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ABSTRACT: Historically, California has been a world leader in
the development and application of environmental regulations.
Policies to address air pollution have reduced criteria pollutant
emissions, improved regional air quality, and benefited public
health. To this end, California has imposed strict regulations on
light-duty, medium-duty, and heavy-duty vehicles to reduce
ambient concentrations of health-damaging pollutants such as
ozone and fine particulate matter (PM2.5). Here, we compare the
impact on air quality in California should California not have
adopted on-road vehicle regulations (No Regulations Case) with
the air quality associated with current regulations (Regulated
Case). Simulations of atmospheric chemistry and transport are
conducted to evaluate the impact of emissions on ambient levels of
ozone and PM2.5, and a health impact assessment tool is used to quantify and monetize societal impairment. Compared with the
“Regulated Case,” the “No Regulations Case” results in a maximum peak 8 h ozone level of 162 ppb and 24 h PM2.5 of 42.7 μg/m

3 in
summer, and 107 μg/m3 and 24 h PM2.5 in winter. The associated increases in the daily incidence of human health outcomes are $66
million per day and $116 million per day during peak pollutant formation periods in summer and winter, respectively. Overall, the
findings quantitatively establish the role and importance of on-road vehicle regulations in protecting societal well-being.

1. INTRODUCTION

The unexplained occurrence of eye- and lung-irritating
atmospheric photochemical oxidants in Los Angeles in the
1940s was eventually determined to be predominantly
associated with emissions from vehicles powered by
combustion engines.1 Combustion produces exhaust com-
posed primarily of nitrogen, water, and carbon dioxide. The
exhaust also has a small amount, virtually negligible on a mass
basis, of other species that once emitted into the atmosphere
result in measurable health effects, either directly (e.g., oxides
of nitrogen and some forms of particulate matter) or through
the generation of secondary pollutants in the atmosphere (e.g.,
ozone and other forms of particulate matter).
As a transformative event in environmental protection,2

California began to aggressively regulate motor vehicle tailpipe
emissions in 1966.3 These efforts were followed by the Federal
government developing the groundbreaking Clean Air Act of
1970, which established the formation of national ambient air
quality standards (NAAQS).4 In the subsequent years,
California achieved historic success in reducing pollutant
emissions to achieve air quality improvements, including
reductions in concentrations of photochemical smog (in
particular, ground-level ozone) and particulate matter
(PM),5,6 through regulatory controls, technological advance-

ments, and improvements in energy efficiency.7 In particular,
these air quality improvements are attributed to reductions in
mobile source emissions from on-road light-duty, medium-
duty, and heavy-duty vehicles (LDV, MDV, and HDV).8−10

The achievement is remarkable given the growth in California’s
population, energy demands, and economy.11 Here, we use a
photochemical air quality model and a health impact
assessment tool to address the question “What might the
costs to human health from air pollution be in California if on-
road vehicles were not regulated?”
Regulatory efforts have had a profound impact on reducing

air pollutant emissions and improving the safety of vehicles,
and current vehicles emit 1−10% of pollutants that vehicles
preceding control efforts had emitted.12 Various methods have
been used to achieve emission reductions, including pollutant
control technologies (e.g., SCR for diesel heavy-duty
vehicles),13 reformulation of fuels,14,15 periodic vehicle
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inspection and maintenance programs,16 and the deployment
of alternative zero-emitting technologies (e.g., electric vehicles
and hydrogen fuel cell vehicles).17 The phase-in of increasingly
stringent emission limits has led to the successful implementa-
tion of control technologiesincluding the catalytic converter
in 1975 and the three-way catalyst in 1981which remain
pivotal control technologies for on-road vehicles.18 Additional
examples include thermal management and onboard diagnostic
systems, advanced catalyst technologies, and a range of engine
control systems (e.g., exhaust gas recirculation and improved
fuel injectors).19 The success of vehicle regulations is also
evident by the divergent trends of pollution and activity, with
emission reductions coinciding with increases in total sector
demands including the number of vehicles and vehicle miles
traveled.20

Despite the historical success of air quality regulations, many
California regions still experience levels of pollution in excess
of the NAAQS, including the highly populated South Coast Air
Basin (SoCAB) of California and the Central Valley.21 In
particular, exposure to fine particular matter (PM2.5), nitrogen
dioxide, and ground-level ozone causes an elevated risk of
morbidity and premature death.22−26 The health benefits
achieved through meeting NAAQS have a significant monetary
value to society.27 For example, control programs executed in
response to the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments yielded air
quality improvements with a value of potentially $2 trillion in
total from 1990 to 2020.28 In California, the economic savings
from meeting NAAQS have been estimated at $22 and $6
billion (2007 dollars) for residents of the SoCAB and Central
Valley, respectively.29,30 On-road vehicle emission regulations
incur monetary value to California through the avoidance of
adverse health effects from cleaner air. Here, we attempt to
quantify these benefits by assessing and valuing the air quality
and health impacts of unregulated vehicles relative to the
currently regulated vehicles.
The air quality impacts of potentially strengthening vehicle

