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Agency relaxes emissions monitoring amid pandemic
Sean Reilly, E&E News reporter
Published: Monday, April 20, 2020

EPA is finalizing an emergency power plant rule. Mrs. Gemstone/Flickr

EPA has taken emergency action to temporarily relax one facet of emissions monitoring at power
plants and other industrial facilities in the wake of the COVID-19 outbreak.

Under an interim final rule signed Friday by EPA chief Andrew Wheeler, the agency is waiving
quality assurance requirements for monitoring conducted for the acid rain program, the Cross-
State Air Pollution Rule and the program known in regulatory shorthand as the NOx SIP Call.

The rule, which is good for six months following publication in the Federal Register, "is
necessary during the COVID-19 national emergency to protect on-site power plant operators and
other essential personnel from unnecessary risk of exposure to the coronavirus," the text says.
Because plants will still have to report emissions data and comply with existing pollution limits,
the new rule "will not result in any harm to public health or the environment," according to EPA.

Some state regulators require employees to personally witness those quality assurance tests, a
policy that's now strained by social distancing requirements and other steps to limit the spread of
the novel coronavirus (Greenwire, April 13).

In addition, the rule says that monitoring audits and other "stack tests" are generally handled by
contractors who travel from plant to plant. "Under emergency conditions when travel or plant
access is restricted, it may be difficult or impossible for these outside personnel to perform or
observe testing at the previously scheduled times," the rule says.

Since the beginning of last month, nine power plant owners and two state agencies have voiced
concerns on that score, the rule says. Among other requirements to qualify for the waiver option,
companies must keep documentation and let EPA know when a test "is delayed and later
completed," an agency spokeswoman said in a statement.

Because of the circumstances, EPA did not provide advance notice of the rule or seek public
feedback on the rule, and the White House regulations office completed a standard review within
just four days, according to a government tracking website. Beside power plants, the new policy
could also apply to pulp and paper mills, steel manufacturers, and chemical plants, the rule says.
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