



	Clean-air plans may be threatened

EPA report says effects of global warming could hamper efforts to reduce smog in Houston
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Houston’s elusive goal of meeting clean-air standards could become more difficult because of global warming, according to a new government report.

In a recent study, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency found that the projected effects of rising temperatures could worsen smog levels in certain regions, particularly in the Southeast.

The findings prompted the federal agency to urge that climate change in 2050 and beyond be considered in the development of any smog-fighting plans. The report’s release came on the same day that the EPA took its first step toward regulating carbon dioxide and other heat-trapping gases that contribute to climate change.

The report also comes as state and local officials continue their work on the latest planto protect area residents from lung-scarring ozone, the key ingredient of smog. The eight-county Houston region, one of the nation’s smoggiest places, has yet to meet federal ozone standards — more than 30 years after its first deadline to comply. 

And the prospects for the future present “an even more impossible task” for the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality, which is responsible for the development of the region’s anti-smog plan, said Matthew Tejada, executive director of the Galveston-Houston Association for Smog Prevention. 

Ground-level ozone is formed when emissions from tailpipes and smokestacks mix with sunlight. The toxic, colorless gas can damage the lungs, cause headaches and nausea, and aggravate asthma.

Not a critical role

Houston’s car-dependent lifestyle, heavy industry and weather give the area one of the nation’s longest smog seasons, from March through November, and significant obstacles in its campaign against ozone. 

The EPA concluded that rising temperatures could lengthen the smog season and push ozone concentrations beyond historical ranges by as much as 8 parts per billion, or 8 molecules of ozone out of every billion molecules of air.

The agency tightened its health-based ozone standard from 84 parts per billion to 75 parts per billion last year. Houston’s ozone levels have improved recently but still registered at 103 parts per billion over the past three years, federal data show.

Ralph Marquez, a former TCEQ commissioner who is now an industry lobbyist, said rising temperatures should be considered with Houston’s anti-smog plan but won’t play a critical role.

“The biggest problem is that industrial emissions already have been reduced dramatically in Houston,” Marquez said. “What’s left is controlled by the federal government.”

Federal regulators are responsible for tailpipe emissions, which account for more than half of smog-forming pollution in Houston.

What’s more, any regulation of carbon dioxide and other emissions tied to global warming would be done at the national level.

Still, the EPA considers ozone to be a local problem and requires particular regions to make pollution cuts.

The approach occasionally results in some regions looking myopically at air pollution, said Jed Anderson, a Houston attorney who works with industry on regulatory matters.

He noted, for example, that one of Houston’s primary strategies is for plants to use a process that reduces emissions of smog-forming nitrogen oxides but increases the presence in the atmosphere of heat-trapping gases that contribute to global warming.

Beyond ozone

Anderson said the EPA must change to a holistic approach in order to combat smog and climate change.

“We need to look at air quality, not just ozone,” he said. 

The EPA report’s authors acknowledged that the coupling of ozone and climate change “presents considerable challenges because of the large number of physical, chemical and biological processes involved, many of which are poorly understood, all interacting in complex ways.” 

The agency has launched a research effort to expand on the conclusions of the report.

But in what could foreshadow the themes of the debate in Houston, the Sierra Club and other environmentalists already are using the EPA’s new report to challenge a proposed smog-fighting plan for Lexington, Ky. They argue that Lexington’s plan doesn’t adequately address climate change.
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