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Toxic Air: Why EPA needs to Clean Up  

Coal-fired Plants 
Backgrounder for Public Hearings 

Atlanta, GA ● Thursday, May 26, 2011 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Essentials 
 
The electric utilities will finally have to clean up toxic pollutants including arsenic, mercury, 

formaldehyde, and hydrogen chloride from power plants.  The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 

(EPA) has proposed new emissions standards for toxic air pollutants from coal-fired power plants.  When 

final, this proposed rule—required by the Clean Air Act—will protect Americans against life-threatening 

air pollution such as mercury, arsenic and other toxics linked to cancer, heart disease, neurological 

damage, birth defects, asthma attacks and even premature death.  

 

The Congress first told EPA to clean up toxic air pollution in 1990 in the Clean Air Act and opponents 

have managed to delay that clean up for 20 years. It is time to follow the law.   

 

More than 400 coal-fired power plants located in 46 states across the country release in excess of 

386,000 tons of hazardous air pollutants into the atmosphere each year. The wide range of 

uncontrolled pollutants from these plants includes: toxic metals and metal-like substances such as 

You can make the case for cleaner air. Tell EPA what you think.  
Here’s how to comment: 

 Speak at the Public Hearing  
 

A public hearing is scheduled for May 26, 2011 in Atlanta from 9:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. You will only 
be able to speak for 5 minutes, but you can leave behind longer, written comments. They’ll book you 
at a specific time if possible, but they will break from 12:30 to 2 for lunch and from 5 to 6:30 for 
dinner. 
Location: Sam Nunn Atlanta Federal Center, 61 Forsyth Street SW, Atlanta, Ga. 30303-8960 
Registration deadline 5 p.m., May 23, but they will allow you to show up and speak even if not 
registered in advance. 

Email Pamela Garrett to sign up to speak: email garrett.pamela@epa.gov or call 919-
541-7966. 
 

 Send in written comments on or before July 5, 2011 
Email comments to: a‐and‐r‐Docket@epa.gov. Be sure to put “Docket ID No. EPA-HQ-OAR-2009-
0234” in the subject line.  
Additional information is available at: http://www.epa.gov/airquality/powerplanttoxics/actions.html 

mailto:garrett.pamela@epa.gov
http://www.epa.gov/airquality/powerplanttoxics/actions.html
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arsenic and lead; mercury; dioxins; chemicals known or thought to cause cancer, including 

formaldehyde, benzene and radioisotopes; and acid gases such as hydrogen chloride. 

 

Cleaning up these toxins saves lives. According to the EPA, cleaning up these toxic emissions will result, 

by 2016, in these annual benefits: 

 

 Saving 17,000 lives each year; 

 Preventing 11,000 heart attacks each year; 

 Preventing 110,000 asthma attacks each year;  

 Eliminating 12,200 hospitalizations and emergency room visits each year; and 

 Adding 850,000 days when people don’t miss work each year. 

 

People most at risk of health defects from breathing these hazardous air pollutants include: infants, 

children and teenagers; older adults; pregnant women; people with asthma and other lung diseases; 

people with cardiovascular disease; diabetics; people with low incomes; and healthy adults who work or 

exercise outdoors. 

 

Talking points 
 

 I’m here today to support the EPA’s proposal to clean up hazardous air pollutants from coal-fired 

power plants. I support the move to close a toxic loophole that has existed for 20 years. These air 

pollution standards that will protect Americans from hazardous air pollution in the air across the 

country. 

 Coal-fired power plants produce electricity for the nation’s power grid, but they also produce more 

hazardous air emissions than any other industrial pollution sources.   

 Burning coal releases chemicals into the atmosphere that threaten not only the air we breathe, but 

the water we drink, the soil we live on and the food we eat.   

 Over 386,000 tons of 84 separate hazardous air pollutants spew from over 400 plants in 46 states, 

according to the recent American Lung Association report Toxic Air: The Case for Cleaning Up Coal-

fired Power Plants. Emissions threaten the health of people who live near these plants, as well as 

those who live hundreds of miles away.  Many of these plants are concentrated in the Southeast, 

but their toxic emissions threaten the air in communities nationwide. 

 In 1990, Congress took action to protect Americans from these airborne hazards.  Congress added 

special requirements in the Clean Air Act to require the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency to 

clean up toxic substances. Now, at last, over twenty years later, EPA is finally requiring the electric 

utility companies to clean up these dangerous emissions. 

http://www.lungusa.org/healthy-air/outdoor/resources/toxic-air-report/
http://www.lungusa.org/healthy-air/outdoor/resources/toxic-air-report/
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 These clean up requirements are based on what many existing plants are doing. This would level 

the playing field for all utilities and would let them clearly know what to expect going forward. This 

rule will hold power plants accountable to the same standards that other industries have been held 

to nationwide.   

