Comment on SB 32 Scoping Update Public Health Workshop

I was unable to attend the Public Health workshop, so these comments are based on the workshop slides and my understanding from previous workshops where modeling was discussed.  I was extremely pleased to see the CARB staff presentation on broadening the potential public health impacts under consideration.  That's why I really hope I am wrong in my understanding of the scoping process because it appears to me that CARB's plan is to “act first and apologize later” by leading policymakers to select alternatives based on an inadequate health model and assessing the damage afterwards. 

Any review of the current literature on health and air quality makes it clear that the BenMAP model is out of date.  Its health impact accounting does not take into account findings over the past decade on the health impacts of low level pm2.5, which are so significant and well established that they  prompted the WHO to significantly lower its exposure standards (WHO, 2021).  The 2020 US expert review panel on pm2.5, convened and then disbanded by the Trump administration, came to similar conclusions and it is expected that the US NAAQS will be revised downward in the near future (IPMRP, 2020).  

An example of the consequences of ignoring our new understanding that the dose response curve for pm2.5 is non-linear, with greater increases in hospitalizations and mortality at lower levels of exposure, is the harm that would occur to rural residents with expansion of biomass combustion for “renewable” energy  or wildfire mitigation (WHO, 2021).  

BenMAP also does not include air quality impacts beyond heart and lung disease, although there is strong evidence that air pollution has other adverse health consequences such as low birth weight, premature birth, diabetes, and renal disease (Bekkar, 2020; Bragg-Gresham, 2018; Blum, 2018; Bowe, 2018; Gong, 2022; He, 2017, Mehta, 2016).   The prevalence of these conditions,  their disproportionate impact on environmental justice communities and their substantial contribution to health spending, morbidity and mortality cannot be ignored. The report of CalGEM's expert panel on the health impacts of residential proximity to oil wells is a good example of the relevance of these impacts to policy determining the timeline to end fossil fuel extraction (Shonkoff, 2021). 

Finally, BenMAP looks only at outdoor air quality.  Ignoring other important determinants of health  such as physical activity, access to green space, indoor air pollution from gas stoves, and the socioeconomic factors responsible for up to 80% of health status will lead at best to lost opportunities to improve public health and at worst to increased harm. As a positive example, urban greening has immediate quantifiable health benefits and promotes climate resilience ( Castillo, 2021).  On the negative side,  including biogas in the low carbon fuel standard doubles the profitability of confined dairy operations and increases nitrate contamination of drinking water (Harder, 2013; Smith, 2022).  In both of these examples, low income communities of color bear the brunt of failure to properly account for health impacts. 

CDPH's tool for modeling the health impacts of transportation policy,  the Integrated Transport and Health Impact Model, provides a good example of the hazards of failing to account for physical activity.   This is a mature model already used in policy analysis that should be included in modeling right away. A test case applying a statewide low carbon driving strategy which prioritizes EV adoption would save 34 lives a year due to improved air quality, while an active transportation strategy with expanded bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure would save 9 lives from clean air but prevent nearly 5000 deaths from chronic disease (CDPH, 2022)   Ignoring the impact of physical activity in modeling SB 32 alternatives would lead to the erroneous conclusion that electric vehicles save more lives than active transportation.  

I fully appreciate the urgent need for climate action but putting the cart before the horse will not get us where we need to go.  The model driving climate mitigation decision making must be up to date and comprehensive right out of the gate.  Research will always be ongoing but we already know enough to go beyond BenMAP.  There is quantitative data available for low level pm2.5 reduction, physical activity, green space, and gas to electric stove conversion and likely more (Castillo, 2021; Logue, 2013).   

Apologies to all if I have this wrong, but it looks like the quantitative modeling has already been done using BenMAP as the sole health yardstick.  The public health community asked for a broader approach after the Scenario Inputs Workshop in September 2021 at time when our request could have been incorporated into the model.  The timing of the Public Health Workshop just one month before the Modeling Results Workshop suggests that this is an empty exercise and tacking a health impact assessment on after the fact is not a remedy.   The modeling should be redone to include the broader list of health outcomes. Even it might take additional time and money, steering California's climate response off course with a bad model would cost far more. 

Sincerely, 

Wendy Ring MD, MPH

for Climate 911
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