
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

February 26, 2018 

Scott Pruitt, Administrator 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
Submitted via: Regulations.gov 

RE: Comments on the Advance Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, State Guidelines for Greenhouse Gas 
Emissions from Existing Electric Utility Generating Units, Docket ID No. EPA-HQ-OAR-2017-0545. 

Dear Administrator Pruitt: 

As representatives of the medical and public health community, our organizations appreciate the 
opportunity to provide comment on the Advance Notice of Proposed Rulemaking for State Guidelines 
for Greenhouse Gas Emissions from Existing Electric Utility Generating Units.  We urge the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency to return to the implementation of the Clean Power Plan to best 
reduce carbon dioxide and its threats to the health of Americans, and to not pursue any further actions 
to develop a weaker, flawed and potentially harmful alternative. Our comments below explain our 
concerns with this potential alternative.   

The risk of climate change demands EPA act immediately to curb release of greenhouse 
gases to protect the health of Americans.   

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 short window to act to reduce those threats.   

Growing evidence over the past few years has demonstrated the multiple, profound risks that imperil 
the lives and health of millions. Since the Clean Power Plan was finalized 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  
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The fourth and most recent report of the U.S. Global Change Research Program issued in 2017 
confirmed and updated estimates of the impact of the changing climate in the United States. The report 
again concludes that climate change is demonstrably real and caused by human activities.  

“The global, long-term, and unambiguous warming trend has continued during recent years. 
Since the last National Climate Assessment was published, 2014 became the warmest year on 
record globally; 2015 surpassed 2014 by a wide margin; and 2016 surpassed 2015. Sixteen of the 
warmest years on record for the globe occurred in the last 17 years (1998 was the exception).” 

“[I]t is extremely likely that human activities, especially emissions of greenhouse gases, are the 
dominant cause of the observed warming since the mid-20th century. For the warming over the 
last century, there is no convincing alternative explanation supported by the extent of the 
observational evidence.”2 

EPA’s own findings in the Clean Power Plan identified multiple threats from climate change on public 
health: 

“GHG pollution threatens the American public by leading to damaging and long-lasting changes 
in our climate that can have a range of severe negative effects on human health and the 
environment. . . .  
 
“New scientific assessments since 2009, when the EPA determined that GHGs pose a threat to 
human health and the environment (the ‘‘Endangerment Finding’’), highlight the urgency of 
addressing the rising concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere. Certain groups, including 
children, the elderly, and the poor, are most vulnerable to climate-related effects. Recent 
studies also find that certain communities, including low-income communities and some 
communities of color (more specifically, populations defined jointly by ethnic/racial 
characteristics and geographic location), are disproportionately affected by certain climate 
change related impacts— including heat waves, degraded air quality, and extreme weather 
events— which are associated with increased deaths, illnesses, and economic challenges. 
Studies also find that climate change poses particular threats to the health, well-being, and ways 
of life of indigenous peoples in the U.S.”3 
 

These reviews echoed reports previously produced by several of our organizations: the American 
Academy of Pediatrics’ technical report in 2007 (updated in 2015) on “Global Climate Change and 
Children’s Health”4; Trust for America’s Health, Health Problems Heat Up: Climate Change and the 
Public’s Health, in October 20095; the Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America’s Extreme Allergies 
and Global Warming, issued with the National Wildlife Foundation in 20106; the American Public Health 
Association’s Climate Change: Mastering the Public Health Role, in April 20117; and the American 
Thoracic Society’s workshop on Climate Change and Human Health published in 20128.   

All these reviews underline the necessity of aggressive steps to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, 
steps that implementing the Clean Power Plan will provide. For that reason alone, not only is EPA’s 
proposed repeal of the Plan wrong, EPA’s Advanced Notice wastes time building a case for a flawed, 
ineffective and, at best, long-delayed replacement. Delay increases the likelihood that these harms will 
continue to grow absent any effective response by our nation.   
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To protect health, the United States needs to significantly reduce carbon pollution from 
existing power plants, a goal that can best be achieved through changes extending 
beyond plant boundaries. 

