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Background:  Air Quality Subchapter of Comprehensive Plan

Summary: 

The Natural Resources and Utilities Committee received a broad overview of the Air Quality subchapter of the Comprehensive Plan’s recommended changes on March 18 2004, as a part of the overall summary of Comprehensive Plan recommended changes assigned to the Committee for review. Today’s briefing will focus more specifically on those recommendations, addressing the differences between the current Comprehensive Plan and the proposed language.  

This staff report is organized to describe those major differences.  While the actual language of the Comprehensive Plan and the recommended changes is included as an attachment, the staff report emphasizes the broader, higher-level distinctions between the two versions,  summarizing the general thrust of each.

The Committee may wish to focus its attention at the level of the broad direction of the recommended changes, addressing such questions as:

· What are the primary concerns with the existing Comprehensive Plan air quality language?

· Have changed circumstances brought about a need for modifications in the direction of the chapter?  If so, what are those changes, and what language changes are called for in response?

· Does the Executive’s recommendation appropriately address those needs?

· Are there other concerns which the Committee would like to see addressed?

The staff report describes the primary concerns with existing language, and changed circumstances identified by the Executive.  

CHANGING POLICY ENVIRONMENT
The original language of the Comprehensive Plan’s Air Quality subchapter centers on those pollutants which are identified by the federal government for regulatory control throughout the nation; these are generally referred to as ‘Criteria Pollutants’.   These include the following:  

· Lead

· Carbon Monoxide

· Sulfur Oxides 

· Nitrogen Dioxide

· Ozone

· Particulate Matter

In the years since the adoption of the current Comprehensive Plan, the four of the six criteria pollutants have declined in significance to the point that they are no longer regional priorities.  With the federal regulation of lead in gasoline, that source is not a significant air pollution health threat.  Given that the former ASARCO copper smelter has been closed for many years, and the Centralia coal plant is distant from King County, sulfur dioxide is of minimal concern.  With stronger controls on emissions from automobiles, such as vehicle emissions testing programs, carbon monoxide is largely controlled.  And nitrogen dioxide poses little health threat, by itself, to the region.  

However, two of the criteria pollutants remain concerns.  Ozone, or smog, continues to be a health threat; the region is marginally in ‘attainment’ status, but with variations in temperature, smog levels can vary significantly, and vulnerable populations may suffer threats to health.  The focus on particulate matter is now less on the larger particles, and more on micro-particles which are potentially more difficult to control, and which may have greater health effects.  

Additionally, a number of other pollutants are of concern to the air pollution control community.  These include ‘air toxics’, which are the many chemicals such as benzene and arsenic which are implicated as carcinogenic health threats; and greenhouse gases, primarily carbon dioxide, which contribute to global warming.  

The Air Quality subchapter of the Comprehensive Plan, as recommended by the Executive, addresses these changed circumstances through a comprehensive revision of the air quality subchapter.  Existing Comprehensive Plan language consists of two elements:

· Supporting Prose

· Policies

The Supporting Prose provides explanatory background and rationale, to support the specific enumerated policies.  The prose includes discussion of the importance of clean air, a description of persons who are particularly at risk from exposure to polluted air, an introduction to ‘criteria pollutants’, a summary of regulatory and other tools available for addressing concerns, and similar information.

Supporting Prose—Current Language:  CRITERIA POLLUTANTS
The chief distinction in the current language compared to the recommended changes seems to be as follows:

Current language is built around the criteria pollutants, for which control is required by the federal government.  Those criteria pollutants in attainment and in non-attainment status are described.  Also included is background discussion establishing the context for the proposed policies: descriptions of vulnerable populations and threats to their health; the monitoring system and violations of standards; and the description of the airshed.  

Supporting Prose—Recommended Language:  EMERGING AIR POLLUTION THREATS
The recommended language takes a different approach.  The clear focus is on emerging emissions of concern, including ozone, particulates and toxics and greenhouse gases; in each case, the primary emissions sources are identified.  In some cases, this is followed by a brief description of health or environmental impacts.  Finally, actions of King County in responding to these concerns are described.  Among other actions, the Land Use Transportation Air Quality and Health study is described; it is expected to show the relationship between dense housing patterns and reductions in air emissions.  
The table below summarizes the primary elements of the Supporting Prose language, both in its current form and as recommended.  

Supporting Prose
	Existing:  Criteria Pollutants
	Proposed:  Emerging Problem Emissions

	Importance of Clean Air; Role of King County
	Importance of Clean Air; Role of King County

	
	PSCAA: Regulatory/

King County:  Operations, Land Use

	Vulnerable Population
	

	Criteria Pollutants
	Ozone, Particulates, Toxics

	
	Greenhouse Gas: consequences, mobile sources

	Monitoring/Violation
	

	Toxics listed
	

	Airshed Description
	

	Attainment:  CO, SO2, NO, Lead
	

	Marginal Attainment: Ozone, PM2.5
	

	
	King County Actions:  Emissions Inventory, Diesel Solutions, transit retrofit, clean energy sources, energy conservation in county facilities



	
	Land use affect on transportation/air pollution


	Emerging Threats and Response

	Attainment

	Marginal Attainment


Policies—Current Language:  LAND USE AND OTHERS

The policies articulated in the current air quality subchapter focus, among other things, on land use matters; these are addressed mostly through voluntary and educational efforts, though reference is made to assessment of air quality impacts of local and regional plans and transportation strategies.  Also referenced are construction-related emissions, global warming, acid rain and ozone depletion, and public information.  

