
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

March 18, 2019 

The Honorable Andrew Wheeler, Administrator 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
EPA Docket Center, 
Docket ID No. EPA–HQ–OAR–2013–0495 
Mail Code 28221T 
1200 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW 
Washington, DC 20460 
 
Sent Via: Regulations.gov 

RE: Comments on the Review of Standards of Performance for Greenhouse Gas Emissions from New, 
Modified, and Reconstructed Stationary Sources: Electric Utility Generating Units EPA-HQ-OAR-2013-
0495. 
 
Dear Administrator Wheeler: 
 
On behalf of the patients and public we serve, our organizations urge EPA to retain the current limits, 
adopted in 2015, on carbon pollution for New, Modified and Reconstructed Stationary Sources. EPA’s 
proposal significantly weakens the limits on carbon emissions from new and reconstructed sources, 
opening the door for more greenhouse gas emissions.  

The nation experiences the damage from climate change today, and forecasts predict more devastation 
to come. EPA should be taking aggressive steps to address those challenges and greatly reduce the 
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emissions of greenhouse gases and other harmful pollutants. Instead, this proposed rule would roll back 
and weaken existing policy, with no benefits to public health and with the potential to add millions of 
tons of the longest-lasting greenhouse gas to the problem. Our organizations oppose these changes. 

Climate change today demands more protections for public health, not fewer 

The changing climate threatens the health of Americans alive now and in future generations. Carbon 
dioxide lasts in the atmosphere for hundreds of years, altering the climate in damaging ways. Time is of 
the essence in curbing releases of this pollution if we are to avoid catastrophic damage. Consequently, 
the nation has a critically short window to act to reduce those threats. 

Since EPA finalized these new source performance standards in 2015, hundreds of additional studies and 
major reports have made even clearer the essential need to adopt and maintain the strongest possible 
measures to reduce carbon and other greenhouse gases that endanger the long-term health of all 
people.1 For example, just last fall, three newly released reports drew graver conclusions on the impact 
of climate and health. The latest report from the International Panel on Climate Change warned that the 
world needed to reduce greenhouse gases even further because the harm from climate change would 
be higher with an increase of 1.5o C than forecasts had previously described.2  The Lancet reported on 
the growing evidence of harm to human health.3  Federal agencies including EPA compiled the second 
volume of the Fourth National Climate Assessment, which detailed the impact region by region across 
the nation.4   

The evidence before our eyes supports the scientific studies. We have seen some of the worst 
catastrophic weather events in the past three years that give an unvarnished look at the impact on 
the lives and health of millions of Americans.  From the California and Montana wildfires to the 
hurricanes and massive flooding that damaged homes in Florida, Georgia, North and South Carolina, 
Virginia, and Puerto Rico, the nation witnessed the impact on the lives and health of our neighbors, 
families, and friends. 

Climate change will increase the number and severity of such emergency events. These events have 
profound direct consequences on thousands of lives, and their wide mark lasts for years and years.  

Wildfires have not only cost families their homes and in tragic cases individuals have perished. The 
particle pollution and ozone pollution they produced spread smoke across the nation. Even short-term 
increases in particle pollution like those from wildfires can cause serious health threats, including 
premature death. Studies have found high particle days increase the risk of premature death from 
respiratory and cardiovascular causes; increase hospitalization for asthma among children; 5, 6, 7 and 
worsen asthma attacks in children.8  

Increased risk of dangerous hurricanes threatens not only damage and death from the wind, but 
disruption in communities that suffer the hurricanes.  Just this fall, Hurricanes Florence and Michael 
have left thousands of families homeless in the aftermath of their massive flooding and wind damage.9  
Hurricane Harvey left the greater Houston area with more than 50 inches of floodwater, a record rainfall 
that two studies concluded resulted from the aftermath of climate change.10 One of the many potential 
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impacts of these events to affected communities is disruption in medical care and in access to essential 
medicines.  

Flooding causes premature deaths, often through drowning, but the aftermath of flooding expands the 
burden. Water damage leaves behind lingering health risks including dampness and mold, chemicals and 
sewage spread through flood waters, and contaminated debris in flooded homes, schools, hospitals and 
other community facilities.11 

Ground-level ozone is likely to be worse as the climate warms further and will be harder to clean up in 
some locations. Higher temperatures increase the likelihood that the precursor gases will react to form 
ground-level ozone, making to harder to protect people from this most widespread air pollutant. In 
2018, Los Angeles recorded 87 straight days when ozone levels reached into unhealthy levels, the worst 
streak of dangerous air pollution levels in 20 years.12 Researchers repeatedly found that the risk of 
premature death increased with higher levels of ozone.13 Ozone causes asthma attacks and respiratory 
distress, and may increase cardiovascular harm, risk of harm to the central nervous system and risk of 
low birth weight in newborns.14   

Weaker limits fail to address the problems 

EPA’s proposal would allow new or reconstructed power plants to emit far too much CO2 under this 
proposal. EPA would raise the limits on CO2 for new plants from 1,400 lbs. per MWh-g per year to 1,900 
lbs. per MWh-g per year. EPA proposes to raise the limits on CO2on reconstructed plants to 1,900 lbs. 
per MWh-g from 1,800 lbs. per MWh-g.   

EPA’s own evidence rebukes EPA’s arguments for weakening the standards. EPA acknowledges that 
the fossil fuel electricity generation is the largest stationary source of carbon dioxide and greenhouse 
gas emissions in the U.S.  EPA has recognized the threats to the nation from these changes, most 
recently in the Fourth National Climate Assessment discussed above. Given the overwhelming evidence 
of harm from climate change, EPA should lead the efforts to further reduce emissions from greenhouse 
gases from all sources, but particularly from electric utilities. Instead, this proposal further undermines 
those efforts. 