Given the overwhelming evidence of harm from climate change, the nation must reduce emissions 
from greenhouse gases from all sources, but particularly from coal and gas fired power plants.  Fossil 
fuel electricity generation is the largest stationary source of carbon dioxide and greenhouse gas 
emissions in the U.S.; as of 2016, power plants emitted 35 percent of the total U.S. carbon dioxide 
emissions.9   

The Clean Power Plan’s core flexibility encourages innovation and tailoring to reduce those emissions, 
including many tools that go beyond the property boundaries of a power plant.   States need flexibility 
to use multiple tools and to innovate in their approaches to cut carbon emissions.  The Plan encourages 
innovation and the use of cleaner energy sources for electricity generation.  The Plan encourages 
strategies to improve energy efficiency, which could decrease the need to burn fossil fuels.  Many of our 
organizations, particularly those with State chapters, have worked to support the States’ adopting plans 
and systems that would provide the greatest reduction in carbon emissions to protect public health.   

The basis for the Best System of Emission Reductions must encompass the entire 
electrical grid system. 
EPA’s Advanced Notice of the proposed rulemaking is based on the EPA’s recently altered and flawed 
interpretation of “best system of emission reductions” (BSER) required to comply with the Clean Air 
Act.  The electricity grid is a complex “system” that includes a network of sources and demand for 
electricity that drive the decision to use any electricity source and allows power generated by all sources 
to be delivered to end-users of electricity.  EPA’s revamped definition of BSER inappropriately dismisses 
the idea that the “system” that would need to meet the BSER required under the Clean Air Act could 
extend beyond the property boundaries of any individual facility to encompass the interconnected 
electrical grid.  

As participants and users of the medical and public health systems, we particularly understand how 
supplying essential services to the nation requires networks that are much broader than the boundaries 
of any facility. The demand for medical care and for treatment does not begin or end inside a hospital or 
a doctor’s office. For example, preventing health issues that would otherwise require treatment will 
often reduce the demand for a hospital bed or x-rays.  Our members and communities have historically 
increased our focus on steps to prevent diseases and injuries, not just treat them.  Similarly, EPA must 
consider the whole electric grid to determine what defines the BSER to limit carbon pollution from 
power plants, rather than arbitrarily limiting its focus to actions that may be taken at a single 
component of that system.    

Not only does EPA’s attempt to limit BSER make no sense, it ignores the way electrical systems 
themselves operate. Electricity providers have long recognized the complex system that affects their 
generation of power. From determining which units to operate to shifting to cleaner energy sources to 
expanding their push for energy efficiency, these companies routinely include many components in their 
internal planning. They promote these systems on their websites and in messages to customers. The 
systems are labeled a grid for a reason: they comprise a network that depends on multiple sources of 
power and on the current and projected demand.  BSER requires looking at the entire system, as the 
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utilities currently do: energy efficiency, grid options, and selective use of specific sources are currently in 
use by various generators as part of their system of electricity. 

EPA’s standard-setting has long relied on reductions available from entire systems; the reversal in 
approach indicated by the Advanced Proposal dangerously ignores this precedent and threatens the 
health of Americans across the nation.   

This Advanced Notice marks a departure from EPA’s standard-setting process, revisits the question of 
whether to require any action to limit carbon pollution from power plants, and solicits comments only 
on which changes in an individual facility would be best to make. These questions were addressed in 
EPA’s extensive hearing and comments on the Clean Power Plan, a Plan which, we point out, still 
remains in place.  Taking an approach outlined in this Advanced Notice eliminates nearly all of the tools 
and flexibility that EPA previously identified as appropriate – and essential – to meet the requirements 
of the Clean Air Act to limit carbon pollution from power plants. 

EPA must set limits on greenhouse gas emissions from each state. 
EPA asks for comment on an approach “where the EPA determines what system may constitute BSER 
without defining presumptive emission limits and then allows States to set unit-by-unit or broader 
emission standards based on the identified BSER while considering the unique circumstances of the 
State and the EGU.”10 We oppose such an approach. 

