% Confidence Interval 
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1.  Executive Summary 

From 9 February 2014, smoke and ash from a fire in the Morwell open cut brown coal mine adjacent 

to the Hazelwood power station covered parts of the Latrobe Valley, eastern Victoria, for up to 6 

weeks. In response, the Hazelwood Health Study was established in order to monitor any long-term 

health effects of that smoke event. This report describes analyses undertaken by the Hazelwood 

Health StudyΩǎ IŀȊŜƭƛƴƪǎ {ǘǊŜŀƳΣ examining whether mine fire-related air pollutants were associated 

with increased use of health services and medications for cardiovascular diseases, respiratory 

diseases and mental health/psychiatric conditions in the Latrobe Valley area during the mine fire 

period. The analyses utilised daily concentrations of mine fire-related air particulate matter smaller 

than 2.5 thousandths of a millimetre in diameter (PM2.5) modelled by the Commonwealth Scientific 

and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) Oceans & Atmosphere. CƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ ǘƘŜ άƳƛƴŜ ŦƛǊŜ 

ǇŜǊƛƻŘέ ǿŀǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 30-day period from 9 February to 10 March 2004. 

Daily counts of health service visits were derived from Medicare Benefits Schedule (MBS) data for 

the period July 2012 to June 2016, based on date of service for general practice (GP) consultations 

and date of referral for specialist attendances, diagnostic procedures, investigations and diagnostic 

imaging services. Daily counts of prescription medications dispensed by pharmacies were derived 

from Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme (PBS) data for the period January 2013 to December 2016. 

Time series statistical models were used to assess the associations between daily mine fire-related 

PM2.5 and health service use or medications dispensed, after controlling for seasonality, long-term 

temporal trends, day of the week, maximum ambient temperature and public holidays. 

The analyses showed clear evidence that mine fire-related PM2.5 was significantly associated with 

increased medical service utilisation. Specifically, increased short and long GP consultations were 

observed after a lag of 4-5 days exposure. Increased respiratory service visits were observed after a 

lag of 7 days exposure and increased mental health/psychiatric consultations were observed after a 

lag of 15 days exposure. There was no increase observed in cardiovascular service visits. Further, 

mine fire-related PM2.5 was significantly associated with increased dispensing of all examined 

medication types (cardiovascular, respiratory and mental health) after a lag of 3 days exposure. 

During the mine fire period, and fƻǊ ŜŀŎƘ мл ˃ƎκƳ3 increase in mine fire-related PM2.5, the estimated 

percentage increases in health service visits were 37% for visits by men to respiratory services, 32% 

for visits by men to mental health services, 10% for visits by men and women combined for short GP 

consultations and 17% for visits by men and women combined for long GP consultations. During the 

mine fire period, there were 3,274 short or long GP consultations and 159 respiratory service visits 
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attributable to mine fire-related PM2.5 exposure in the Latrobe Valley. Correspondingly, the 

attributable fractions were 4% and 8% respectively. 

During the mine fire period, and fƻǊ ŜŀŎƘ мл ˃ƎκƳ3 increase in mine fire-related PM2.5, the estimated 

percentage increases in medications dispensed for men and women combined were 25% for 

respiratory medications, 12% for mental health medications and 10% for cardiovascular medications. 

Among medications dispensed during the mine fire period, there were 2,093 cardiovascular, 890 

respiratory and 1,053 mental health medications attributable to mine fire-related PM2.5 exposure. 

Correspondingly, the attributable fractions were 5%, 11% and 6% respectively. 

This study should be helpful to develop and implement effective and timelier adaptive strategies to 

mitigate cardiovascular, respiratory and mental health risks due to possible future coal mine fire 

derived air pollution exposure in the community.  
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2.  Introduction 

On 9 February 2014, the Morwell open cut brown coal mine adjacent to the Hazelwood power 

station in the Latrobe Valley, eastern Victoria, caught fire resulting in nearby areas being covered in 

plumes of smoke and ash over a six-week period. Subsequently, a Monash University-led consortium 

of researchers was contracted by the Victorian Department of Health and Human Services to 

undertake the Hazelwood Health Study (HHS; https://hazelwoodhealthstudy.org.au). The Study is a 

comprehensive program of research investigating the long-term health and wellbeing of Latrobe 

Valley residents following exposure to the smoke from the Hazelwood mine fire. 

The Hazelinks Stream of the Hazelwood Health Study aims to use administrative health data sets to 

investigate short, medium and long-term health outcomes in the Latrobe Valley region. This report 

draws upon data routinely collected by the Australian Government on health services utilisation and 

dispensing of prescription pharmaceuticals. 

3.  Background 

The adverse effect of air pollution on health has long been appreciated and, due to improved 

methods of monitoring and measurement, has become a more active research area in the last 

twenty years. Extensive clinical, epidemiological and toxicological studies have provided evidence of 

relationships between exposure to ambient air pollutants and human health (Brunekreef and 

Holgate, 2002, Beelen et al., 2014). The short-term effects of air pollution have mainly been 

demonstrated by increases in respiratory (Haikerwal et al., 2016) and cardiovascular-related 

morbidity (Haikerwal et al., 2015) and mortality (Dennekamp et al., 2010, Strickland et al., 2010, 

Faustini et al., 2012, Milojevic et al., 2014, Pope et al., 2006). There is also a growing body of 

research investigating the relationship between air pollution and adverse mental health outcomes 

such as depression and suicide (Lim et al., 2012, Szyszkowicz et al., 2010). 

