Cutting Carbon Emissions Would Have Almost Immediate Health Benefits
by Paul Tuthill
Sept. 30, 2014 - A new study released today says a proposal by the Obama administration to reduce power plant emissions – to combat climate change – would also have benefits for people’s health.  The study from Harvard, Boston and Syracuse University scientists said there would be substantial health benefits, if carbon emissions from power plants are reduced by the levels being considered by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. 
Study co-author Dr. Jonathan Buonocore of the Harvard School of Public Health said an added benefit of the carbon standard would be a reduction of other power plant emissions such as sulfur dioxide, nitrogen oxide, and particulates.  "With lower power plant emissions of these co-pollutants, we get cleaner air, and when there is cleaner air, you get fewer premature deaths and illnesses from air pollution."
The researchers analyzed 3 options for reaching carbon targets.  They found the greatest health benefits would occur in the scenario most similar to the EPA’s proposed Clean Power Plan.  "This was 3,500 premature deaths each year, 1,000 fewer hospital admissions for heart and lung problems, and 200 non-fatal heart attacks prevented each year."  The study said the health benefits would be realized in all the lower 48 states, with the largest number of estimated lives saved each year in the Ohio River valley and Texas.
This study on the health benefits of reducing carbon pollution comes less than 2 weeks after the release of a report by the Environment Massachusetts Research and Policy Center  that said U.S. power plants are among the most significant sources of global warming pollution.
The study said the 50 “dirtiest” U.S. power plants produced 30% of all power-sector CO2 emissions in 2012, but only 15% of the nation’s electricity.
Ben Hellerstein, field organizer for Environment Massachusetts, said the country as a whole should follow the lead of Massachusetts, which in 2001 put carbon limits on power plants and, in recent years, has put policies in place that have seen the renewable energy sector boom.  " We've seen solar energy grow by more than 150 times in Massachusetts since 2008.  We can continue on that path and get more and more of our energy from the sun."
The Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection reported Tuesday that no air quality health alerts were issued this summer, for the first time since the department began tracking smog levels in the 1970s.  DEP Commissioner David Cash, in a statement, acknowledged meteorological conditions were a factor, but he also credited the state’s strict emission standards for power plants and vehicles, as well as the boom in renewable energy.
  The Mount Tom Power Station in Holyoke – the last coal-fired power plant in western Massachusetts -- is scheduled to shut down later this year.  Carlos Rodriquez, a Holyoke activist, said he and others worked for a decade to get Mount Tom closed.  "This is a great victory for Holyoke and statewide."  The owners of the Mount Tom plant have yet to say what will be done with the facility.  Many other coal-fired plants around the county have converted to natural gas.
The EPA is taking public comments on the Clean Power Plan up till December 1st.
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