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Lowering the PM2.5 NAAQS Would Severely Harm 
Forest Products Industry Jobs & Competitiveness
Background
The Clean Air Act, which was last amended in 1990, requires the 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to set National Ambient Air 
Quality Standards (NAAQS) for six principal pollutants, including fine 
particulate matter (PM2.5).
On January 27, 2023, EPA published a proposed Rule to revise the 
annual PM2.5 standard from its current level of 12 micrograms/cubic 
meter (ug/m3) to within a lower range of 8 to 11 ug/m3, with a preferred 
range of 9 or 10 ug/m3. Under current EPA practice, the new standards 
would apply immediately, even in cleaner attainment areas, giving 
industry and state regulators no time to plan for the new standards.
This PM NAAQS would severely harm U.S. forest products manufacturing and other industries.
EPA has never before proposed to lower the PM NAAQS so close to background (ambient) levels (the U.S. average 
is 8 ug/m3). Even in cleaner attainment areas, setting the standard so close to background levels means there 
would not be sufficient “permit headroom” (the difference between the standard and background) to obtain a 
permit. This not only threatens modernization projects in the forest products industry and many other industries; 
it ultimately threatens U.S. manufacturing competitiveness and high-paying jobs across our country. This would 
severely undermine President Biden’s promise to grow and reshore U.S. manufacturing jobs. 

Lowering the PM2.5 NAAQS close 
to background levels would be 
catastrophic for the U.S. forest 
products industry, and many other 
industries, and must be avoided. A 
three-year effective date is essential 
at any level so EPA can develop a 
workable implementation plan.

Current PM2.5 NAAQS (12 μg/m3)  
Leaves room for economic growth

Immediate Impact of PM2.5 NAAQS at 9.0 μg/m3  
New or expanded projects may become too costly or 

unachievable in red and pink colored areas
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The Rule does not address major sources of PM2.5.
Most PM2.5 emissions stem from nonpoint sources – primarily wildfires on public lands and fugitive dust – which 
are not addressed by the proposed rule.  

https://www.epa.gov/clean-air-act-overview
https://www.epa.gov/newsreleases/epa-proposes-strengthen-air-quality-standards-protect-public-harmful-effects-soot
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2023-01-27/pdf/2023-00269.pdf


PM2.5 NAAQS

Tighter restrictions are not needed to improve air quality.  
U.S. industry already has been regulated under the PM NAAQS for many years. Ambient air levels of PM2.5 have 
been trending downward over the past 20 years and will continue declining due to other requirements already 
on the books including installing best pollution controls on any new project.  
The forest products industry has been regulated under the PM NAAQS and many other rules for decades. Pulp, 
paper and wood product mills account for less than 1% of the total 2020 primary PM emissions. The U.S. 
forest products industry supports about 925,000 jobs nationwide, but the proposed rule would act as a cap on 
U.S. manufacturing, pushing future investment and job-creation overseas.  
Using data from actual projects from diverse industries that proceeded under the current 12 ug/m3 standard, 
the following graphic shows the percentages of those projects that would fail under lower standards: 

A three-year glidepath could help achieve realistic air quality goals.
Three years is needed to allow EPA time to make critically needed improvements to permitting tools to avoid 
permitting gridlock. Despite industry warnings over the last decade, EPA has not developed a workable 
implementation plan to address currently unrealistic air modeling assumptions, known monitoring and test 
method biases and limited “headroom” for permitting new projects. 
This uncertainty jeopardizes current and future investment projects, especially in clean attainment areas — 
many projects will be unable to demonstrate compliance, since a lower standard would be effective immediately 
under EPA’s current practice. To avoid undermining beneficial projects that could lower emissions per ton of 
production, EPA needs to commit to developing a workable implementation plan, which could take at least three 
years, before any new rule takes effect.  
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