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Ignorance is bliss, but knowledge is pow-
er. That’s the crux of a battle brewing in
Washington regulatory and policy circles
about the future of the national Toxics Re-
lease Inventory (TRI). Created by Con-
gress in 1986 in the wake of a catastrophic
release of toxic chemicals at a Union Car-
bide plant in Bhopal, India, the TRI is the
bedrock of fede mght-to “know laws that

rovide' communities nationwide with in-
ormation about chemicals that are naf
cessed and released by large mdust fa-
cilities in their neighborhoods.

On its face, the TRI appears to be little
more than a bureaucratic accounting sys-
tem. The concept behind this regulatory
tool is simple: Large firms that emit a
threshold volume of chemicals must report
to the US. Environmental Protection
Agency their own estimates of pollutant
releases into the air, ground and water-
ways. The breadth of this reportable infor-
mation is narrow: While there are an esti-
mated 80,000 chemicals currently ap-
proved for commercial use, the TRI
program tracks only about 650 of these

Proposed changes would severely
undermine public access to
information and set back regulatory
efforts to reduce toxic emissions.

Despite this hmltatlon, the TRI is per-
haps one of the most successful regulatory
tools promulgated by EPA in over a dec-
ade. OMB Watch recently reported that
since 1988, disposals or releases of the
original 299 reportable chemicals have
dropped by close to 60 percent. This is in
part due to voluntary reductions by firms
that wanted to avoid the bad PR associated

with being at the top of the list of pollutant.

emitters.

Indeed, the database and its accessibility
to the public are the keys to its success.
TRI is now used by environmental groups,
community-based organizations, industry
managers, state and federal regulatory
agencies, attorneys, investment managers
and the media. With annual reporting, TRI

data has been leveraged to educate and

mobilize the public about so-called bad ac-
tors — those facilities with persistently
high emissions of some of the most toxic
pollutants. Industry, on the other hand, has
used the database to assess and improve
its own performance as evidenced by some
impressive emissions reductions over the
years.
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The Toxics Release Inventory program was Iaunched in response to a 1984 chemical
disaster in Bhopal, India, where a skull painted on a wall serves as a grim reminder.



In short, TRI is information-based regu-
lation at its best. The program spurs mar-
ket forees to promote better environmen-
tal performance without cumbersome,
complex command and control regulations
or emissions reduction irements.

. Unfortunately, the EPA is working to
overhaul the program in a way that would
severely undermine public access to infor-
mation and set back regulatory efforts to
promote toxics-use reduction. -

-Proposed changes would switch emis-
sions reporting to every two years rather
than every year and would exempt some
facilities from ‘having to quantify the

amount of pollutants they release by in- -
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creasing tenfold the required reporting
threshold from 500 to' 5,000 pounds of
emitted pollutants.

~ While the rationale involves cost reduc-
tion, the new standard hardly meets a
market test: This approach is the equiva-
lent of reporting corporate earnings per-
formance every other year, which is why
many sectors of the business community
have strongly opposed changes in the TRI
program. ’

- There is even more concern by environ-
mentalists who worry that the off-years for
ne%orting will create an incentive for a sort
of biennial emission fiesta. Why clean up in
2006 when you can wait until 2007, tﬁen

-st%p back up pollution one short year lat-

er?

The TRI also has been an essential tool
for tracking environmental justice con-
cerns. This past week, the Associated
Press released results from its analysis es-

- timating the community health risks posed

" by TRI emissions. The results showed that
. African-Americans are 79 percent more
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. likely than whites to live in neighborhoods

where industrial pollution is suspected of
posing the greatest health danger.

In California, EPA’s proposed changes
to the TRI could have critical implications
for environmental justice. Nearly 60 ZIP
codes would lose a significant amount of
pollution emission information due to

changing reporting irements, with
over half of these tracts having at least 45
percent minority residents and a large pro-

rtion of people living below the poverty
ine. Many of these communities, including
some near high-tech but often toxic pro-
duction facilities in. Silicon Valley, have

- been the epicenter of environmental jus-

tice campaigns to hold firms accountable
for the impact of their facility operations
on surrounding communities. :

In one sense, this is part of the Bush ad-
ministration’s broader war on sciénce. But
it also works against the community-level
and market-driven empowerment that the
Bush administration purports to support.
By weakening reporting requirements for
the TRI, EPA undermines the foundation .
of right-to-know legislation that has al-
lowed communities- to protect public
health while allowing industry to improve
its performance. Ignorance, we would ar-
gue, is not bliss; it’s just ignorance.