Policies—Recommended Language:  MOTOR VEHICLE-DRIVEN EMISSIONS 

The thrust of the proposed policies is to identify the impacts of emissions tied to motor vehicles, and to recommend ways to minimize those impacts.  Emerging emissions problems are identified, and their relationship to motor vehicles is indicated; alternatives to driving, and vehicle efficiency measures are recommended.  Wood burning, electricity supply, and emissions tied county operations are also addressed.

Finally, a policy addressing ‘community design’, which encourages alternatives to driving, is addressed.

Policies

	Current:  Land Use, etc.
	Proposed:  Motor Vehicle-driven Emissions

	Land Use Emissions Reductions:

· Clean Fuels

· Education

· Tree Planting

· Wood Stove Use

· Alternatives to Yard Waste Burning
	Reduce operations emissions, promote reductions regionally.  Ozone, fine particulates, toxics and greenhouse gases


	Land Use Actions
	Motor vehicles: primary source of ozone, particulates, toxics, greenhouse gases

	Indoor Air Quality
	Driving alternatives:

--transit

--ridesharing

--innovative pricing



	Construction/Land Clearing operations:  minimize impacts
	Vehicle efficiency:  

--fuel economy

--cleaner fuels

--alternative fuels



	Global Warming/Acid Rain/Ozone Depletion--support controls
	Wood burning



	Public Information:  Coordination
	Electricity suppliers



	
	Maintenance/Operations, Procurement




	Emerging Threats and Response


COMMITTEE REVIEW AND DISCUSSION

The Puget Sound Clean Air Agency has been invited to provide input to the committee on these proposed changes, as recommended by the Executive; this will provide the opportunity for the Committee to have an additional source of input to assist in its assessment of the appropriateness of recommended changes.  

Land Use Effect on Transportation/Air Pollution

One initiative that the Committee may want to consider as it reviews this proposal is the joint study titled “Achieving Sustainability through Healthy Community Design”.  This study involves King County, the Federal Transit Administration, the Puget Sound Regional Council, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, and the cities of Seattle, Kent and Redmond.  In sum, the study looks at land use and transportation decisions to see how effective they are at reducing air pollution and greenhouse gas formation, and promoting physical activity and public health within King County.  

Selected findings from the study are summarized below:

· Vehicle miles of travel is highly related to the level of residential density.  On a per capita basis, residents of the most compact areas of the region generate 28% less miles of travel than their suburban counterparts; 

· Along with residential density, the number of neighborhood retail and entertainment establishments and the connectivity of the transportation network were significant predictors of household miles of travel when adjusted for income and household size;

· Vehicle trips decline while transit and pedestrian trips increase as density increases up to around 20 dwelling units per acre. 

· Transit usage increases with the square footage of retail, civic, entertainment, office space and residential density;

· Improvements in transit service will be most effective in corridors that have a combination of retail and entertainment uses, more than 40 intersections per square kilometer, and an average density above 10 dwellings per acre; 

· Walking increases as the numbers of retail and entertainment uses increase at the place of residence and employment; 

· Residential density is also a good surrogate for understanding how the built environment relates with greenhouse gas and regional air pollution.  CO2 and NOx decline steadily as density increases.

It is noted that the county’s ability to affect air emissions is limited by its non-regulatory role. The county’s greatest influence on the broader motor vehicle population, and their emissions affecting the airshed, may be in the role of encouraging walkable, bikable, transit-oriented communities.

The Executive’s recommended changes place emphasis on the role of motor vehicles in the generations of emissions which are identified as emerging threats, including ozone, particulates, and greenhouse gases.  The recommended changes include, as noted, one policy proposal which directly addresses community design, as follows:  

“King County should promote community designs that promote walking, bicycling and transit use thereby reducing greenhouse gas emissions and regional air pollution”.  

The committee may choose, for example, to strengthen this element, in several ways:

· Locate this policy directly after E-111, to emphasize their centrality to the strategy of addressing emerging motor-vehicle related air emissions.

Additionally, in the supporting prose, it may also be useful to note that several changes are being recommended in the “Urban Communities” chapter which support the goals of compact, walkable communities, including the addition of U-105a and changes to U-107, both of which address compact community design.  It may also be useful to note that the executive’s proposal includes a recommendation to retain the current urban growth line in its existing location, in recognition that sufficient development potential is present within the urban growth area to support needed growth.  

ATTACHMENTS:

1.  Comprehensive Plan:  Air Quality subchapter
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