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S M A RT R EG U L AT I O N B R I E F
New Ozone Regulations

Rather than Chase Unattainable Reductions, Help Communities Meet the Current Standard
A Smarter Approach Would Deliver Real Benefits, Without Stifling Economic Activity

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has proposed lowering the current ozone air quality standard of 75 parts per 
billion (ppb) to a level within the range of 65 – 70 ppb and is expected to issue a final rule as early as October.

REGULATIONS REACH POINT OF DIMINISHING RETURNS

• A Success Story: Average U.S. ground-level ozone concentrations 
decreased by 33 percent between 1980 and 2013, with a 
notable decline after 2002.

• Hitting the Wall: Regulations have driven down the national 
average to 67 ppb, a concentration that approaches background 
levels in many regions, making further reductions less feasible.

• Challenges in the West: Concentrations are increasingly affected 
by ozone reaching the western United States from Asia and 
naturally occurring ozone “intrusions” from the upper levels of 
the atmosphere.

• Work Needed to Reach Current Standard: 122 million Americans 
live in regions that are not in attainment with the existing 
standard of 75 ppb.

A more stringent standard would cast many additional regions 
into nonattainment status and …

NONATTAINMENT EQUALS ECONOMIC PAIN

• 4.8% Productivity Penalty: Emitting plants located in 
nonattainment areas experienced a 4.8 percent decline in 
total factor productivity. (Michael Greenstone  — former chief 
economist for President Obama’s Council of Economic Advisors 
— et al., Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2012)

• 20% Lost Worker Earnings: Following a nonattainment 
designation, the average worker in a regulated sector 
experienced a total earnings loss equal to 20 percent of his 
or her preregulatory earnings. (W. Reed Walker, University of 
California, Berkeley, 2013)

• 9% Capital Flight: U.S.-based multinational firms increased their 
foreign production by 9 percent and their foreign assets by 5 
percent in response to tougher clean air regulations. (Rema 
Hanna, Harvard University, 2010)

(continued on back)

Focus resources on achieving more widespread 
attainment with the current standard;

Provide states with flexibility to address unique 
regional circumstances; and

Modify current law to lengthen the five-year 
review schedule to a more realistic 10 or more 
years, and allow the consideration of costs and 
feasibility in setting standards.

The United States has reached the point of 
diminishing returns: Further reductions in ground-
level ozone concentrations will become difficult 
or impossible to achieve in many areas, even after 
costly reductions in emissions of compounds that 
lead to ozone formation.

By lowering the ozone standard to levels at or 
near background, EPA will require many local 
communities to chase the unachievable — at 
any and all cost and using nonexistent control 
technologies.

EPA has not fully implemented the 2008 standard of 
75 ppb. A smarter approach would focus resources 
on attaining the current standard, rather than 
chasing a new standard that is impossible to attain.

Key Points

Business Roundtable 
Recommendations

3

3

3

1.

3.

2.



By significantly lowering the ozone standard, EPA will require many local communities to achieve the unachievable at 
any and all cost an using nonexistent technology. Clean air regulations need to be modernized to reflect current realities, 
which will enable meaningful progress on improving air quality in the coming decades and preserve public and political 
support for the Clean Air Act.

A TIGHTER OZONE STANDARD = WIDESPREAD NONATTAINMENT

NONATTAINMENT AREAS UNDER CURRENT 75 PPB STANDARD

AREAS WITH OZONE LEVELS THAT CURRENTLY EXCEED 65 PPB*

Areas designated as 
nonattainment under current 
75 ppb standard

Monitored areas that would 
violate a 65 ppb standard

Unmonitored areas violating 
a 65 ppb standard based on 
spatial interpolation

*Based on three-year period from 2011 to 2013.
Source: URS Corporation (Jul 2014). Calculations based on EPA 2011 – 2013 
Air Trends data, as cited by National Association of Manufacturers, 
www.nam.org/Issues/Ozone-Regulations. 

Source: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.  EPA Greenbook, 8-Hr Ozone 
Non-Attainment Areas. Accessed on February 2, 2015. 
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