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Clean air plan may curb costs, improve health

State leads effort to revise federal compliance process
By Nan Lundeen • Staff Writer • October 5, 2009 

South Carolina's air quality chief and her colleagues throughout the Southeast have launched a campaign to overhaul management of the federal Clean Air Act.

They fear that without more local-state-federal collaboration and if processes aren't streamlined and made holistic that states and local industry unfairly will bear costs and public health could suffer.

“We really need to improve the whole approach for the way we manage air quality, and we need to recognize the connection with land use, transportation and energy as well,” Myra Reece, air quality bureau chief for the state Department of Health and Environmental Control, told The Greenville News .

She and her counterparts from Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Mississippi, North Carolina, Tennessee and West Virginia signed a resolution calling for revisions to air quality management after a summit Reece called in Columbia recently. Also at the table were federal Environmental Protection Agency officials and representatives of environmental organizations and industry.

Reece since widened her effort to include state bureau chiefs nationwide at a gathering in Boston and will work with them through conference calls. “We're determined to get that better approach,” she said.

“EPA commends the Southeastern states for working together to identify ways the state air quality planning process can be improved,” said Catherine Milbourn, EPA spokeswoman.

“The current process really puts all the responsibility back on the states and locals and industry,” Reece said. Many pollutants come from out of state and from interstate traffic, yet local industry must bear the threat of tighter regulations, according to Reece.

Carol Kemker, acting director for EPA's Region 4 (Southeast) air division, said the agency either has or is implementing interstate traffic rules.

“We're getting cleaner engines and cleaner fuels,” she said. EPA's rules addressing power plant interstate emissions remain in place while the EPA is under a court order to re-examine them, she said.

The Obama administration's move announced last week toward regulating greenhouse gas emissions from power plants and large industry is a separate issue.

Air quality chiefs said states spend valuable resources developing highly technical implementation plans that take about six years of work separately for several pollutants.

One statewide plan for multiple pollutants would streamline the process and would provide certainty for sources being regulated, said Sheila Holman, deputy air quality director for the North Carolina Department of Environment and Natural Resources.

“They kind of got us to the point where we're bogged down and burdened by the process versus protecting public health and the environment,” said John Lyons, air quality chief for Kentucky's Department for Environmental Protection.

“The workload has dramatically increased, yet the funding levels have decreased,” Holman said.

Kemker said, “We have to take more of a multipollutant approach, and I think you'll see a lot of our rule-making on the national level is moving in that direction.”

Michael Dowd, director of air quality at the Virginia Department of Environmental Quality, said early action compacts were successful in Virginia previously, and he would like to see them again.

A five-year early action plan to meet ozone standards succeeded in the Greenville area after the area had been declared in violation for ozone.

U.S. Sen. Lindsey Graham, R-S.C., released a statement saying, “I encourage the EPA to participate and move forward on a process which improves air quality and provides certainty as opposed to a process that results in punitive measures.”

Unemployment has been as high as 12.1 percent in South Carolina and approached 25 percent in some counties. “Using the proposed broad nonattainment designations would be an especially severe blow to areas that are struggling to attract investment and jobs,” he said.

EPA is considering revising, probably downward, its 2008 ozone standards, which Reece predicts would throw areas of the state into nonattainment.

Graham supports early action compacts, flexibility and a “common sense approach to managing air quality for our country.”

David Farren, senior attorney for the Southern Environmental Law Center, said flexibility and innovation are good, but “bedrock provisions” of the Clean Air Act based on “science-based standards and firm deadlines” have driven dramatic air quality improvement and need to remain in place.

“We can't mess with the standard, and all the huffing and puffing that it's too strict isn't going to get anywhere,” he said.

“The real issue in these fast-growing areas like the Upstate is what are state and local communities going to do to address escalating per-capita vehicle travel,” Farren said.

To find win-win solutions of cleaner air and continued growth and prosperity requires links between transportation planning and land use planning and much more cooperation between DHEC, the Department of Transportation and economic development officials, he said.

Reece said many of the Southeastern states' air management suggested revisions have been discussed for several years and were reported to EPA by a subcommittee of the Clean Air Act Advisory Committee in 2007. Some of them could require legislative action.

Nan Lundeen can be reached at 298-4316.