 Thanks to Georgia state law, many of the Georgia plants, like the Hammond Plant in Rome, will be 

farther along than other power plants to meeting the requirements to clean up toxic and other 

emissions. In fact, Hammond Plant achieved EPA’s emission limits this past summer.  However, 

many plants in the nation still don’t do as well as the Hammond Plant. This rule would level out the 

playing field for all these plants by making national rules. It also shows that cleaning up these plants 

can be done with available technology. 

 Many plants outside of Georgia spew toxic pollution that spreads into our state, but Georgia can’t 

make them stop spreading pollution here.  This rule would require that those plants be much 

cleaner.   

 Hazardous air pollutants from coal-fired power plants include: acid gases, such as hydrogen chloride 

and hydrogen fluoride; benzene, toluene and other compounds; dioxins and furans; formaldehyde; 

lead, arsenic, nickel, and other heavy metals; mercury; and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAH).  

 These emissions can make breathing difficult and can worsen asthma, chronic obstructive 

pulmonary disease, bronchitis and other lung diseases. These pollutants can cause heart attacks and 

strokes, lung cancer and other cancers, birth defects and premature death.  

 Some of these emissions can cause cancer, neurological and developmental birth defects, and can 

damage the reproductive system and the immune system.  

 Control technologies to meet the requirements to clean up these pollutants currently exist. In fact, 

many Georgia power plants, like the Hammond Plant in Rome use them already.  

 Under this approach, the coal-fired power plants will be able to select the most cost-effective 

strategies to reduce pollutants in their emissions. 

General Public Commenter 
 My family needs this protection for our health. My children and I do not need to breathe arsenic, 

lead, particles and acid gases any longer. My children don’t need to eat mercury in their fish any 

longer. 

 My child has asthma and needs to be able to breathe easier. The same equipment these plants 

needed to clean up the 84 hazardous emissions will also lower other harmful air pollutants that 

makes breathing difficult, causes asthma attacks and increases the risk that my child will have to go 

to the emergency room or the hospital. 
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 I have chronic obstructive pulmonary disease and face higher risk from these acid gases and the 

particles they create. Far too often, it’s hard for me to simply breathe. These dangerous pollutants 

make it even harder. The equipment that cleans up those acid gases is especially important because 

those particles lodge deep in my already weaker lungs, making it harder for me to breathe.  

 I have a cardiovascular disease (or I have diabetes) and face higher risk from air pollution like 

particles.  The equipment that cleans up the acid gases is important because it will also help clean up 

the fine particles that threaten my health.  Because of these particles, I’m at higher risk for heart 

attack. I support cleaning them up. 

 I love to exercise outdoors. I don’t want to breathe in toxic pollution while I hike, bike or stroll in my 

neighborhood.  When I’m exercising, I want to know that the air I’m breathing isn’t polluted with 

toxins like arsenic, formaldehyde, or dioxins.   

Health Care Professionals 

 I’m a medical professional and the patients I treat need to have cleaner air, especially air that is free 

from toxic air pollutants. That should have ended 20 years ago. It is time to stop poisoning my 

patients now. 

 My patients should not have to breathe recognized and probable carcinogens including 

formaldehyde, benzene, toluene, dioxins and furans and other compounds, and polycyclic aromatic 

hydrocarbons.  They should not have to inhale metals for metal-like substances including lead, 

arsenic, nickel, and other heavy metals. They should not need to inhale acid gases hydrogen chloride 

and hydrogen fluoride. They don’t need to eat fish filled with mercury.  

 These emissions can make breathing more difficult for my patients and can worsen their asthma, 

chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, bronchitis and other lung diseases. These pollutants can 

cause heart attacks and strokes, lung cancer and other cancers, birth defects and even kill them.  

 Some of these toxic pollutants can cause cancer, neurological and developmental birth defects, and 

can damage the reproductive system and the immune system.  

 Reducing emissions of these hazardous air pollutants will also cut emissions of other harmful 

pollutants. The same equipment needed to clean up the 84 hazardous emissions also lowers other 

harmful air pollutants, including sulfur dioxide,  fine particulate matter (PM 2.5), and nitrogen oxides. 

Each of these three makes breathing difficult, causes asthma attacks and increases the risk of 

emergency room and hospital visits. 

 For those utilities that are here today, I say to you: Don’t wait. Start now to save lives tomorrow. I 

can assure you that no one will complain if the air gets cleaner, faster.  

 


