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August 5, 2005
Fred Butterfield, Designated Federal Officer 

EPA Science Advisory Board (1400F)

United States Environmental Protection Agency

1200 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW

Washington, DC 20460

Dear Mr. Butterfield:

I am writing on behalf of the California Air Resources Board (ARB) in response to the United States Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) request for comments on the third draft of the “Review of the National Ambient Air Quality Standards for Particulate Matter: Policy Assessment of Scientific and Technical Information OAQPS Staff Paper.”  We are pleased to continue our participation in the review process, and appreciate the opportunity to comment on the recommended National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) for particulate matter (PM).  

California has long been in the forefront in developing health-protective ambient air quality standards.  Because of the serious nature of PM exposure in California and the voluminous scientific literature demonstrating a clear association between PM exposure and adverse health effects, the ARB adopted stringent standards for both PM10 and PM2.5 in 2002.  

We believe the recommended standards for PM2.5 and PM10-2.5 as presented in the third draft of the Staff Paper are improved and provide more health-protective options compared to those recommended in the second draft.  Although we are in general agreement with the Staff Paper recommendations, we have substantial concerns regarding the new recommendation emphasizing urban versus rural coarse particles and the public health consequences of such a conclusion.  

We do not agree with the EPA Staff conclusion that the available evidence is adequate to conclude there are few, if any, adverse health effects associated with coarse particles originating in rural areas and/or dominated by crustal material.  Although there are only a few studies to date that have specifically investigated the health impacts of coarse particles, there is sufficient evidence to conclude they can induce adverse effects.  In addition, there is considerable literature suggesting a strong correlation between adverse health effects and exposure to PM10 at concentrations which at or above the current PM10 NAAQS, and several of these papers, which are discussed in the Staff Paper, were performed in areas where PM10 is dominated by coarse particles.  Overall, the available literature suggests coarse particles are associated with adverse health effects.    

In addition, while the available epidemiologic studies supporting the coarse particle standard were performed in urbanized areas, it does not follow that the absence of data specifically implicating rural coarse particles in inducing adverse health effects properly leads to the conclusion that rural coarse particles have no adverse effects.  There have been too few studies of rural and crustal coarse particles to allow an informed judgment as to the relative toxicity of rural versus urban coarse particles.  Furthermore, it is well known that ambient particles in non-urban areas can contain bacterial and fungal fragments, as acknowledged by the Staff Paper, as well as residues from fertilizers and pesticides.  The literature provides ample evidence that some of these species can be toxins, and can induce adverse effects.   In short, the proposed distinction in particle source is not adequately supported, and caution is warranted given the well-known adverse effects associated with PM10.  

We would also like to point out that historically PM has been regulated on a mass basis, without regard for its specific components.  This course has been taken because there is considerable evidence particles in both the PM2.5 and PM10 size ranges induce adverse health effects, while also recognizing there is insufficient evidence available to target specific subspecies.  We believe this long-standing practice should be continued for coarse particles until there is adequate research available to suggest another course of action is warranted.  We recognize there is ongoing research designed to address the toxicity of specific subspecies of ambient PM, however, we do not believe it is prudent public health policy to break with precedent at this juncture.

Potential Impacts of Coarse PM Standards:  If EPA establishes a 24-hour coarse PM standard in the range of 60‑75 ug/ m3, several areas of California may exceed the standard.  These include major urban areas like the South Coast and San Joaquin Valley, plus potentially San Diego and the Sacramento region as well.  Rural areas in the eastern desert and upper Sacramento Valley could also exceed the standard.  These rural areas have periodically high levels of coarse PM when winds blow across barren lands or when the soil is worked during agricultural operations.  The Calexico region in Imperial County on the California-Mexico border records the most frequent coarse PM levels above the potential standards.  Although Calexico is a rural area, it is adjacent to the much larger city of Mexicali on the other side of the border.  

If EPA differentiates between urban and rural coarse PM either in establishing or implementing the coarse standard, rural areas would be exempt from federal requirements to reduce PM levels, even though their monitored values would exceed the proposed standard.  This would result in a lower level of public health protection in rural compared to urban areas, which is not supported by the available scientific data.  Air agencies are responsible for protecting all residents from harmful air pollution, regardless of the size of their community.  As a fundamental public health principle, residents in rural areas should be provided the same level of protection as those living in our more populous urban areas. 

California has its own air quality standards that set more health-protective goals, but federal standards also play a critical role in improving air quality.  For example, when PM is emitted from federal lands or federal activities, a national air quality standard provides greater leverage in compelling federal action to cut emissions.  Similarly, since EPA is the lead agency in working with Mexican officials to mitigate cross-border pollution, violations of a national PM standard provide greater motivation to secure international action on emission reduction strategies.  

If EPA were to replace the existing PM10 standards with coarse PM standards that apply only in urban areas, it would restrict California’s ability to continue the air quality progress which is vital to protect the health of all residents.      

Analysis:  Based on our analysis of likely exceedances of the proposed coarse PM standard, we identified four air basins in California that may violate and have a population under Office of Management and Budget’s definition of a standard metropolitan statistical area (i.e., 2.5 million people).  These areas are currently home to about 1 million Californians.  

Rural Areas that May Exceed the Coarse PM Standard
	Air Basin
	County
	Monitoring Stations

	Salton Sea
	Imperial
	Brawley; Calexico

	Sacramento Valley
	Colusa
	Colusa

	Great Basin
	Inyo
	Keeler

	Mojave Desert
	Los Angeles

Kern

San Bernardino
	Lancaster

Mojave; Ridgecrest

Victorville


Owens Lake in the Great Basin Air Basin illustrates the pitfalls of differentiating between urban and non-urban influenced PM.  Owens Lake is the largest source of fugitive dust in the United States.  Naturally-occurring dust storms on Owens Lake have generated 24-hour state concentrations of up to 15,641 ug/m3 PM10 in nearby towns.  Owens Lake is situated in a rural area, not influenced by the gaseous pollutants associated with urban areas.  Nevertheless, residents in the county are adversely affected by extremely high levels of PM, far higher than the most urbanized areas in the nation.  For this reason, Owens Valley is implementing a control strategy that will bring PM10 levels to the federal standard.

The situation may be different at the Salton Sea, a saline inland lake expected to shrink after 2017 as part of a water diversion agreement designed to meet urban water needs.  Unchecked, the diversion is likely to lead to exceedances of the proposed coarse PM standard in adjacent rural areas.  Over 150,000 residents in Imperial County would be affected, exposing the population to the harmful effects of PM.

We urge you to consider our comments carefully.  If you need additional information or clarification, please contact Bart Croes, Chief of the ARB Research Division, at (916) 323-4519 or bcroes@arb.ca.gov.

Sincerely,

/s/
Catherine Witherspoon
Executive Officer

cc:
Bart E. Croes, P.E., Chief


Research Division
The energy challenge facing California is real.  Every Californian needs to take immediate action to reduce energy consumption.  For a list of simple ways you can reduce demand and cut your energy costs, see our Website: http://www.arb.ca.gov.
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