November 13, 2006

Clerk of the Board

Air Resources Board

1001 I Street, 23rd Floor

Sacramento, CA  95814

By regular mail and fax: (916) 322-3928

Re: Support of reduction of VOC levels for automotive aerosol cleaning products to 10%--November 16-17, 2006 public hearing.
Dear Air Resources Board:

The staff of the California Air Resources Board (ARB) is recommending that the volatile organic compound (VOC) limits for automotive aerosol cleaning products in the Consumer Products Regulation be reduced to 10% for the categories of brake cleaning, general purpose degreasing, engine degreasing and carburetor and fuel injection system cleaning.  The matter will be addressed in public hearing on November 16 and 17, 2006.
WorkSafe Inc. urges the Air Resources Board to:

1. Adopt the VOC limit of 10%; and,

2. Accelerate the deadline from December 31, 2008 to January 1, 2007.  

 

WorkSafe, Inc. is a non-profit organization that focuses on occupational safety and health.  It comprises two projects, WorkSafe Law Center and WORKSAFE!.  WorkSafe Law Center is a legal services support project which focuses on California’s most vulnerable workers and provides advocacy support, technical assistance, and training to qualified legal services programs about the effective use of workplace and environmental health and safety laws and remedies.  WORKSAFE! is a coalition of labor and community groups, individual workers, occupational safety and health and other professionals, environmentalists and other interested persons dedicated to promoting safety and health in the workplace and preserving the health of all Californians.
I. VOC’s in auto cleaning products are dangerous.
Putting a tough cap on emissions of VOC's for automotive aerosols helps everyone, including workers at auto repair shops, and there are a lot of them in California. According to the Bureau of Automotive Repair, it licenses more than 40,000 auto repair dealers in California.  That number does not take into account repair shops or businesses that may operate unlicensed but which are also emitting toxic chemicals.
VOC-laden products are used in many small businesses located near residential areas and thus contribute to poor air quality in neighborhoods that deserve better.  Besides the obvious benefit to the community at large and adjacent neighborhoods, many of which are low income and communities of color, reducing the VOC content of auto shop cleaning and degreasing products will help protect the health of automotive shop workers who are directly and significantly impacted by these VOC’s every day. 

 

For instance, the VOC n-hexane is used in cleaning and repairing automobile parts.  Repeated over-exposure to n-hexane (probably for months) can damage nerves and cause numbness in the feet, legs, hands, and arms.  Muscles may become weak and in severe cases there may be muscle shrinking and paralysis.  Acute neurological effects of n-hexane include dizziness, loss of appetite, giddiness, sleepiness. HESIS Health Hazard Advisory, n-Hexane Use in Vehicle Repair (June 2001).  
Benzene is another VOC that is used in auto repair and cleaner products and whose reduction would benefit the health of workers and community members living next to repair shops.  A 2004 French study suggested that living next door to a gas station or auto repair shop may be associated with an increased risk of childhood leukemia.   Previous studies have shown a clear association between the occupational exposure to benzene and acute leukemia in adults.  Occupational and Environmental Medicine, Acute childhood luekeamia and environmental exposure to potential sources of benzene and other hydrocarbons; a case-control study, C Steffen, MF Auclerc, et al., September 2004, http://oem.bmjjournals.com.

Reducing VOC content of auto parts cleaners and degreasers will reduce community members’ and workers’ exposure to dangerous chemicals such as n-Hexane and benzene and should be a high priority for this agency.

II. Because there are already safer alternatives to VOC-laden auto cleaning products, the time to act is now.

The fact that that auto repair facilities are currently using the lower-VOC alternatives shows that cleaner and effective practices and products are possible and available now.  Some auto repair facilities are using water-based cleaners, soy based cleaners and acetone based cleaners.  Many of the dealerships in the South Coast Basin have been using 100 % acetone aerosol products for the last few years.  These products have essentially zero VOC.  In Southern California, where stringent VOC regulations apply to materials used in equipment, numerous auto repair facilities are using water-based brake cleaning systems.
Businesses who have voluntarily reduced their VOC emissions will stand to gain when the competitive playing field is leveled and other businesses are required to do what some businesses have already done voluntarily.

There is no need to wait until December 31, 2008 to implement the 10% VOC limit.  The sooner the better for already compliant businesses.  The sooner the better for the health of workers and communities.    Therefore, we suggest accelerating the implementation date to January 1, 2007. 

III. Illness is costly.

In its recommendation, the ARB staff discusses the “Economic Impacts” of reducing the VOC content limit to 10% in auto repair products, but it fails to discuss the individual, employer, and societal costs that are saved in avoiding illness.
The cost of chronic illness, including those at least partially attributable to toxic environmental exposures, is almost immeasurable.  For instance, as reported in the Journal of the American Medical Association,

 In 1987, 90 million Americans were living with chronic conditions, 39 million of whom were living with more than 1 chronic condition. Over 45% of non-institutionalized Americans had 1 or more chronic conditions and their direct health care costs accounted for three fourths of US health care expenditures. Total costs projected to 1990 for people with chronic conditions amounted to $659 billion--$425 billion for direct health care costs and $234 billion in indirect costs. Because the number of persons with limitations due to chronic conditions is more regularly reported in the literature, the total prevalence of chronic conditions has perhaps been minimized. The majority of persons with chronic conditions are not disabled, nor are they elderly. Chronic conditions affect all ages. Because persons with chronic conditions have greater health needs at any age, their costs are disproportionately high.

C. Hoffman, D. Rice and H. Y. Sung, Institute for Health and Aging at the University of California, San Francisco, USA, “Persons with chronic conditions: their  prevalence and costs,” Journal of the American Medical Association  (1996) November 13;276(18):1473-1479.  

In one year in the state of Massachusetts, direct costs of cancers in children that are at least partially environmentally attributable are estimated to range from $8,200,000 to as high as $147,600,000.  “Direct costs” include medical costs, home and institutional care, lost parental earnings, and special education.
These figures do not even touch on what is arguably the immeasurable cost of loss of life due to chronic illnesses such as leukemia; however, the US Environmental Protection Agency has estimated the value of a human life at $6.1 million.  Rachel Massey, Frank Ackerman, Global Development and Environment Institute, Working Paper No. 03-09, Costs of Preventable Childhood Illness: The Price We Pay for Pollution, September 2003.

IV. Conclusion
We urge the Air Resources Board to act in deference to the health and safety of residents who live near, and workers who work in, auto repair shops.  There is no better time than now to reduce the VOC content limit to 10% for auto parts degreasers and cleaners.  There is no better time to shift to safer and healthier ways of doing business.

Please feel free to contact us at (510) 302-1011 or cporter@worksafe-cosh.org.

Yours truly,

Catherine Porter, Staff Attorney
Mandy Hawes, Esq., Board Co-Chair
WorkSafe
David Pallack, Director of Litigation

Josh Stehlik, Supervising Attorney, Community Development Unit

Neighborhood Legal Services of Los Angeles County

Betty Hung, Directing Attorney, Employment Law Unit


Legal Aid Foundation of Los Angeles

