Washington: A Better Partner in Clean Air

U.S. CONGRESSMAN KEVIN BRADY
Summary

“Washington needs to be a better partner in helping communities like ours meet federal clean air mandates, and should be held accountable. While continuing to support state and local communities dealing with the immediate consequences of the Texas implementation plan, it is critical federal legislators not lose sight of the long-term: Helping the Houston region meet the 2007 compliance deadline with the minimum of economic harm, and ensuring the region avoids devastating Clean Air Act sanctions.” 
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Federal Strategy: 

Montgomery County Clean Air Workshop

March 18, 2002


FEDERAL ROLE

( Sound Science: Increase Research & Modeling for Houston

The emission control measures that a state adopts (the State Implementation Plan) are based upon complex pollution/climate models that can be off by staggering amounts. The model now in place in Houston has a possible error rate of plus or minus 35%. The Houston area congressional delegation has secured $5.5 million dollars to conduct research and develop new, more accurate models unique to Houston. This will allow Houston to better target pollution reductions and replace some of the more burdensome restrictions now being put in place. The Houston Area Research Center (HARC) in Montgomery County is serving as project manager to the Greater Houston Partnership for the research and modeling studies. 

( Holding Washington Accountable 

The federal Clean Air Act places the burden for air compliance on the state and local communities. Yet, in the Houston region at least 30% of the emission sources contributing to the ozone problem can only be addressed by the federal government.  These include airports, U.S. and foreign flag ships traveling into the Port of Houston, cleaner burning fuels and engines, and other sources. The federal government, most notably the EPA, should be held accountable for meeting or where possible accelerating already scheduled national initiatives that contribute to reducing ozone related emissions. As importantly, these reductions should be credited to regional non-attainment zones (such as Houston’s) as emissions are reduced -- helping us meet the 2007 deadline and eliminating the need for some of the more burdensome restrictions now being put in place.

( Helping Local Communities Meet Clean Air Goals & Avoid Unfair Sanctions 

Clean Air Investment Act.  Rep. Brady and Rep. Ken Bentsen have introduced the bi-partisan Clean Air Investment Act to provide low-cost financing to help the 114 non-attainment areas in the U.S., including ours, meet their clean air goals faster and more affordably. The bill recognizes that in the Houston region alone the cost for meeting the federal ozone standards by 2007 for businesses and households in the 8-county region is staggering: at least $4.1 billion a year. If area businesses are forced to spend four billion dollars a year on new equipment and technology to clean the air, that’s four billion dollars that won’t be available for worker pay raises, health care benefits, retirement plans -- or new research to keep Houston area businesses competitive in the marketplace. The bill has 14 co-sponsors in the U.S. House of Representatives and the support of the Clean Air Trust.

Fast Track Permits.  Meeting the 2007 deadline for the Houston area will be difficult enough, but may be impossible without the establishment of a coordinated, streamlined regulatory process for environmental permits required by the state and the federal government related to installation of clean air emissions control technology. 

One Houston-area refinery has identified more than 130 different point sources for new emissions control equipment, all of which will require different, multiple state and federal permits. As Rep. Brady testified before the TNRCC, no community should be punished with lost jobs or lost highway funding simply because an overworked employee in Austin or Washington can’t get the needed paperwork off their desk. State legislators and officials should urge the Texas National Resources and Conservation Commission (TNRCC) to work with Congressman Brady, the EPA and other related federal agencies to develop a responsive, coordinated state-federal permit approval process. 

Graduated Penalties. Whether a region falls an inch short of full compliance or a mile, the punishment under the Clean Air Act is the same. This means that states and communities that work diligently to meet the 2007 deadline face the same terrible sanctions as those who did little or who had easier hills to climb. These sanctions include a loss of highway funds and a refusal to grant further air quality permits, which may prove even more devastating because it has the affect of capping the economic future of the Houston region. It is time to introduce graduated penalties to the Clean Air Act that take into account the level of violation and the local effort in meeting the unique goals of the region. As one observer noted, we don’t punish a motorist who goes one mile-per-hour over the speed limit the same as the reckless driver who goes 30 mph over the limit.  The Clean Air Act sanctions ought to be rethought, as well, since the obvious consequence of lost highway funds is to worsen the existing pollution problem by ensuring further stop-and-go traffic congestion and speeds that fall below the 25-55 mph peak efficiency of vehicles’ catalytic converters. Reform of the Clean Air Act will be legislatively difficult, perhaps impossible, given the political hysteria that accompanies even common-sense reforms of environmental laws. 

( Related Clean Air Issue: Frivolous Environmental Lawsuits 

Professional no-growth groups such as the Environmental Defense Fund and Sierra Club have filed suits against the EPA to stop new roads in regions such as Houston, Atlanta, Baltimore, Salt Lake City, St. Louis, Washington, San Francisco and Sacramento. In the Houston region, a complete halt on new road projects such as the widening of the Katy Freeway and construction of the Grand Parkway was narrowly averted (Environmental Dispute Could Jeopardize Federal Highway Funds, Houston Chronicle, February 19, 2001) only after extended negotiations between the EPA, the legal parties to the suit and public officials including Harris County Judge Robert Eckels. Representative Brady’s office closely monitored the negotiations and helped coordinate the federal input from Republican members of the Houston-area congressional delegation. 

These frivolous lawsuits increase congestion that make air pollution worse and delay roadway safety projects which contributes to unnecessary deaths. Last year more than 15,000 vehicle deaths occurred in America due to poor road conditions and obsolete road and bridge designs. For the past year Congressman Brady has been working with experts to draft legislative language that prevents frivolous environmental lawsuits related to “conformity budgets” for local transportation plans.
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