
 

EPA tightens mercury emissions limits at
coal power plants

April 5 2023, by Matthew Daly

  
 

  

Environmental Protection Agency administrator Michael Regan testifies before
the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee hearing to examine
President Joe Biden's proposed budget request for fiscal year 2024 for the
Environmental Protection Agency, on Capitol Hill, March 22, 2023, in
Washington. The Environmental Protection Agency is tightening rules that limit
emissions of mercury and other harmful pollutants from coal-fired power plants,
updating standards imposed more than a decade ago. Credit: AP Photo/Jose Luis
Magana. File
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The Environmental Protection Agency is tightening rules that limit
emissions of mercury and other harmful pollutants from coal-fired
power plants, updating standards imposed more than a decade ago.

The rules proposed Wednesday would lower emissions of mercury and
other toxic pollutants that can harm brain development of young children
and contribute to heart attacks and other health problems in adults.

The move follows a legal finding by EPA in February that regulating
toxic emissions under the Clean Air Act is "appropriate and necessary"
to protect the public health. The Feb. 17 finding reversed a move by
former President Donald Trump's administration to weaken the legal
basis for limiting mercury emissions.

The proposed rule will support and strengthen EPA's Mercury and Air
Toxics Standards, which have delivered a 90% reduction in mercury
emissions from power plants since they were adopted in 2012 under
former President Barack Obama, EPA Administrator Michael Regan
said.

"By leveraging proven, emissions-reduction measures available at
reasonable costs and encouraging new, advanced control technologies,
we can reduce hazardous pollution from coal-fired power
plants—protecting our planet and improving public health for all,"
Regan said in a statement.

The proposed rule is expected to become final next year, "ensuring
historic protections for communities across the nation, especially for our
children and our vulnerable populations," Regan said.

The new rule aims to eliminate up to 70% of mercury emissions and

2/6

https://www.epa.gov/stationary-sources-air-pollution/mercury-and-air-toxics-standards
https://www.epa.gov/stationary-sources-air-pollution/mercury-and-air-toxics-standards


 

other toxic pollutants such as lead, nickel and arsenic, while also
reducing fine dust from coal plant emissions.

The mercury rule is among several EPA regulations aimed at coal plants,
including proposals to restrict smokestack emissions that burden
downwindareas with smog, tighten limits on wastewater pollution and
toughen standards for fine particle pollution, more commonly known as
soot.

Biden has pledged to make the U.S. electricity sector carbon neutral by
2035, and stricter pollution standards have pushed electric plants to
replace coal and oil with natural gas, wind and solar power.

The EPA said the mercury rule would result in the likely retirement of
500 megawatts of power by 2028—an amount produced by a single large
plant—but a spokesman for the National Mining Association called that
number "grossly underestimated.''

The mercury rule "is one piece of a larger agenda to force retirements of
well-operating coal plants,'' said Conor Bernstein, a spokesman for the
mining group. "The cumulative effect of EPA's agenda is a less reliable
and increasingly expensive supply of electricity as the nation continues
to struggle with energy-driven inflation.''
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Emissions from a coal-fired power plant are silhouetted against the setting sun in
Kansas City, Mo., Feb. 1, 2021. The Environmental Protection Agency is
tightening rules that limit emissions of mercury and other harmful pollutants
from coal-fired power plants, updating standards imposed more than a decade
ago. Credit: AP Photo/Charlie Riedel, File

Regan did not attend a news briefing Wednesday, but he said last year
that industry should "take a look at this suite of rules all at once and say,
'Is it worth doubling down on investments in this current facility? Or
should we look at the cost and say no, it's time to pivot and invest in a
clean energy future?' "

If some plants decide that investments in new technologies are not worth
the cost " and you get an expedited retirement, that's the best tool for
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reducing greenhouse gas emissions," Regan said at a March 2022 energy
industry conference.

Coal-fired power plants are the largest single man-made source of
mercury pollutants, which enter the food chain through fish and other
items that people consume. Mercury can affect the nervous system and
kidneys; the World Health Organization says fetuses are especially
vulnerable to birth defects via exposure in a mother's womb.

Environmental and public health groups praised the EPA proposal,
saying it protects Americans, especially children, from some of the most
dangerous forms of air pollution.

"There is no safe level of mercury exposure, and while we have made
significant progress advancing clean energy, coal-fired power plants
remain one of the largest sources of mercury pollution,'' said Holly
Bender, senior director of energy campaigns for the Sierra Club.

"It's alarming to think that toxic pollutants from coal plants can build up
in places like Lake Michigan,'' where many Americans camp and swim
during the summer, "and where people fish to feed their families,''
Bender said. "Our kids deserve to live and play in a healthy, safe
environment.''

The Edison Electric Institute, which represents investor-owned electric
companies, said it was reviewing details of the EPA proposal, but added
that its members "have fully and successfully implemented the Mercury
and Air Toxics Standards" for 11 years, "resulting in dramatically
reduced mercury and related emissions" from U.S. power plants.

"We look forward to continuing to work with" EPA to ensure the final
standard "is consistent with our industry's ongoing clean energy
transformation," said Emily Fisher, the group's executive vice president
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of clean energy,

Sen. Shelley Moore Capito, R-W.Va., took a more combative approach,
saying Biden's administration "continues to wage war on coal and
affordable, reliable energy by issuing unnecessary regulations intended
to drive down electricity production from our nation's baseload power
resources.''

Capito, the top Republican on the Senate Environment Committee and a
fierce champion of coal produced by her home state, said Biden "has
again put politics over sound policy. With one job-killing regulation
after another, the EPA continues to threaten the livelihoods of those in
West Virginia and other energy-producing communities across the
country.''

Mindful of such criticism, the White House said this week it is making
$450 million available for solar farms and other clean energy projects at
the site of current or former coal mines, part of Biden's efforts to
combat climate change. Up to five projects nationwide will be funded
through the 2021 infrastructure law, the White House said Tuesday.

© 2023 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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