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Background

• 21st November 2016 - largest epidemic thunderstorm asthma event on record

• Unprecedented in size, acuity and impact

• Unexpected, widespread 

• Presented a large challenge for emergency health services and the Victorian 
community more generally



Environmental Conditions 
– what happened?



Spring rainfall 2016 – wettest spring on record



Green grassland in Victoria - November 2016, 2015 and 2014



Thunderstorms moving across greater Melbourne, 21 November 2016

Source: Bureau of Meteorology

Note: map shows Coordinated Universal Time (UTC) add 11 hours for Melbourne time



Mechanism of epidemic thunderstorm asthma

Source: Taylor, P. E. and Jonsson, H. 2004. Thunderstorm asthma. Current Allergy and Asthma Reports 4 (5): 409-413.



Health Impact of 2016 event



Ambulance Victoria 

Emergency Services Telecommunications Authority call volume 21 November 2016

Source: Emergency Services Telecommunications Authority 



Victorian public hospital emergency department 
presentations, 21-22 November 2016

Table 1: Victorian public hospital emergency department presentations, 21-22 November 2016 

 Number of 

presentations 3 year average 

Excess cases  

(% increase on 3 year average) 

Total presentations (including respiratory and ‘nil diagnosis’)  

Melbourne & Geelong 9909 6266 3643 (58%) 

Other hospitals 2814 2590 224 (9%) 

 12723 8856 3867 (44%) 

Respiratory presentations   

Melbourne & Geelong 2973 453 2520 (556%) 

Other hospitals 239 151 88 (58%) 

 3212 604 2608 (432%) 



Asthma-related hospital admissions



Asthma and thunderstorms

- Asthma common condition. Many triggers including 
weather.

- Epidemic of asthma symptoms associated with 
thunderstorms first described in MJA in 1984 at Western 
Hospital



Epidemic Thunderstorm Asthma events - Australia

• 5 Melbourne events reported since 1980

• All Melbourne events in November (peak grass pollen)

• Analysis of regional hospital data suggests there have also been smaller 
spikes in asthma in Spring regional Victoria 

Source:



Who is at risk?

Review of events in Australia suggests following at risk groups:

- Diagnosed current or past asthma 
(especially poorly controlled and no ‘preventer’)

- Undiagnosed asthma

- Hay fever (allergic rhinitis)

- Patients aged 20-60 years

- Ethnicity: (Indian/Sri Lankan & South East Asian)



• Identify at risk individuals
• Known Asthma
• Known Hayfever
• Anyone with hayfever or asthma symptoms

• Ensure reliever medication is available especially during pollen season

• GP review
• Ensure individuals have an up to date asthma management plan
• Encourage compliance with preventer therapy

• Ensure appropriate hay fever medication

How can we help community prepare?



Asthma First Aid 



Vic Emergency website
www.emergency.vic.gov.au/prepare

Sign up, download app, create a ‘watch zone’

The Thunderstorm Asthma forecast will be found:

Forecasting system



High Risk Days

• Alerts provided via Vic Emergency

• Avoid being outside during thunderstorms especially wind gusts before 
storms

• Stay inside and close your doors and windows.





Community and health professional education

• Community campaign  Better Health Channel
www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/thunderstormasthma

• Asthma Australia  100 free education sessions across Victoria
www.asthmaaustralia.org.au

• National Asthma Council 27 sessions for health professionals

Webinars: Australian College of Rural and Remote Medicine 
Pharmaceutical Society of Australia 
Australian Primary Care Nurses Association

www.nationalasthma.org.au



Thank you
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