EPA must establish an emissions limit to determine whether States’ plans will effectively limit carbon 
pollution from power plants. An approach with no determined, consistent limit as a basis would 
effectively impede EPA’s ability to assess if the State plan is stringent enough or is applied and 
maintained appropriately.  The lack of consistent targets and enforcement also precludes any level 
playing field nationwide.  

EPA repeatedly states that the Agency seeks to promote State flexibility and to allow for “the unique 
circumstances” within a State. The Clean Power Plan does this: flexibility and tailoring form core 
attributes of the Plan. At the same time, the Plan also recognizes the need to include specific timelines 
and targets to ensure that EPA can review and enforce their implementation.  Establishing an emission 
limits for states does not preclude their ability to tailor their plans to meet these limits. 

EPA’s actions delay protections for health unnecessarily—with real impacts. 
Given the urgent need for national action to protect Americans from climate change, EPA’s Advanced 
Notice opens a dangerous off-ramp away from implementation of the well-studied, publicly 
deliberated and completed Clean Power Plan.  As described, EPA would limit available methods for 
reducing carbon pollution from power plants solely to those that can be implemented on a specific 
electrical generation facility.  This approach not only delays the action required under the law, EPA’s 
route in this Advanced Notice leads to a seriously flawed off-ramp—dubbed the “inside the fence line” 
approach—that has been analyzed in the previous review and in an independent review.   

A major, separate study confirmed that co-benefits from taking steps to reduce carbon pollution are 
real, and warned that doing too little could prove harmful. In 2014, researchers from Harvard 
University, Syracuse University, and Boston University found that just such a limited approach could 
prove harmful. They issued a report, Health Co-Benefits of Carbon Standards for Existing Power Plants, 
that evaluated alternative approaches for reducing carbon pollution from power plants. 11  
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Their modeling showed that an approach targeting only actions that can be achieved on site at a 
power plant had significant limitations and, in fact, would likely increase harmful emissions. By 
limiting actions to improving the efficiency of existing plants, that so-called “inside the fence line” 
approach, did decrease the annual reductions in CO2 emissions slightly (by 2.2 percent) from the 
2020 reference case. However, the likelihood that these more efficient plants would be dispatched 
more often resulted in an estimated annual 3 percent increase in sulfur dioxide emissions. This 
estimated increase in sulfur dioxide emissions led to the forecast for an increase in annual 
premature deaths and heart attacks.12   

By contrast, their findings showed that strong, flexible and enforceable limits achieved the greatest 
health benefits for the American people, similar to the findings in the Regulatory Impact Analysis for 
Clean Power Plan. They found that strong limits on carbon pollution from existing power plants could 
improve air quality and prevent an estimated 3,500 (780 to 6,100, 95% CI) premature deaths in 2020 
along with other significant benefits to human health.13 

Indications that EPA is exploring ways to weaken the New Source Review program portend even 
greater emissions increases, with corresponding greater public health harms than these earlier 
analyses project.14 

EPA should implement the Clean Power Plan—not divert down a road that will achieve 
too little, too late.  
The United States emits more carbon pollution than any other single nation except China15, and our 
electricity generating system is the highest emitting stationary source of such pollution. Given the 
United States’ contribution to the problem, our nation must use that authority to demonstrate greater 
leadership to fight climate change, as the threats to the lives and health of our citizens will not end with 
the current generation or even in the current century without profound action.   

Thanks to the Clean Air Act, EPA has the authority, tools and flexibility to set strong limits on carbon 
pollution from power plants, as it did in the Clean Power Plan.  

On behalf of our patients and the public, we urge EPA to implement and enforce the Clean Power Plan, 
not start down this misguided route proposed in this Advanced Notice. 

Sincerely, 

Allergy and Asthma Foundation of America 

Alliance of Nurses for a Healthy 
Environment 

American Lung Association 

American Public Health Association 

American Thoracic Society 

Asthma & Allergy Network 

Children’s Environmental Health Network 

Health Care Without Harm 

National Association of County and City 
Health Officials 

National Environmental Health Association 

Physicians for Social Responsibility  
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