Large, destructive coal mine fires such as the Hazelwood mine fire are often beyond human control, 

despite technologically advanced fire-fighting services and the resources allocated to fire control. 

Pollutants generated by coal combustion are similar to those generated from domestic solid fuel 

combustion and outdoor biomass fires (Melody and Johnston, 2015). Pollutants may be broadly 

ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ ƎŀǎŜǎΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƳŜŘƛŀƴ ŀŜǊƻŘȅƴŀƳƛŎ ŘƛŀƳŜǘŜǊ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ мл˃Ƴ ƻǊ нΦр˃Ƴ όta10 

or PM2.5), volatile organic compounds and trace elements. Many of these are known to be 

deleterious to human health. The immediate impact of coal mine fires can be devastating, with loss 

of life, livelihood and infrastructure at the fire fronts. However, to date there is limited evidence on 

the impacts of smoke from coal mine fires on health outcomes. 

https://hazelwoodhealthstudy.org.au/
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4.  Aim and objectives 

The aim of the analyses was to examine whether the Hazelwood coal mine fire-related PM2.5 was 

related to increased use of health services and medications dispensed for respiratory diseases, 

cardiovascular diseases and mental health conditions. 

5.  Human Research Ethics Committee and 

other approvals 

The Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee (MUHREC) approved the Hazelwood 

Adult Survey & Health Record Linkage Study in 2015 for a five-year period (MUHREC project number 

6066) and again in 2020 (MUHREC project number 25680). The application was also approved by the 

Commonwealth Department of Human Services (DHS) External Request Evaluation Committee 

(EREC). MBS and PBS data were initially requested to be aggregated at the Statistical Area (SA) 1 

level, for each of the 38 SA1s contained within the Morwell SA2 boundary. However due to privacy 

considerations DHS released the data at the aggregated SA3 level for the Latrobe Valley as a whole. 

The Commonwealth DHS holds 4.5 years of data, therefore the earliest data available for extraction 

were from 1 July 2012. 

6.  Methods 

6.1. Datasets 

Data on health service use 

Data on health service use were collected from the Medicare Benefits Schedule (MBS) database held 

by the Commonwealth DHS. The dataset contained de-identified information on patient health care 

utilisation for GPs, medical specialists, diagnostic procedures, investigations and diagnostic imaging 

services. The dataset only included claim records for services that qualified for Medicare benefits 

and for which a claim had been processed. 

Data for all ages were analysed from the MBS database for the period 1 July 2012 ς 30 June 2016, 

based on date of service for GP consultations and date of referral for specialist attendances, 

diagnostic procedures, investigations and diagnostic imaging services. These dates of analyses were 

selected to reflect the distinction between primary medical services (GP consultations) and 

secondary medical services requiring a GP referral. This distinction was made because it may be 
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possible that primary medical service utilisation is more responsive to short term changes in air 

quality than secondary services.  

Residents should have been able to consult GPs relatively quickly and therefore the date of service 

may reflect short term health responses to air quality. In comparison, there is often a waiting period 

to access secondary services and therefore the date of referral rather than the date of service should 

better reflect possible short-term health responses to changes in air quality. MBS data were broken 

down into category, group, subgroup and item number for each unit record (category being the 

broadest description, and item number the most specific). The MBS data request was restricted to 

specific categories/groups/subgroups that were relevant to the study research questions (e.g. 

Category: Professional Attendances, Group: GP Mental Health treatment). 

Data on medication dispensing 

Data on medication dispensing were obtained from the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme (PBS) 

database also held by the Commonwealth DHS. This dataset contained de-identified information on 

prescription medicines dispensed to patients at a Government subsidised price, where the cost of 

the medication was greater than the patient contribution and therefore the pharmacist supplying 

the medication required reimbursement for the remaining cost. Since 2012, PBS data also included 

prescription medications where the cost of the medication was covered by the patient, so the 

pharmacist did not require reimbursement. The PBS dataset only contained information on 

prescription medicines where the prescription had been processed (i.e. the prescription had been 

filled by the pharmacist).  

Data for all ages were analysed from the PBS database for the period 1 January 2013 - 31 December 

2016, based on date of supply. The PBS data were broken down using the Anatomical Therapeutic 

Chemical (ATC) Classification System (WHOCC, 2011). As the study aimed to identify changes in 

medication use for respiratory, cardiovascular and mental health conditions during and after the 

mine fire, only records relating to these categories of medications were requested (e.g. Group name: 

Cardiovascular System). 

