Kraft Pulp Mills: Neglected Under the Clean Air Act

The US is the world’s largest consumer and producer of paper products." This
industry sector is also a significant source of greenhouse gases. Within manufacturing,
the forest products industry was the third largest consumer of energy in 2006 (following
the petroleum and chemical industries).?> The pulp and paper industry emitted 57.7 MMT
CO.eq (million metric tons carbon dioxide equivalent) in 2004.%> Besides greenhouse
gases, the pulp and paper industry releases a variety of air pollutants that can harm human
health and well-being. These include particulate matter (PM), sulfur compounds,
nitrogen oxides (NOXx), and volatile organic compounds (VOCs).*

Kraft pulp mills “cook” wood chips down into a reduced form that can be used to
make paper. The first step in paper manufacturing is “pulping.” This is the processing of
wood chips to separate plant fibers, which are the raw material from which paper
products are made, from lignin, a glue-like material in wood that binds the fibers
together.”> Pulping can be completed mechanically, semi-chemically or chemically. The
“kraft” method utilizes chemical pulping and is the most common in the US, despite its
low yields (40-55%).° The kraft pulping process involves digesting wood chips in
chemical solutions at high temperatures and in turn “recovering” the chemicals from the
solution through a heating process. These steps produce heat, some of which is used to
generate energy for the milling process. This energy-intensive process produces
considerable amounts of greenhouse gas emissions.

Pulp processing also produces a staggering volume of other air pollutants. For
instance, every ton of air-dried pulp produced in 2002 by Kraft pulp mills generated
about 0.3-3 kg of reduced sulfur compounds; 75-150 kg of particulate matter; 0.5-30 kg
of sulfur oxides from black liquor oxidation; 1-3 kg of nitrogen oxides; and 15 kg of
VOCs from black liquor oxidation;?® and 6 kg of turpentine.’
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Recognizing the need to control air pollution from this industry, EPA created new
source performance standards (NSPS) under authority of the Clean Air Act (CAA) for
kraft pulp mills in 1978.° EPA reviewed these standards once in 1986 but has failed to
update them for the last 24 years.

Under section 111(b) of the CAA, EPA must not only set pollution emission
limitations for each new stationary source that “causes, or contributes significantly to, air
pollution which may reasonably be anticipated to endanger public health or welfare,*?
but must also review each NSPS at least every 8 years™ to ensure that industry practices
and new technology are implemented to achieve the greatest possible reductions in air
pollution from these sources. Furthermore, under section 111(d) of the CAA, EPA must
promulgate *“emissions guidelines” providing information on health impacts, pollutant
reductions, and technology options for reducing “designated air pollutants”** from
existing stationary sources.™ The first, last, and only emissions guidelines for kraft pulp
mills were published in 1979.%

Decades have passed since EPA last updated the performance standards and
emissions guidelines for pulp mills. Since then, technology has continued to improve, as
has our understanding of the health impacts of air pollutants, especially greenhouse gases.
The result is that much greater reductions in air pollution could and should be achieved
today than when these regulations were last promulgated. EPA is required by law to
protect the air we breathe and preserve a safe climate. This duty necessitates the
immediate revision of the performance standards for new pulp mills and emissions
guidelines for existing pulp mills.
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