EPA Seeks to Prevent 1,000s of Early Deaths from Power Plant Air Pollution
by Maxine Joselow
Feb. 1, 2022 – The Environmental Protection Agency yesterday affirmed its authority to regulate emissions of mercury and other hazardous air pollutants from the power sector.
It's easy to frame Monday's move as an abstract regulatory decision by Washington bureaucrats.  But it certainly has life-or-death implications for people who live near the billowing smokestacks of power plants.
That's because the proposal paves the way for stricter regulations limiting mercury, a potent neurotoxin that can harm babies' brain development, as well as fine particulate matter, which causes up to 11,000 premature deaths each year, according to a federal analysis completed during the Obama administration.
“A lot of nasty stuff comes out of power plants and causes adverse health consequences,” Paul Billings, senior vice president for advocacy at the American Lung Association, told The Climate 202.  “And there are very clear and significant benefits from reducing that toxic air pollution.”
Costs and Benefits
The EPA issued a proposed legal finding that it is “appropriate and necessary” to regulate mercury and other harmful air pollutants from the power sector under the Clean Air Act, as my colleague Dino Grandoni reported.
The proposal leaves the current mercury standards for power plants, which were adopted under Barack Obama, unchanged.  But it lays the groundwork for the EPA to issue stricter mercury standards in the future, by relying on higher estimates of the public health benefits of reducing air pollution.
To understand why, it's first necessary to understand the messy history of mercury rules, spanning both Democratic and Republican administrations:
• In 2012, the Obama administration finalized the Mercury and Air Toxics Standards.  It required coal-fired power plants to install expensive “scrubber" technology that cleans the gases passing through their smokestacks.
• In the analysis underpinning the rule, Obama officials found that it would cost the industry $9.6 billion a year to comply.  They justified those costs by estimating that the rule would yield $86 billion in public health benefits over 5 years, by preventing up to 11,000 premature deaths, 4,700 non-fatal heart attacks and 2,600 hospitalizations for respiratory and cardiovascular diseases.
• But in 2018, under Donald Trump, the EPA determined that it was not “appropriate and necessary” to curb mercury pollution from power plants, because the costs of doing so outweighed the benefits.  In particular, the Trump administration accused Obama officials of inflating the benefits of mercury standards by including the incidental benefits of limiting fine particulate matter, or tiny particles that can infiltrate the lungs.
• The proposal by the Biden administration affirms the soundness of the Obama-era analysis, including its reliance on the co-benefits.
What Happens Next
The EPA plans to solicit public comments on the proposal for 60 days.  At the end of the comment period, the agency will use the feedback to inform a future rule-making, which is expected later this year.
Billings, of the American Lung Association, noted that the White House's regulatory affairs office took more than 5 months — from August to January — to review the proposed legal finding.  He urged the Biden administration to “speed up the progress” on the rule-making. 
Julie McNamara, deputy policy director for the Climate and Energy Program at the Union of Concerned Scientists, echoed that sentiment, noting that lives depend on the effort.  “Hazardous air pollution is still killing and sickening people,” McNamara said in a statement.  “The costs and consequences of this ongoing pollution — and the fact that the harms of air pollution fall disproportionately on low-income communities and communities of color — have never been more evident.”
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