Data on air pollution ÁÎÄ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȬÍÉÎÅ ÆÉÒÅ ÐÅÒÉÏÄȭ 

The CSIRO Oceans & Atmosphere provided modelled exposure fields for PM2.5 ranging from 100-500 

m resolution near the fire to 3-9 km resolution further away from the fire. The 24-hourly average 

PM2.5 concentrations were calculated for the Latrobe Valley SA3 area. Further details of the 

modelling approach can be found in CSIROΩǎ report (Emmerson et al., 2016) and journal paper (Luhar 

et al., 2020). 
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The Hazelwood coal mine fire is generally considered to have burned for about six weeks from 9 

February to 31 March 2004. However, for this report the mine fire period was defined as the period 

when the modelled daily PM2.5 concentration, averaged across the Latrobe Valley SA3 area, 

ŜȄŎŜŜŘŜŘ м˃ƎκƳ3. This corresponded to the period 9 February to10 March 2014 (30 days). After 10 

March 2014, daily average PM2.5 concentrations attributable to the coal mine fire fell below м˃ƎκƳ3. 

The median modelled daily average PM2.5 concentration attributable to the coal mine fire during the 

30-day analysis period for the Latrobe Valley area was 5.2 ˃ ƎκƳ3 and the interquartile range was 0.1 

ς омΦн ˃ƎκƳ3. 

Data on ambient maximum temperature 

As ambient temperature can have significant impacts on health (Guo et al., 2014, Guo et al., 2017), 

we controlled for temperature when we assessed associations between air pollution and health 

outcomes. Daily maximum temperatures were collected from the Australian Bureau of Meteorology 

(http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/data-services/station-data.shtml). 

Data on geographical boundaries 

The geographical boundary used for the analyses was defined using the Australian Statistical 

Geography Standard 2011 classification SA3 spatial unit. The Latrobe Valley SA3 area incorporated 

five SA2 regions: Morwell, Churchill, Moe - Newborough, Traralgon and Yallourn North - Glengarry. 

Figure 1 shows a map of the Latrobe Valley SA3 geographical area, and the corresponding SA2 areas, 

included in the analysis. 

 

http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/data-services/station-data.shtml
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Figure 1  Geographical location of the Latrobe Valley SA3 area 

 

6.2. Definition of outcomes 

Health service data 

The health service data were reviewed by a panel of researchers and clinicians (see 

acknowledgments) and Service types considered relevant for the hypothesis were included in the 

analysis. For the purpose of the analyses, all item numbers that were considered relevant were 

grouped into one of five categories: short GP consultations, long GP consultations, cardiovascular 

services, respiratory services and mental health/psychiatric consultations. 

Short GP consultations were defined as consultations lasting less than 20 minutes and incorporated 

standard consultations (Item 23) and long GP consultations were defined as consultations lasting 20 

minutes or more. Cardiovascular and respiratory service groups incorporated their respective 

specialist/consultant consultations and diagnostic and imaging tests. Mental health consultations 

incorporated GP mental health and specialist/consultant mental health consultations. A small 

number of service types were not considered relevant and were excluded, for example Subgroup: 

Cardiovascular, Item Number: Blood Dye test. Supplementary Table 1 (Appendix 1) presents the full 

list of item numbers by health service group included in the analyses. 
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Dispensed medication data 

The PBS medication classifications were also reviewed by a panel of researchers and clinicians and 

medications considered relevant for the hypothesis were included in the analyses. The ATC grouping 

was used in analyses. Cardiovascular medications included cardiac glycosides, anti-arrhythmics, 

nitrates, antihypertensives, diuretics, beta blockers, calcium channel blockers, ACE inhibitors, 

angiotensin antagonists and lipid modifying agents. Respiratory medications included systemic and 

inhaled glucocorticoids, beta agonists, anticholinergics, combination inhalers, xanthines, leukotriene 

antagonists and cough suppressants. Medications for mental health conditions included 

psycholeptics such as phenothiazines, haloperidol, indoles, thioxanthenes, benzodiazepines, 

benzamides and other antipsychotics; antidepressants such as monoamine oxidase (MAO) inhibitors, 

serotonin reuptake inhibitors, other antidepressants; and stimulants including dexamphetamine and 

methylphenidate. A small number of medications not considered relevant were excluded, for 

example analgesics and anti-Parkinsonian drugs. Supplementary Tables 2-4 (Appendix 1) present the 

full medication classifications and examples of medications in each class that were used in the 

analyses. 

6.3. Statistical analyses 

Descriptive analysis 

The results of the analyses for both health service use and medication dispensing were investigated 

using multiple techniques. Weekly time series counts of service use and medication dispensing 

plotted over the duration of their respective analysesΩ periods provided a high level of insight 

regarding the potential time dependent patterns within the data. As our aim was to assess the short-

term associations between air pollution and health outcomes, plotting the raw data would help us to 

understand if there were long-term trends and/or seasonality. In addition, daily time series counts of 

service use and medication dispensing were compared across two comparison time periods to 

ascertain whether utilisation varied during the 30-day mine fire period, compared to the 30 days 

immediately pre and post the fire, and compared to the same dates as the 30-day mine fire period 

but one-year pre and post the fire. 

