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OHIO EPA PROPOSAL WOULD ELIMINATE PUBLIC RIGHT TO KNOW 

FOR UP TO 20,000 POLLUTION SOURCES

After a six-month hiatus, Ohio EPA has resurfaced a proposal to eliminate permits for up to 20,000 air pollution sources in Ohio. The proposal, which was written by a committee of representatives of the Ohio EPA and the industries it regulates, would eliminate individual permits for up to 20,000 air pollution sources, including auto body repair shops, print shops, boilers, and gas stations.  

Under the proposal, the companies involved would automatically receive exemptions from individual permits by filing a notification with Ohio EPA, and would keep their records at their own facilities rather than submitting them to Ohio EPA.  Now, if a citizen wants information about a polluter in their neighborhood, they can obtain public records from the Ohio EPA and insist on compliance with the law.  This avenue of citizen enforcement would disappear under Ohio EPA’s proposal. 

“This new rule is one among many efforts by industry to whittle away our right to know about environmental protections until nothing is left,” said Teresa Mills, Director of the Buckeye Environmental Network.  “In Kentucky, auto paint shops are being required to have more efficient pollution controls as a tradeoff for the phasing out of E-check. Here in Ohio, our environmental agency’s plan is to simply deregulate them.”

A coalition of environmental organizations, including Buckeye Environmental Network, Ohio Chapter of the Sierra Club, ECO: Environmental Community Organization, Ohio Citizen Action, and Ohio Environmental Council, are objecting to the system proposed under these rules.

Ohio EPA’s proposed air permit package has a history of controversy.  In October 2004, the agency proposed a broader plan which was criticized heavily by several local air pollution agencies, environmental organizations, and citizens groups.  Since then, Ohio EPA has apparently dropped a portion of the October proposal, which would have removed permits according to whether they emitted certain toxic chemicals.  However, the agency is still proposing to exempt six categories of industries from having to get individual permits, in a procedure known as “permit by rule.”

An analysis by Ohio Citizen Action showed that the industry groups who participated in the writing of the proposal had given a combined $3.85 million in campaign contributions to Governor Taft, the legislature, and statewide political parties from1999-2002.  The analysis can be found at: http://www.ohiocitizen.org/moneypolitics/2004/EPAstudy.doc.

“The Ohio EPA should not reduce its workload at the expense of public health,” said Staci Putney McLennan, Director of Clean Air Programs of the Ohio Environmental Council. “It is the job of Ohio EPA to regulate air pollution at the local level - which is going to be more difficult with the proposed exemptions.”

“These facilities frequently contribute to local air pollution problems and need to stay within regulatory scrutiny,” said Karen Arnett, Program Director of ECO:  Environmental Community Organization.  “For example, the state is obligated to routinely inspect all gas stations because of their contribution to unhealthy smog levels. Yet under this new exemption system, the agencies that do the inspecting will experience a significant loss of permit fees, and may be forced to reduce services.”  Arnett said that although the rule imposes conditions on affected companies, it virtually eliminates the agency’s ability and incentive to ensure compliance.
The Ohio EPA is holding a public hearing on the rule on April 21, 2005 at 6:30 p.m., in Building E, Assembly Center, 1st Floor of the Ohio Department of Natural Resources, 2045 Morse Road, Columbus, Ohio.

Ohio EPA is also taking public comments through April 22. Comments should be sent to Rick Carleski at Ohio EPA, (614) 728-1742, rick.carleski@epa.state.oh.us.
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