Accompanying Text

Although, Vermont’s air quality is relatively clean in comparison to other parts of New England and the U.S., concentrations of several toxic air pollutants regularly exceed Vermont’s health-based Hazardous Ambient Air Standards (HAAS). The Vermont Air Pollution Control Division (APCD) monitors for these contaminants and compiles data to quantify the exceedances. Many of these pollutants are locally generated within Vermont and are associated with on-road and non-road mobile sources i.e., automobiles, snowmobiles, marine outboard motors, and heavy construction equipment, just to name a few.

The mobile source air toxic contaminants of greatest concern include known or suspected carcinogens benzene, 1,3-butadiene, formaldehyde, and acetaldehyde. The figures indicate the number of times by which the annual median concentration exceeds the HAAS in a given year and at a particular monitoring site. Note that pollutant levels even at the Underhill monitoring site, the rural background site located on the western slope of Mt. Mansfield, are well in exceedance of the HAAS for these pollutants. Benzene, a known human carcinogen, consistently exceeds the health standard throughout the state by 5 to 24 times. Median annual formaldehyde concentrations surpass the HAAS by 17 to 47 times. There are minimum detection level (MDL) issues with 1,3-butadiene concentrations, as many monitored concentrations are below this level. The standard 0.035 (g/m3 is an order of magnitude lower than the MDL. As the analytical laboratory improves the MDL, the APCD will be able to detect more 1,3-butadiene concentrations at levels well above the health standard. (Note that patterned bars in the 1,3-butadiene chart indicate years in which the annual median concentration was below the MDL. A value of ½ the MDL was assigned to indicate a reasonable estimate of the median concentration. Solid bars indicate a median concentration based on a valid value above the MDL. Statewide median values were not calculated for 1,3-butadiene, as statewide medians are also equal to the MDL in 1997 to 1999.) 

Although a chart for acetaldehyde is not shown, concern over this toxic pollutant is on the rise. The International Agency for Research on Cancer, the American Conference of Governmental Industrial Hygienists, and the U.S. EPA now consider acetaldehyde to be a possible or probable carcinogen based on sufficient evidence for carcinogenicity in experimental animals. It is suspected that current levels of acetaldehyde in Vermont’s air may pose a public health threat as well.

Another probable human carcinogen that frequently exceeds the Vermont health standard is the powerful solvent carbon tetrachloride. As the chart indicates, carbon tetrachloride median concentrations are 6.5 to 9 times greater than the health standards. When considering the four mobile source air toxics, distinct differences are evident among concentrations measured at urban and rural monitoring sites. Carbon tetrachloride concentrations in Vermont, however, are uniformly distributed indicating a strong global and regional influence on levels measured i.e., it appears that there are few, if any, local sources of carbon tetrachloride in the state.