Time series regression 

Time-series analyses relating daily air pollutant data to health outcomes (e.g. medical service use 

and pharmaceutical dispensing) are frequently used to assess the short-term health effects of air 

pollution (Bhaskaran et al., 2013). The method allows for adjustment of an outcome-exposure 

relationship by confounders stable over time, and examines the outcomes in a population 

repeatedly over the days in a specific time period under varying daily exposure conditions. 
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We used time series regression to examine the associations between daily mine-fire-related PM2.5, 

health service use and dispensing of medications. Initial exploratory analyses of the time series data 

plots confirmed the presence of seasonality, trend and effects of public holidays (e.g. Christmas). A 

generalized linear model (GLM) with Poisson regression was used to model the impacts of air 

pollution on the outcomes: health service use and medication dispensing. In the GLM structure, the 

modelled daily fire-generated PM2.5 was included alongside potential confounders including 

seasonality, long-term trend, day of the week, maximum ambient temperature and public holidays. 

Additional details relating to the parameters used in the statistical model may be found in Appendix 

2. 

Total health service use and medication dispensing records during the fire period for the MBS item 

codes and PBS ATC codes listed in Supplementary Tables 1 to 4 (Appendix 1), were first examined in 

preliminary analyses. The results of these analyses indicated that the number of records were too 

few for many of the specific conditions to yield reliable statistical inference. Hence the subsequent 

time series analyses were performed using larger condition groups: all respiratory diseases, all 

cardiovascular diseases and all mental health conditions.  

The dose response relationships between a мл ˃ƎκƳ3 increase in fire-related PM2.5 and health 

service utilisation and medication dispensing were examined to determine whether there were 

increases in the risk of utilisation and dispensing as fire-related PM2.5 concentrations increased. 

Cumulative relative risks (RR) over a lag period ǇŜǊ мл ˃ƎκƳ3 increase in fire-related PM2.5 were also 

calculated with their associated 95% confidence intervals (CIs) for each service type and medication 

type. Cumulative RR could be interpreted as the sum of lag effects associated with air pollution 

exposure over the specified lag days. Estimated cumulative RRs greater than 1 indicated elevated 

risks for service use associated with mine fire-generated PM2.5. The 95% CI indicated the uncertainty 

of the cumulative RR value as an estimate of the true underlying association between the air 

pollutant and the health outcome. Smaller p-values indicated stronger evidence of a true underlying 

association (with the threshold of p<0.05 commonly referred to as statistically significant). However, 

it must be borne in mind that p-values and the width of the confidence interval were dependent on 

not just the size of the estimated cumulative RR, but also on the number of occurrences of the 

health outcome being analysed. 

Attributable counts and fractions were also calculated. Attributable counts indicated the number of 

service visits or medications dispensed that occurred in the Latrobe Valley as a result of population 

exposure to fire-related PM2.5 emissions. Attributable fractions were the percentage change in 

service visits or medications dispensed, attributable to fire-related PM2.5 emissions. 
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7.  Results 

7.1. MBS health service usage 

Total counts of health service use for the Latrobe Valley for both the entire period analysed and the 

fire period are summarised in Table 1. Short GP consultations accounted for the majority (76%) of 

health services used during the fire period. Median daily health service use counts for the 2014 fire 

period and the equivalent 30-day period one year earlier are summarised in Table 2. During the 2014 

fire period the median daily health service visits were 1,982 for all long and short GP consultations, 

140 for all mental health consultations, 96 for all cardiovascular services and 44 for all respiratory 

services. All four service types had marginally elevated utilisation compared to the equivalent 30-day 

period one year prior to the fires. 

 

Table 1  Total number of MBS health service visits by service type for the Latrobe Valley 

Health service type Analysis period 

July 2012 

June 2016 

Mine fire period 

9 Feb 2014 - 

10 March 2014 
 

No. of records No. of records 

Short GP consultations  1,932,076  38,446 

Long GP consultations  258,401  5,327 

All Long & Short GP consultations  2,190,477  43,773 

Mental Health- GP consultations  52,964  1,176 

Mental Health- Specialist consultations  93,418  2,219 

All Mental Health consultations  146,382  3,395 

Cardiovascular specialist consultations  25,938  466 

Cardiovascular diagnostic & imaging tests  86,267  1,859 

All Cardiovascular service visits  112,205  2,325 

Respiratory specialist consultations  16,906  370 

Respiratory diagnostic & imaging tests  39,729  793 

All Respiratory service visits  56,635  1,163 

All above service types combined  2,505,699  50,656 
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Table 2  Median number of daily health service visits by service type for the Latrobe Valley 

Health service type 1 Year pre fire 
9 Feb 2013 - 

10 March 2013 

Mine fire period 
9 Feb 2014 - 

10 March 2014  

Median 
Interquartile 

Range 
Median 

Interquartile 
Range 

Short GP consultations 1,704 272-1,816 1,720 273-1,869 

Long GP consultations 209 21-230 240 30-267 

All Long & Short GP consultations 1,922 292-2,049 1,982 304-2,139 

Mental Health- GP consultations 53 5-58 48 10-58 

Mental Health- Specialist consultations 74 10-106 86 15-118 

All Mental Health consultations 130 13-166 140 19-173 

Cardiovascular specialist consultations 18 6-37 12 5-24 

Cardiovascular diagnostic & imaging tests 74 17-87 78 9-93 

All Cardiovascular service visits 92 21-119 96 15-120 

Respiratory specialist consultations 8 0-17 14 0-21 

Respiratory diagnostic & imaging tests 30 6-35 30 7-40 

All Respiratory service visits 40 7-57 44 10-58 

All above service types combined 2,240 323-2,321 2,318 354-2,456 

 

