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Republican Members of Congress already are criticizing the Environmental Protection Agency’s proposed 
power plant carbon pollution standards, claiming that it will cost too much to address climate change.  
House Speaker John Boehner called the proposal “nuts” and claimed that it “would … cause a surge in 
electricity bills.”1   Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell described the proposal as a “massive big-
government boondoggle.”2  Rep. Ed Whitfield, the Chairman of the Subcommittee on Energy and Power, 
said EPA’s “draconian proposal is unlike anything ever proposed” and “aims to effectively end coal use in 
America.”3  

These doomsday claims about the costs of clean air are nothing new.  The history of the Clean Air Act is a 
history of exaggerated claims by industry that have never come true.  The reality is that over the past 40 
years, the Clean Air Act has produced tremendous public health benefits while supporting America’s 
economic growth.   

The Clean Air Act’s Track Record.  Since its adoption in 1970, the Clean Air Act has reduced key air 
pollutants by over 70%, while the economy has more than tripled in size.4  These pollution reductions save 
lives and improve public health, particularly among children and senior citizens.  In 2010 alone, the Clean 
Air Act prevented over 160,000 premature deaths, 130,000 cases of heart disease, and 1.7 million asthma 
attacks, as well as 86,000 hospital admissions and millions of respiratory illnesses.5 

The Clean Air Act has also made the United States a world leader in pollution control technology.  In 2008, 
the U.S. pollution control industry generated $300 billion in revenues and $44 billion in exports and 
supported over 1.5 million jobs.6 

The benefits of Clean Air Act programs have consistently outweighed the costs of pollution reduction by 
substantial margins.  In a recent report to Congress, OMB found that major rules promulgated by the EPA 
between 2003 and 2013 had the highest benefits of major rules promulgated by any agency in that period.  
In aggregate, the 34 major rules promulgated by EPA had benefits between $165 billion and $850 billion, 
compared to costs of just $38 billion to $46 billion.7  By 2020, the economic benefit of reducing air 
pollution is estimated at almost $2 trillion dollars, exceeding the costs by 30 to 1.8 

Industry’s History of Exaggerating Costs.  Throughout the history of revisions to the Clean Air Act, 
industry has made claims that cleaning up air pollution would impose huge costs and harm our economy.  
Over and over again, those claims have turned out to be simply wrong.  

The 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments were replete with industry scare tactics.  Electric utilities fighting the 
new market-based acid rain provisions in the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments estimated that the cost of an 
“allowance,” the right to emit one ton of sulfur dioxide, would range between $1,000 and $1,500.  In fact, 
the cost of an SO2 allowance in 1995 was less than $150, an order of magnitude less than industry 
estimated.9 

In January 1990, DuPont testified that accelerating the phase-out of ozone-depleting chlorofluorocarbons 
(CFCs) to July 1, 1996, would cause “severe economic and social disruption.”10  The Air-Conditioning and 
Refrigeration Institute testified that it was “certain” that “the large installed inventory which we depend 
upon in this country cannot survive. … We will see shutdowns of refrigeration equipment in supermarkets. 
… We will see shutdowns of chiller machines, which cool our large office buildings, our hotels, and 



hospitals.”11  In fact, the phase-out of CFC production was accelerated to December 31, 1995, with none of 
the severe dislocation predicted by industry.  To their credit, DuPont and other companies helped make the 
accelerated phase-out possible by rapidly developing alternatives to CFCs.  

In May 1989, Ford Motor Company testified that “we just do not have the technology to comply” with the 
first tier of new tailpipe standards in the 1990 Amendments, not even with technology “on the horizon.”12  
In fact, the motor vehicle industry began making vehicles that met the new standards in 1993.  Engineers 
for the car companies now say the new standards triggered the development of sophisticated engine-control 
equipment, resulting in three benefits once thought incompatible:  lower pollution, more power, and better 
fuel economy.  

In October 1990, Mobil Corporation opposed the new Clean Air Act requirements for reformulated 
gasoline, writing that “the technology to meet these standards simply does not exist today” and predicting 
“major supply disruptions.”13  In fact, reformulated gasoline requirements went into effect in 1995 in the 
nation’s most polluted cities, without significant supply disruptions.  

House Republicans’ Record of Unfounded Claims.  Despite the Clean Air Act’s 40-year record of 
success, Republicans in Congress have continued to claim erroneously that the nation cannot afford cleaner 
air and a safer climate.  In April 2011, Republicans in Congress voted to block the new fuel economy 
standards established by the Obama Administration, arguing that they would price Americans out of the 
new car market.14  Rep. Darrell Issa, Chairman of the House Oversight and Government Reform 
Committee, claimed that fuel economy standards would “hurt American consumers by forcing them to 
drive more expensive and less safe automobiles.”15 In fact, cars sales are rising, consumers are saving 
money, and consumer choice has been preserved.16  

In October 2011, Republicans in Congress voted to block the Obama EPA from promulgating new mercury 
standards for power plants, saying the rules would cost jobs, raise electricity prices, and lead to 
blackouts.17  Rep. Ed Whitfield called it “disastrous to our economy.”18 In fact, implementation has been 
proceeding successfully.  Utilities are installing pollution controls, switching to cleaner fuels, and retiring 
old inefficient plants.  Rolling blackouts have not occurred.  

In 2012, Rep. Fred Upton, the Chairman of the Committee on Energy and Commerce described EPA’s rule 
to reduce interstate air pollution as “just one of several new EPA rules targeting America’s power sector 
that together will cost our economy tens of billions of dollars and put thousands of jobs at risk.”19  Rep. Ed 
Whitfield, the Chairman of the Subcommittee on Energy and Power, called the regulation “a costly and far-
reaching rule that has already cost jobs.”20  When the Supreme Court upheld the rule this spring, Rep. 
Whitfield told reporters the rule “will drive up energy costs and threaten jobs and electric reliability.”21  
But these claims are also proving untrue.  Tom Fanning, CEO of Southern Company, a large coal-burning 
utility, has said the rule “will have a relatively minor effect” and require only “minimal” spending.22  John 
McManus, vice president of environmental services at American Electric Power, another large coal-
burning utility, said the rule would have “no immediate impact on power plants” or “change our plans for 
our coal-fueled power generation fleet.”23 

The President’s Clean Power Plan.  Now Republicans in Congress are raising the false specter of job 
losses and high economic costs to try to block the President from implementing his clean power plan to 
curb power plant carbon pollution.  The history of the Clean Air Act shows that they are wrong: we can 
have both a clean environment and a strong economy.  The President’s plan to reduce carbon pollution 
from power plants will achieve cleaner air, better health, affordable costs, and new economic opportunities. 
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