EPA proposes to weaken the current standards, which are based on its previous determination that the 
Best System of Emission Reductions (BSER) for coal-fired power plants is partial carbon capture and 
sequestration. EPA claims that the costs of meeting the current standard are too high despite EPA’s own 
recognition that such plants are not the source of future growth in electricity generation. EPA itself 
acknowledges that the electric utilities have not built, reconstructed or modified any coal plants since 
2015 (83 FR. 244: 65431). The U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA) projections from January 
indicate that the proposed rule would have little to no impact on the development of future coal-fired 
power plants, because natural gas has already captured markets formerly dominated by coal. Natural 
gas has already supplanted coal as the dominant source of energy for electricity generation. The short-
term energy outlook predicts that, by 2020, renewables will become the nation’s third leading electricity 
source, surpassing nuclear power.15 The long-term analysis forecasts that renewables will overtake coal 
well before 2030.  EIA’s basis for the long-term forecasts explicitly only includes state standards for 
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renewables and carbon dioxide emissions, so no existing or proposed federal actions on carbon 
emissions influence these projections. 16   

However, the forecasts do not rule out new coal-powered plants. EIA reports that one, small (17 MW) 
new coal-fired plant will come online in 2019.17  If utilities build coal-fired power plants in the future, 
current law says that these power plants can and must meet the 1,400 lbs. CO2/MWh standard by 
installing partial carbon capture and sequestration, building an IGCC or co-firing with natural gas. EPA’s 
proposal would roll back the protection these standards provide in the case that, despite market 
predictions, a new coal-fired power plant is built.   

This rollback would have severe impacts even if only one utility adds a single coal-fired plants to the 
fleet.  Under this proposal, EPA estimates that a single 600 MW plant could emit an additional 1.1 
million tons of CO2 each year, compared to the limits under the current rules.18 Given that the average 
life of these plants is 39 years,19 that one additional new plant would add another 42.9 million additional 
tons of CO2 during its lifespan. Those additional emissions from one new plant would likely offset all 
expected reductions in CO2 under the proposed ACE rule, which weakened the Clean Power Plan. Just to 
give one example, under this proposal, a single additional new 600 MW plant opened in 2025 would add 
11 million tons of CO2 by 2035, offsetting all the estimated 7 to 11 million tons in CO2 that the 
Regulatory Impact Statement projected ACE would reduce by that year in two of the three scenarios. 20   

EPA argues that the CCS technology is not widely usable, despite its determination in 2015 that CCS 
could be widely implemented.  That change might also surprise Secretary of Energy Rick Perry, who 
called CCS “one of the most effective ways we can continue to leverage the sustainability of our Nation’s 
fossil fuel resources while advancing environmental stewardship” when he awarded $36 million in funds 
in 2017 to continue the development of the technologies. 21  

EPA even claims that it stands by the mission to drive innovation in emission control technology, while 
at the same time proposing to determine that the best system of emission reduction is outdated, 
efficiency controls developed in the 1950s. EPA states, “[T]he proposed BSER will promote the 
development and implementation of visible control technologies” in other countries such as India and in 
Southeast Asia, that would result in “a reduction in global CO2 emissions.” (83 FR 244: 65448). That 
would be true if EPA were setting limits that would push technology to provide greater benefits, but 
instead it is other plants around the world which are operating more efficiently. Although CCS is one of a 
variety of technologies researchers are exploring for reducing carbon emissions, all have serious 
questions on their impacts that need to be recognized and addressed.22 The best way is to expand 
energy sources like renewables that do not emit carbon pollution into the atmosphere. 

Pollution emitted from coal-fired power plants, even with CCS technology in place to reduce carbon 
emissions, endangers the lives and health of communities across the nation, with a disproportionate 
impact on communities located near coal mines and coal-fired power plants. For this reason, many of 
our organizations oppose the construction of any new coal-fired power plants, including plants with CCS 
technology. Nonetheless, we note that EPA and other experts have previously found CCS to be feasible, 
and EPA’s current proposal attempts to overturn this finding without sufficient evidence to the contrary.  
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EPA must leave these standards in place.  

EPA’s proposal to reverse these more protective limits brings the devastating consequences of climate 
change ever closer to home. Like much of the world, the U.S. is falling behind in reducing the emissions 
that worsen climate change. As the 2018 IPCC report this fall noted, the damaging consequences from 
climate change are happening now and will only increase if the world fails to act.23  The IPCC provided 
strong recommendations of more aggressive actions needed to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, 
including greatly reduced coal use and increased use of clean, renewable energy sources.  The IPCC 
recognized that a limited approach would fail to provide anywhere close to the protections needed 
under the current levels. As one co-chair of one of the working groups describes the risk: “Every extra bit 
of warming matters, especially since warming of 1.5o C or higher increases the risk associated with long-
lasting or irreversible changes.”24 

EPA’s proposal would significantly weaken the current limits, adopted in 2015, on carbon pollution for 
new and reconstructed sources, opening the door for more greenhouse gas emissions from coal-fired 
power plants. Our organizations strongly oppose the proposal and urge EPA to maintain the current 
limits. 

Sincerely, 

Allergy & Asthma Network 

Alliance of Nurses for Healthy Environments 

American College of Physicians 

American Lung Association 

American Public Health Association 

American Thoracic Society 

Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America 

Children’s Environmental Health Network 

Climate for Health 

Health Care Without Harm 

National Medical Association 

Trust for America’s Health 
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