The weekly time series graphs for health service use were used to visualise the sequences of data 

and detect underlying seasonality and trends (Figure 2). There was some evidence of a trend of 

increased utilisation across the four-year analysis period and the annual fluctuations within each 

calendar year reflected troughs in utilisation during public holiday periods. There were apparent 

increases in health service use during the mine fire compared to pre-fire periods and continuing 

increases following the fire.  
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Figure 2  Time series plots of weekly medical service utilisation counts in the Latrobe Valley 
for the period July 2012 to 30 June 2016. 

Note: The red shading indicates the 30-day fire period and blue dots indicate weeks which include public 
holidays. 
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Figure 3  Time series plots of daily medical service utilisation counts in the Latrobe Valley for 
the 30 days during the fire, the 30 days before the fire, and the 30 days after the fire. 

Note: The blue bar is the boxplot of the distribution of daily counts; the box indicates the distribution lying 
within the 25th and 75th percentiles, the blue line indicates the median, and whiskers indicate the lowest and 
highest values. 

Figure 3 compares the 30-day fire period to 30 days pre and post the fire, and Figure 4 compares the 

30 day fire period to the same 30 day periods one year pre and post the fire. Descriptive 

investigation of the health service use data for short and long GP consultations, all cardiovascular 

services, all respiratory services and all mental health consultations, indicated a rise in service use 

during the mine fire period compared with the 30 days pre-fire, and a further rise during the 30 days 

post the fire (Figure 3).  
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Figure 4  Time series plots of daily medical service utilisation counts (given as rate per 10,000 
population) in the Latrobe Valley for the 30 days during the fire and the same 30-day period 
one year before the fire and one year after the fire. 

Note: Blue bar is the boxplot of distribution of daily rates per 10,000 where the box indicates the distribution 
lying within the 25th and 75th percentiles, the blue line indicates the median, and whiskers the lowest and 
highest values. 

Initial investigations of the health service use data for short-GP consultations indicated a relatively 

constant trend for the same 30 day period, when one year prior to the fire, the year of the fire and 

the year post the fire were compared (Figure 4). Visits for long GP consultations, and visits to all 

cardiovascular services and all respiratory services appeared to increase during the fire period 

compared to one year earlier,and increase further one year post the fire. Health service use for all 

mental health consultations appeared to increase during the year of the fire compared to one year 

prior, before returning to pre fire levels one year later (Figure 4). 
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Figure 5  Exposure response relationships between 10 ɛg/m3 increases in mine fire-related 
PM2.5 and health service use, at lags of 0-21 days after controlling for seasonality, public 
holidays, day of the week, long-term temporal trends and daily maximum ambient temperature. 

 

Modelling of the lag structure for the dose response associations between mine fire-related PM2.5 

and health service use are shown in Figure 5. The association between mine fire-related PM2.5 and 

short and long GP consultations demonstrated a lag of 5 and 4 days respectively, before the 

observed RR was greater than one. RRs continued to increase for short GP consultations and peaked 

after 11 lag days for long consultations. For respiratory health service visits, the corresponding RR 

was above one at lag 0, before declining marginally, then progressively increasing after 7 lag days. 

For mental health consultations the lag structure modelling indicated the dose response RR was 

above one at lag 0, fell below one for lag days 5-15, then rose above one and continued to increase. 

No dose response association between mine fire-related PM2.5 and health service use was observed 

for cardiovascular service visits. Sensitivity analyses (not tabulated) suggested the results were not 

sensitive to changes in the degrees of freedom or number of lag days chosen for lags of air pollution, 

the degrees of freedom for dose-response and lag-response relationships of temperature and the 

degrees of freedom for the non-linear effect of day of the year.  
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Table 3  The association between a 10 ɛg/m3 increase in mine fire-related PM2.5 and GP 
consultations in the Latrobe Valley. 

Health service 
type 

Service 
visit 

count 
% of total GP & 
specialist count 

Daily 
median 
count 

Cumulative 
RR* 95% CI p-value 

p-value for 
difference  ̂

Short GP 
consultations 38,446 75% 1,720 1.10 1.06 - 1.15 <0.001  

Sex        

Female 22,602 45% 1,019 1.09 1.05 - 1.14 <0.001 Reference 

Male 15,844 31% 698 1.10 1.05 - 1.15 <0.001 0.792 

Age (years)        

<20 6,442 13% 281 1.18 1.10 - 1.28 <0.001 Reference 

20 - 34 7,297 14% 318 1.03 0.98 - 1.08   0.260 0.003 

35 - 49 6,635 13% 297 1.13 1.07 - 1.20 <0.001 0.362 

50 - 64 8,059 16% 363 1.09 1.03 - 1.15   0.002 0.080 

65+  10,013 20% 442 1.08 1.00 - 1.17   0.037 0.099 
Long GP 
consultations 5,327 11% 240 1.17 1.11 - 1.24 <0.001  

