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Critics say EPA should beef up its air standard for lead
This story was published in A-section on Sunday, July 7, 2002. 

By Bill Lambrecht 
Post-Dispatch Washington Bureau 
c2002, St. Louis Post-Dispatch 
WASHINGTON - In protecting children from smelters, the Environmental Protection Agency relies on a 24-year-old air pollution standard for lead that is three times weaker than the World Health Organization recommends.

Critics in the United States and abroad say the agency should beef up the standard. Even the EPA's own staff in the 1980s concluded in studies that strengthening the air-lead standard would spare hundreds of children from lead poisoning, according to documents obtained under Freedom of Information laws.

An independent scientific advisory panel, after reviewing those studies, called for a stricter standard, saying the old one offered "relatively little, if any, margin of safety."

But EPA decision-makers ignored their staff and the scientists, and now that much of the lead has been removed from the nation's air by banning leaded gasoline, the agency sees no need to revise the lead standard to protect pockets of people at risk like the children of Herculaneum.

"It's a matter of putting your efforts into addressing those problems that are having a much greater impact on human health and the environment," said Les Grant, director of the EPA's National Center for Environmental Assessment in North Carolina.

"It's also interesting that we haven't been pushed," he added, referring to the lack of pressure from advocacy groups.

The air-lead standard is 1.5 micrograms of lead per cubic meter of air, based on a quarterly average of readings on air monitors placed near smelters.

The standard was calculated in the 1970s to protect more than 99 percent of children from accumulating 30 micrograms of lead per deciliter of blood -- then the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention's danger threshold.

Since then, mounting evidence that lead diminishes children's intelligence prompted the CDC to reduce its blood-lead standard to 10 micrograms. And later this year, scientific panels will begin considering whether the standard should be reduced even further.

But the EPA hasn't changed its mind -- or conducted formal reviews of the rule, as the Clean Air Act requires every five years of ambient air standards.

Paul Mushak, a toxicologist in North Carolina, was a member of the scientific panel that recommended a tougher standard. Mushak said that he was disappointed that the EPA didn't follow that advice and continues to believe that the standard is out of date.

"They talk about how they lack resources and what was in the middle of their radar screen at any given time. But just because the number of smelters has declined, it doesn't mean that people near them are expendable," he said.

EPA reluctance

The lead rule is one of six ambient air standards designed to curb pollutants that endanger public health. The others are: carbon monoxide, nitrogen dioxide, sulfur dioxide, ozone and particulate matter, such as soot.

These standards are designed to protect the entire country, and they carry extra weight because they are to be automatically enforceable without lenience.

The EPA didn't want a lead standard to begin with. But in 1976, after being sued by the Natural Resources Defense Council, the EPA was ordered by a federal judge to adopt an ambient standard for lead.

Before an air standard can be established, the government must produce a scientific document that justifies it. The EPA's first draft was so widely criticized for its shoddiness and lack of scholarship that the agency had to write two more.

Finally, the EPA's document passed muster, and in 1978 the nation's air-lead standard went into effect, triggering protests by Missouri officials and a lawsuit by the lead industry that eventually was dismissed.

In 1978, the United States had not yet felt the benefits of phasing the lead out of gasoline. But in the next decade, with leaded gasoline in autos a thing of the past, lead levels in the air dropped by 94 percent -- a major regulatory success.

By the mid-1980s, the time came to review the lead standard as the law requires. But the EPA felt no urgency, despite an analysis by EPA staff that tightening the standard would reduce the number of children with troublesome lead levels, according to a 1989 staff paper.

John Bachman, associate director of the EPA's air quality office, recalled that the EPA was on the verge of one of the biggest air pollution fights in recent history -- the 1990 Clean Air amendments.

"In terms of setting priorities at that time, there was this sense that, 'Look, isn't that problem solved?' It is always a matter of taking the scarce resources of the agency and asking how you apply them next," he said.

At the time, Wayne Leidwanger was chief of air planning in the EPA region that includes Missouri. He recalled recently that when his agency rejected advice to lower the standard, "the reason that the decision was made was that lead was no longer a widespread pollutant. It really only affected small areas of the country, and Herculaneum is one of those."

Enforcement troubles, too

Polluting smelters have continued to close -- among them the Chemetco Inc. copper-smelting operation in Illinois' Madison County last year -- leaving only a handful of air-lead hot spots headed by Herculaneum.

From the time air monitoring started in the late 1970s, Doe Run Resources constantly pumped more lead into the environment from its Herculaneum smelter than the air standard allows. The EPA and the Missouri Department of Natural Resources imposed emissions-reduction plans ordering upgrades of the smelter, but for more than 20 years they failed.

Finally, in the first calendar quarter this year, the smelter met the federal air quality standard for the first time. Newer data, just released, shows that the smelter failed to meet the standard in the second quarter. If violations continue, it could lead to production curtailment or other measures under a cleanup agreement reached last year.

The United States is known for setting an example in environmental protection. But if the Herculaneum smelter were situated elsewhere, it might not be operating now.

In 1999, the Geneva-based World Health Organization revised its air-lead guidelines, dropping its recommended standard by half -- to 0.5 micrograms of lead per meter of air -- which is three times more stringent than the United States'. The European Union has since adopted that standard.
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