ALBUQUERQUE'S
MULTI-FACETED AIR POLLUTION ISSUES

by
Larry J. Gordon, M.S., M.P.H.
‘ Director
Albuquerque Environmental Health Department

Albuquerque and Bernalillo County public officials have long exhibited
leadership regarding matters of environmental health in general, and air
pollution control specifically. Albuquerque was among the first communi-
tieé in the country to become interested in local control of air pollution
and indicated concern by enacting the city's first air pollution control
ordinance in 1954. Responsibility' for administering that ordinance was
vested in the then city Building and Inspection Department and no qualified
personnel were provided. In 1961, I requested the City Commission to enact
a new ordinance, transfer responsibility to the Environmental Health
Department, and provide a limited staff and budget for equipment, supplies,
and operating expenses. Concurrently, 1 requested the Bernalillo County
Commission to enact a similar ordinance. Those ordinances were enforced
vigorously and provided tools to prohibit wide-spread open-burning that was
occuring throughout the area and to gain paving of numerous dirt roads
which were creating significant dust problems. '

These two ordinances, archaic by today's standards, were the basis foi
significant control measures for certain pollutants. I also became con-
cerned, at this same time, regarding the need for a state-wide air pollu-
tion control law, inasmuch as air pollution knows no political boundaries
and many air pollution problems should be controlled on an area wide
basis. I first requested that a representative from Bernalillo County
introduce a bill, but he dropped sponsorship after being pressuréd by
various groups in.the state. During the next legislature, I requested a
senator from San Juan County to introduce a bill. He dropped sponsorship
after feeling the pressure from many of the same'gpoups. During the fol-
Towing legislative session, we requested a senator from Los Alamos County
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to introduce a bill. The bill was killed in the Senate Conservation Com-

‘mittee amid laughter that “air pollution in Lea County was green." By this

time, it was becoming obvious that states would be mandated by the United
States Congress to have air pollution control laws. A polluter-oriented
bi11 was drafted and submitted to the New Mexico Board of Public Health for
its endorsement. The Board was so pleased to note that authoriity for air

‘pollution control was to be given to the Board that members endorsed the

draft bill without bothering to read it or understand how ineffective it
was. This placed the Board and representatives of the then New Mexico
Department of Public Health in an ineffective position in terms of working
for an improved piece of legislation. I requested state Senator Bob Jones

. of Albuquerque to introduce a more effective bill. During the legislative

process, a committee substitute was developed after numerous meetings and
interchanges between the various parties and interests involved. The out-
come was the 1967 New Mexico Air Pollution Control Act.

The 1967 law voided all pre-existing local ordinances dealing with air
pollution. It also allowed a municipality within a Class A county
(Albuquerque/Bernalillo County) to enact a local ordinance creating an air
quality control board to be responsible for air pollution throughout the
city and county. Previously, I had administratively created the Metro-
politan Environmental Health Advisory Board, so the City and County
Commissions took action to make this board the Air Quality Control Board
for Albuquerque and Bernalillo County.

I have provided this background to indicate the interest and leader-
ship of Albuquerque officials for the past 30 years and their role in
controlling air pollution for some 13 years prior to the enactment of the
state law. Albuquerque and Bernalillo County elected off}cia1s still
exhibit a vital interest and leadership in matters of environmental health.
) Based on results of air analyses in 1977, the Mid Rio Grande Council
of Governments recommended that all of Bernalillo County become a
non-attainment area due to exceedences of the federal 9 ppm ambient air
standard for carbon monoxide. (I always take this opportunity to remind
people that carbon monoxide is only one aspect of our air pollution pro-
blem, that carbon monoxide is colorless and odorless, and we are not, at
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this point, talking about the issue of visible pollution in Albuquerque
better known as the "brown cloud.*

The issue of carbon monoxide problem definition and control has been
among one of the most controversial, most misunderstood, and most expensive
issues I have noted in 35 years as a public health professional. Opinion
regarding the problem, or lack of problem, has become polarized and I have
learned that ' doom and gloom' statements seem more acceptable than
public-health based facts. Many individuals have not been willing to deal
with the fact that carbon monoxide levels have been decreasing, nationally
as well as locally, whether or not an inspection and maintenance program is
in -place. Nationally, there has been more than a 30 percent decrease in
carbon monoxide levels due to new vehicle technology. I first became aware
of this national decrease after reading the January 16, 1985, report of the
United States Comptrol1er General, and concdrrent1y Tocal air pollution
personnel studies indicated the same type of local trends.

(Peoples beliefs change slowly and are amazingly persistent even in
the face of contrary evidence. Once formed, initial impressions tend to
structure the way subsequent evidence is interpreted. New evidence appears
reliable if it is consistent with one's initial belief. Contrary evidence
is dismissed as unreliable.)

On an annualized basis, some 95 percent of our carbon monoxide is
emitted by vehicles. However, during certain cold winter evenings when we
are most apt to have meteorological inversions and stagnations, as much as
30 percent of the carbon monoxide may be derived from wood burning.

Since 1977, the overall levels of carbon monoxide, as well as the
annual number of exceedences of the federal 8-hour standard, have notice-
ably deciined in Albuquerque. This fact is clearly ijllustrated in the

following graph.

KEY
SITE SITE SITE
NAME LOCATION TYPE
2E -Civic Plaza ~ Neighborhood
27 San Mateo & Montgomery Neighborhood
21E 2421 Mesilla NE Neighborhood
27K San Mateo & Menaul Maximum Roadway and

Intersection Concentration
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Plotted on the graph are the annual second highest 8-hour average
carbon monoxide readings for each approved carbon monoxide monitoring site
with two exceptions. First, the Coors and Corrales site has not been
included because it has been in service less than one year and the data
record is not complete at this time. The fire station site on Indian
School Road NE has also been excluded since it has never been an
EPA-approved site. Also, plotted on the graph are the total number of
exceedences per year of the federal 8-hour carbon monoxide standard at each
of the EPA-approved carbon monoxide sampling sites. '

Since federal regulations allow the 8-hour carbon monoxide standard to
be exceeded once per year at each monitoring site, the highest carbon
monoxide reading is eliminated. from the annual tally of exceedences at each
site. Therefore, the second-highest annual reading becomes the maximum
annual. reading for that site and is the starting point in tallying annual
exceedences.

. The data as shown on the graph clearly indicates that in recent years
both the number of annual exceedences and magnitude of the second highest
reading at each monitoring site is a great deal less than during the late
1970s or early 1980s. For example, in 1985 there were a total of 4 low
level exceedences of the federal 8-hour carbon monoxide standard comprising
a total of 32 hours. Compare that to 1979 with a total of 18 exceedences
comprising 144 hours, or in 1981 with 70 exceedences covering a total of
560 hours.

Carbon monoxide concentrations in Bernalillo County, as well as
nationally, continue to be significantly decreased by new vehicle fech-
nology as shown by EPA emissions models.

Most of the time the air quality in Albuquerque is well below the
federal standard for carbon monoxide. Typically, carbon monoxide levels
run 1-3 ppm for most of the year.

The 9 ppm federal air quality standard for carbon monoxide has itseif
been the subject of continuing scientific disputes. Much of the data for
establishing the standards were derived from studies by Aronow, and his
studies have been discredited and are no longer used by EPA. However, the
9 ppm standard is still in place and was reaffirmed by the EPA Administrator