Sex        

Female 3,415 7% 146 1.20 1.12 - 1.29 <0.001 Reference 

Male 1,912 4% 85 1.11 1.02 - 1.21   0.020 0.143  

Age (years)        

<20 565 1% 22 1.41 1.19 - 1.68 <0.001 Reference 

20 - 34 1,014 2% 44 1.14 1.02 - 1.28   0.025 0.044 

35 - 49 1,032 2% 46 1.20 1.07 - 1.35   0.002 0.138 

50 - 64 1,208 2% 55 1.13 1.01 - 1.25   0.029 0.030 

65+  1,508 3% 70 1.12 1.01 - 1.24   0.027 0.023 
All long and 
short GP 
consultations 43,773 86% 1,982 1.11 1.07 - 1.15 <0.001  

Sex        

Female 26,017 51% 1,188 1.11 1.06 - 1.15 <0.001 Reference 

Male 17,756 35% 786 1.10 1.06 - 1.15 <0.001 0.920 

Age (years)        

<20 7,007 14% 303 1.20 1.11 - 1.29 <0.001 Reference 

20 - 34 8,311 16% 366 1.04 0.99 - 1.09   0.111 0.002 

35 - 49 7,667 15% 343 1.14 1.08 - 1.20 <0.001 0.296 

50 - 64 9,267 18% 419 1.09 1.04 - 1.15 <0.001 0.049 

65+  11,521 23% 518 1.09 1.01 - 1.16   0.018 0.062 

*Cumulative RR over a 21 lag day period adjusting for seasonality, public holidays, day of the week, long-term 
trend and daily maximum ambient temperature. 
^Univariate random-effects meta-regression p-values.  
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Table 4  The association between a 10 ɛg/m3 increase in mine fire-related PM2.5 and 
specialist/consultant health service visits in the Latrobe Valley 

Health service type 

Service 
visit 

count 

% of total GP 
& specialist 

count 

Daily 
median 
count 

Cumulative 
RR* 95% CI p-value 

p-value for 
difference  ̂

Cardiovascular service 
visits 2,325 5% 96 1.04 0.91 - 1.20   0.540  

Sex        

Female 1,124 2% 49 0.99 0.82 - 1.18   0.884 Reference 

Male 1,201 2% 47 1.09 0.91 - 1.32   0.340 0.433 

Age (years)        

<20 83 0% 2 0.87 0.49 - 1.57   0.651 Reference 

20 - 34 182 0% 6.5 1.19 0.83 - 1.69   0.343 0.381 

35 - 49 244 0% 8.5 0.97 0.73 - 1.29   0.838 0.751 

50 - 64 690 1% 28.5 1.19 0.95 - 1.49   0.139 0.339 

65+  1,126 2% 45 0.97 0.79 - 1.19   0.756 0.748 
Respiratory service 
visits 1,163 2% 44 1.22 1.04 - 1.43   0.015  

Sex        

Female 530 1% 21 1.05 0.83 - 1.34   0.688 Reference 

Male 633 1% 21 1.37 1.11 - 1.69   0.003 0.101 

Age (years)        

<20 50 0% 2 1.15 0.64 - 2.08   0.643 Reference 

20 - 34 117 0% 3 2.08 1.38 - 3.14 <0.001 0.108 

35 - 49 188 0% 6 1.58 1.12 - 2.24   0.010 0.363 

50 - 64 317 1% 11 1.10 0.82 - 1.47   0.512 0.899 

65+  491 1% 19 1.06 0.82 - 1.36   0.676 0.795 
Mental health 
consultations 3,395 7% 140 1.14 0.95 - 1.36   0.170  

Sex        

Female 2,103 4% 87 1.03 0.81 - 1.31   0.787 Reference 

Male 1,292 3% 50 1.32 1.02 - 1.72   0.035 0.170 

Age (years)        

<20 630 1% 19 1.35 0.93 - 1.95   0.110 Reference 

20 - 34 971 2% 35 1.01 0.74 - 1.37   0.963 0.232 

35 - 49 844 2% 32 1.15 0.82 - 1.63   0.410 0.541 

50 - 64 699 1% 26 0.97 0.61 - 1.52   0.878 0.260 

65+  251 0% 7 1.50 0.83 - 2.70   0.181 0.775 

Total GP & specialist 
service visit count 50,656       

*Cumulative RR over a 21 lag day period adjusting for seasonality, public holidays, day of the week, long-term 
trend and daily maximum ambient temperature. 
^Univariate random-effects meta-regression p-values.  
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Table 3 shows the dose response ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀ мл ˃ƎκƳ3 increase in mine fire-related PM2.5 

and GP consultations. Analyses of the overall population showed a 10% increase in short GP 

consultations (RR 1.10; 95% CI 1.06 to 1.15; p<0.001) and a 17% increase in long consultations (RR 

1.17; 95% CI 1.11 to 1.24; p<0.001) ǇŜǊ мл ˃ƎκƳ3 increase in fire-related PM2.5. Stratification by sex 

found the RRs for short GP consultations to be similar in both sexes and, for long GP consultations, 

stronger in women than in men. Age stratification shown in Figure 6 demonstrates increased risk for 

short GP consultations in four of the five age groups and increased risk for long GP consultations in 

all age groups. For both long and short GP consultations the strongest associations were observed in 

those aged 0-19 and 35-49 years. 

