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SUBJECT:  
Air Quality Programs Briefing:  Greenhouse Gases/Global Climate Change, and Community Design/Air Quality
BACKGROUND:

The Natural Resources and Utilities Committee, through its review of assigned elements of the county’s proposed Comprehensive Plan revisions, undertook a review of the air quality functions of the county.  In the course of that review, issues related to the role of the county in air pollution control efforts, the relationship of air quality to public health, the impact of community design on air quality, the threat of global climate change, and other elements emerged as appropriate points of consideration for further committee review.
The county does not have direct regulatory authority or responsibility for air pollution control; that role is given by state and federal law to the Puget Sound Clean Air Agency (PSCAA).  The county’s role is one of impacting air emissions by means of procurement, education, encouragement, support, and other indirect means.  The county also can limit emissions from its own operations, through low-emissions fleets, pollution-sensitive building practices, and similar strategies.  Finally, the county can utilize land use and transportation strategies to minimize harmful emissions, by encouraging transportation alternatives and development patterns that result in less vehicle miles traveled and the related emissions reductions. 

While there has been major regional progress in achieving national standards for a number of pollutants--including carbon monoxide, nitrogen dioxide, sulfur dioxide, and lead—others, such as ozone and small particulates, remain as major concerns.  Additionally, diesel exhaust and greenhouse gases have emerged as priority concerns which have the potential to affect the wellbeing of county residents. 
In response to existing and new air quality concerns, the county has undertaken the following efforts:

· Preparation of an inventory of air pollutants and greenhouse gas emissions from King County government operations; 

· Use of ultra-low sulfur diesel fuel and retrofits in transit vehicles; 

· Use of fuel cells at the Renton Wastewater Treatment Plant; 

· Study of the relationship between land use planning and transportation, and the consequent impacts on air quality.

The county’s recommended comprehensive plan, now being considered by the council, includes the following policies related to air quality:
· Reduction of ozone, fine particulates and toxic emission should be first priority, followed by greenhouse gas emissions;

· Emissions from motorized vehicles and other fuel-burning engines should be the primary focus for emissions reduction, in light of their contribution to priority air quality concerns;

· Efforts in support of a reduction in automobile use should include increased transit service, ridesharing, and innovative pricing programs to capture the true cost of driving;

· Improving vehicle efficiency and cleaner fuels and fuel switching should be supported;

· Reduction in emissions from wood burning should be emphasized;

· Support for energy efficiency in the supply of natural gas- or coal-derived electrical energy, as well as mitigation for carbon dioxide emission from such power plants should be encouraged;

· Evaluation of King County’s maintenance and operations and procurement practices to reduce emissions should be pursued;

· Promotion of community design that enables walking, bicycling and public transit should be supported.

The Natural Resources and Utilities Committee review of the proposed Air Quality element of the Comprehensive Plan resulted in strengthening the Plan through greater emphasis on the importance of air quality to public health; the need for partnerships between public and private interests in addressing air quality concerns; and the critical concern of global climate change--and the contribution of greenhouse gases to that concern.  
Today’s briefing will include an outline of air programs and services of the county; that will be followed by a focus on the relationship between community design and air quality, as well as the impacts of greenhouse gases on climate change.
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