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Attorney General Brown petitions EPA to 
regulate aircraft emissions
Jane Kay, Chronicle Environment Writer
Wednesday, December 5, 2007

Air travel contributes to global warming, and the U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency should curb carbon 

dioxide and other greenhouse gases emitted from 

airplanes, according to petitions expected to be filed today by California, four other states and three 

environmental groups.

California Attorney General Jerry Brown and the other petitioners want the EPA to start imposing tough 

limits on plane emissions within six months. The federal government now does not regulate greenhouse 

gas emissions from aircraft or any other vehicles, including cars and trucks.

"Global warming is such a big challenge that wherever we can reduce greenhouse gases, we must do so. 

The EPA has abdicated its responsibility in this area for years, and it won't do its job until it's legally 

required to do so," Brown said Tuesday.

Brown said it is "rather shocking that states and citizens have to go to court to do what the EPA is paid to 

do."

Aircraft account for up to 12 percent of greenhouse gas emissions produced by the U.S. transportation 

sector, according to the EPA. And without stricter emissions controls, it will only get worse: By 2025, U.S. 

air traffic is expected to rise by 60 percent, according to the Federal Aviation Administration.

Because planes travel miles above Earth's surface, they have a disproportionate impact on climate change, 

scientists say. Gases and particles more potently form ozone, a greenhouse gas, when released in the upper

troposphere and lower stratosphere than when emitted on the ground, they say.

In addition, the pollutants and water vapor discharged high in the atmosphere can alter greenhouse gas 

concentrations. The vapor can cause formation of condensation trails, or contrails, and heat-trapping 

cirrus clouds, which many scientists believe accelerate the warming effect.

The petitions are directed at EPA Administrator Stephen Johnson. On Tuesday, the agency issued a 

statement saying it would review the petitions when it received them. Federal law allows the agency 180 

days to respond.

The EPA statement also noted that the United States has invested more than $37 billion on science, 

technology and tax incentive programs relating to climate change. Voluntary programs such as Energy Star

have prevented millions of tons of greenhouse gas emissions, it said.
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Today's petitions are the most recent attempt by environmental groups and some states, including 

California, to force the EPA to do more to combat global warming. In October, California filed a petition 

with the EPA urging it to regulate greenhouse gas emissions from ships. The state has been fighting in 

court for years to defend its law that regulates carbon dioxide emissions from cars and trucks sold in the 

state.

In 2005, the EPA tightened its emissions limits on nitrogen oxides for new commercial aircraft engines, 

coming into alignment with the United Nations' International Civil Aviation Organization's international 

standards for conventional pollutants. Nitrogen oxides, along with other pollutants, produce ozone.

The international group doesn't have limitations on carbon dioxide. Last month, the European Parliament 

gave preliminary approval to require reductions in carbon dioxide from airplanes flying out of Europe 

beginning in 2011.

In a companion petition, three environmental groups - Friends of the Earth, Oceana and the Center for 

Biological Diversity - argue that the EPA could effectively reduce aircraft pollution by requiring short-term 

changes in how airplanes operate and encouraging long-term investment in new technology.

"Aviation greenhouse gas emissions are increasing faster than voluntary improvements in fuel efficiency," 

said Alice Thomas, an attorney with Earthjustice, the San Francisco legal group that filed the petition on 

behalf of the environmental groups.

Some changes in aircraft operations that could occur now include reducing how long planes are allowed to 

idle, using only one engine when taxiing and better controlling engine thrusts during takeoffs and 

landings.

Airlines could use improved technology and design to reduce the weight and drag of their planes, which 

would reduce the use of fuel. Airplanes could be lightened and streamlined if they were made using 

lightweight composite materials and differently designed wings and propellers, the environmentalists' 

petition said.

That petition cites strides in aeronautic research, including the new Boeing 787 Dreamliner that will be in 

the air beginning next year. The plane is made of lightweight carbon composite, uses some new engine 

technologies and is 20 percent more fuel efficient than aircraft of similar size, the petition said.

It's clear that the federal government has authority to regulate aircraft, particularly under a recent U.S. 

Supreme Court ruling, the petitions say. In April, the court ruled that under the Clean Air Act, the EPA can 

regulate any pollutant that contributes to "air pollution which may reasonably be anticipated to endanger 

public health or welfare."

Already global warming poses "serious threats to public health and welfare," including an anticipated 

decrease in water supplies in California, which leads the nation in the production of fresh vegetables and 

specialty crops, the state's petition said.

California faces an increase in wildfires, more frequent and more intense heat waves and smog, as well as a

decrease in tourism that depends on its snowpack and healthy forests, it said.
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Pennsylvania, New Jersey, New Mexico, Connecticut and Washington, D.C., and New York City officials 

plan to file similar petitions with the EPA Wednesday.

Online resources

Read the state's petition to the epa:

www.sfgate.com/ZBSD

Read the environmental groups' petition:

www.sfgate.com/ZBSE

Get involved

Want to make a comment regarding emissions of greenhouse gases from aircraft? Call the offices of EPA 

chief Stephen Johnson at (202) 564-4700 or e-mail johnson.stephen@epa.gov or 

climatechange@epa.gov.

You can write to the agency at 1200 Pennsylvania Ave. N.W., Washington, DC 20460.

E-mail Jane Kay at jkay@sfchronicle.com.
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