Table 4 ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀ мл ˃ƎκƳ3 increase in mine fire-related PM2.5 and 

specialist/consultant health service visits. For respiratory services, the analyses of the overall 

population showed a 22% increase in respiratory service use (RR 1.22; 95% CI 1.04 to 1.43; p=0.015) 

ǇŜǊ мл ˃ƎκƳ3 increase in fire-related PM2.5. Stratification by sex showed that the increase was 

observed in men (RR 1.37; 95% CI 1.11 to 1.69; p=0.003) and not in women. In Figure 6, stratification 

by age revealed that increases in respiratory service use were predominantly amongst those aged 

20-34 and 35-49 years, and not in the younger or older age groups. 

 

Figure 6. Overall and age stratified cumulative 21 day RR and 95% CIs for medical service 
utilisation per 10 ɛg/m3 increase in mine fire-related fine PM2.5. 

Note: RRs are adjusted for seasonality, public holidays, day of the week, long-term trend and daily maximum 
ambient temperature.  
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No associations were observed for mental health consultations in the overall population, whilst 

stratification by sex showed an increased risk in men (RR 1.32; 95% CI 1.02 to 1.72; p=0.035) but not 

in women (Table 4). Age stratification indicated no associations for mental health consultations 

(Figure 6). 

No dose response associations were observed for visits to cardiovascular services (Table 4, Figure 6). 

Table 5  Attributable fraction and attributable counts for lag 21 days of health service use due 
to coal mine fire-related PM2.5 in the Latrobe Valley SA3, during period of the coal mine fire 

Health service type Mean attributable 

fraction ( 95% CI) 

Total attributable 

counts ( 95% CI) 

Short GP consultations  4% (2%, 5%)  2,721 (1626, 3789) 

Long GP consultations  6% (4%, 8%)  599 (392, 799) 

All Long & Short GP consultations  4% (3%, 6%)  3,274 (2099, 4421) 

All Cardiovascular service visits  2% (-4%, 7%)  72 (-165, 289) 

All Respiratory service visits  8% (2%, 13%)  159 (32, 274) 

All Mental Health consultations  5% (-2%, 12%)  301 (-137, 692) 

 

The attributable fractions and attributable counts for health service utilisation due to mine fire-

related PM2.5 concentrations are presented in Table 5. There were 3,274 short and long GP 

consultations and 159 respiratory service visits during the 30 day mine fire period, which were 

attributable to mine fire-related PM2.5 in the Latrobe Valley. Correspondingly, the attributable 

fractions were 4% for short and long GP consultations and 8% for respiratory services.  

 

7.2. PBS medication dispensing 

Total counts of medications dispensed for the Latrobe Valley for the entire period analysed and the 

mine fire period are summarised in Table 6. Median daily medication dispensing during the 2014 

mine fire period and the equivalent period one year earlier are summarised in Table 7. During the 

2014 mine fire period, the median numbers dispensed daily were 1,256 cardiovascular medications, 

239 respiratory medications and 558 for mental health medications. This represented a slight 

increase in respiratory and mental health medications being dispensed on a daily basis, and a slight 

reduction in cardiovascular medications, compared to the equivalent 30-day period one year prior to 

the fire. 

 



Hazelinks MBS and PBS data extraction. Version 2.0 September 2020 

Contact: Yuming Guo Page 26  

 

Table 6  Numbers of medications dispensed by medication type in the Latrobe Valley SA3 

Medication type Analysis Period 

Jan 2013 - June 2016 

Mine Fire Period 

9 Feb 2014 - 10 March 2014 

 No. of records No. of records 

Cardiovascular  1,617,221 30,593 

Respiratory  305,377 6,066 

Mental Health  703,271 13,354 

All above medications 2,625,869 50,013 

 

 

Table 7  Median of medications dispensed daily by medication type for the Latrobe Valley SA3 

Medication type 1 Year pre fire 
9 Feb 2013 - 

10 March 2013 

Mine Fire Period 
9 Feb 2014 - 

10 March 2014 

 Median Interquartile 
Range 

Median Interquartile 
Range 

Cardiovascular  1,301 674-1,404 1,256 620-1,384 

Respiratory  199 88-218 239 128-273 

Mental Health  528 252-605 558 258-598 

All above medications 2,044 1,008-2,216 2,111 1,020-2,249 

 

As with health service utilisation, the initial investigation into medication dispensing (Figure 7) 

appeared to indicate an increased trend in dispensing across the four-year analysis period and 

annual fluctuations within each calendar year, which were reflected in peaks pre-Christmas and 

troughs during public holiday periods. This meant we had to allow for seasonality and public holidays 

when assessing potential associations between daily air pollution and medication dispensing. 

Variations in medication dispensing are hard to visually detect in Figure 7, hence subsequent figures 

are presented that compare the 30-day fire period to the 30 days pre and post the fire (Figure 8) and 

the same 30-day period one year pre and post the fire (Figure 9). 
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Figure 7  Time series plots for PBS medications dispensed in the Latrobe Valley, 1 Jan 2013 to 
31 Dec 2016. 

Note: The red bar indicates the fire period. 

 

 

Figure 8  Time series plots of daily medications dispensed in the Latrobe Valley for the 30 days 
during the fire, 30 days before the fire and 30 days after the fire. 

Note: The blue bar is the boxplot of the distribution of daily counts; the box indicates the distribution lying 
within the 25th and 75th percentiles, the blue line indicates the median, and whiskers the lowest and highest 
values. 
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As seen in Figure 8, the raw data indicated that cardiovascular medication dispensing stayed 

relatively stable during the fire period compared to the 30 days prior and then increased slightly in 

the 30 days post the fire. Respiratory medication dispensing appeared to increase during the fire 

period compared to the 30-day pre-fire period, then slightly declined after the fire but remained 

above pre-fire levels. Dispensing of medications for mental health conditions increased very slightly 

during the fire compared to 30 days pre-fire and continued to increase slightly after the fire. 

As seen in Figure 9, initial investigation of cardiovascular medication dispensing indicated a slight 

downward trend for the same 30 day period when one year prior to the fire, the year of the fire and 

the year following the fire were compared. Respiratory medication dispensing appeared to increase 

in the fire year and then declined the following year but remained above pre-fire levels. Dispensing 

of medications for mental health conditions appeared to increase in the fire year and then remain 

stable at the higher level one year later. 

 

 

Figure 9  Time series plots of daily PBS medication dispensing in the Latrobe Valley for the 30 
days during the fire and the same 30-day period one year before the fire and one year after the 
fire. 

Note: Blue bar is the boxplot of distribution of daily rates per 10,000 where the box indicates the distribution 
lying within the 25th and 75th percentiles, the blue line indicates the median, and whiskers the lowest and 
highest values. 



Hazelinks MBS and PBS data extraction. Version 2.0 September 2020 

Contact: Yuming Guo Page 29  

 

 

Figure 10 Modelling of the lag structure. Exposure response relationships between medication 
dispensing and a 10 ɛg/m3 increase in fire-related PM2.5 at lags of 0-7 days. 

Note: Analyses control for seasonality, holidays, day of the week, long-term temporal trends and daily 

maximum temperatures. 

 

The lag relationships between exposure and outcomes are plotted in Figure 10. Associations 

between exposure to mine fire-related PM2.5 and different types of dispensed medications were 

found after three days of exposure. Those associations lasted an additional three days for dispensed 

cardiovascular and psychiatric medications (lag effect between three and six days), and four days for 

respiratory medications (lag effect between three and seven days). Therefore, these lags were used 

when calculating the risk estimates.  
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Table 8 Cumulative RR of daily PBS medication dispensing associated with 10 ɛg/m3 increases 
in fire-related PM2.5 

Medication TypesϞ Cumulative 
RR* 

95% CI p-value p-value for 
difference  ̂

Cardiovascular 1.10 1.07 - 1.13 <0.001 
 

Sex 
    

Female 1.12 1.08 - 1.16 <0.001 Reference 

Male 1.08 1.05 - 1.12 <0.001 <0.001 

Age (years) 
    

<20 0.77 0.52 - 1.15 0.200 Reference 

20 - 34 1.19 0.90 - 1.56 0.216 0.076 

35 - 49 1.02 0.93 - 1.12 0.667 0.176 

50 - 64 1.10 1.05 - 1.15 <0.001 0.080 

65+  1.11 1.08 - 1.15 <0.001 0.071 

Respiratory 1.25 1.19 - 1.32 <0.001 
 

Sex 
    

Female 1.29 1.20 - 1.38 <0.001 Reference 

Male 1.21 1.12 - 1.31 <0.001 0.052 

Age (years) 
    

<20 1.42 1.22 - 1.65 <0.001 Reference 

20 - 34 1.62 1.34 - 1.96 <0.001 0.284 

35 - 49 1.34 1.17 - 1.55 <0.001 0.582 

50 - 64 1.19 1.07 - 1.33 0.007 0.062 

65+  1.15 1.06 - 1.25 0.001 0.016 

Mental Health 1.12 1.08 - 1.16 <0.001 
 

Sex 
    

Female 1.11 1.06 - 1.17 <0.001 Reference 

Male 1.14 1.07 - 1.21 <0.001 <0.001 

Age (years) 
    

<20 1.14 0.95 - 1.35 0.154 Reference 

20 - 34 1.10 1.00 - 1.21 0.056 0.724 

35 - 49 1.11 1.03 - 1.20 0.002 0.784 

50 - 64 1.16 1.07 - 1.24 <0.001 0.857 

65+  1.10 1.02 - 1.19 0.010 0.712 

*Cumulative RR over lag period adjusting for seasonality, public holidays, long term trend, day of the week and 
daily maximum ambient temperature and their associated 95% confidence intervals (CI).  
^Univariate random-effects meta-regression p-values. 
Ϟ Cardiovascular and mental health medications lag 3-6 days and respiratory medications lag 3-7 days 

 

  






