emission standards in SoCAB have been evaluated using
atmospheric modeling.31 Similarly, several studies have
evaluated the impacts associated with current and future
California and U.S. vehicle emission regulations.32−34 How-
ever, these works generally consider the incremental reduction
in emissions that future vehicles may have from current
vehicleswhich are already relatively clean. The current work
is distinguished from these efforts by demonstrating the
fundamental change associated with nonregulated vehicles
relative to the currently regulated vehicles as well as including
all on-road vehicles in the LDV, MDV, and HDV sectors
where LDV includes light-duty automobiles (LDA) and light-
duty trucks (LDT). The goal is to quantify the human health
benefits that California’s on-road vehicle regulatory standards
have achieved (and conversely, the consequences of non-
regulation) during a high pollutant formation period by
demonstrating and valuing the effects of air quality degradation
in the absence of on-road vehicle regulation. The results
provide an important contribution by demonstrating the
significant monetary value to the society that vehicle emission
reductions provide, which may not be as well understood
compared to the increased cost of emission control strategies.

2. METHODS
2.1. Emission Modeling. To estimate on-road vehicle

emissions, we use the mobile source EMission FACtors
(EMFAC2017)35 model established by the California Air

Resources Board to develop a baseline (i.e., “Regulated Case”)
and an adjusted (i.e., “No Regulations Case”) inventory.
EMFAC2017 calculates statewide on-road emissions for all
vehicle categories (LDV, MDV, and HDV) based on fleet
composition, vehicle activity data, and other factors including
aging effects on vehicles. For the “No Regulations Case,”
model years (MY) for all vehicle types are replaced by the
oldest MY available in the database to integrate vehicles
representative of those prior to regulations being imposed (i.e.,
no control) or vehicles subjected to the oldest regulatory
constraints (i.e., vehicles with less control than the current
ones). Vehicle emissions are subjected to all other elements of
EMFAC2017, including aging effects. Table S1 contains the
MY assumed for each vehicle category, for example, MY 1968
is selected for all LDV and most HDV. Figure 1 shows both

the total amount and ratio of NOx emissions between the “No
Regulations” and “Regulated Cases,” with LDA experiencing
the largest increase exceeding 20 times the baseline. The same
is true for VOC emissions (Figure S1); however, PM increases
are largest for HDV (Figure S2). Emission changes estimated
using EMFAC are reasonable with historical emission levels
reported in the literature for both LDV (Table S2), HD trucks
(Table S3), and buses (Table S4). It should be noted that only
the direct vehicle emissions are adjusted, including exhaust,
evaporative, and brake/tire wear. All other emissions from
transportation, including the production and distribution of
petroleum fuels, are the same as the “Regulated Case.”

2.2. Air Quality Modeling. On-road inventories are
merged into the CARB 2012 emissions inventory36 to account
for all other sources of emissions, and the Sparse Matrix
Operator Kernel Emission ( version 4.0) model37 is used to
generate anthropogenic emissions fields. The SAPRC-07
chemical mechanism38 is used for speciation. The files are
merged with biogenic emissions obtained from the Model of
Emissions of Gases and Aerosols from Nature ( version 2.1).39

The Community Multiscale Air Quality model (CMAQ)
version 5.240 is used to simulate the chemistry and transport to
determine the final ground-level concentrations of ozone and
PM2.5 during high formation periods in California. CMAQ is a
widely accepted model for NAAQS attainment demonstra-
tion41 and research purposes involving atmospheric chemistry
processes.42,43 The SAPRC-07 chemical mechanism38 is used

Figure 1. Total NOx emissions (left axis) for different vehicle types
and the ratio (right axis) of emissions in the “Regulated Case” and
“No Regulations Case.” LDA: Light-Duty Auto, UBUS: Urban Bus,
LDT: Light-Duty Truck, LHD: Light−Heavy-Duty Truck, MYC:
Motorcycle, HD: Heavy-Duty Truck.
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for gas phase chemistry, and the AERO6 module44 is used for
aerosol dynamics with the latest SOA module.45 The modeling
domain covers California at a 4 km × 4 km resolution
horizontal grid as shown in Figure S3 with two subdomains of
special interest indicated for the SoCAB and Central Valley as
they contain the most severe designated nonattainment areas
for ozone and PM2.5.

46 The initial and boundary conditions are
generated from the Model for Ozone and Related Chemical
Tracers (Mozart v4.0).47 Meteorological inputs are down-
scaled from the (Final) Operational Global Analysis data
(NCEP, 2000) for the year 2012 using the Advanced Research
Weather Research and Forecasting Model (WRF-ARW,
version 3.7).48 The simulation period ranged from July 8−22
for the summer episode and January 1−15 for the winter
episode with the first 4 days used as the spin-up period. The
model performance for the baseline case has been evaluated
and verified in previous studies.49,50

2.3. Health Impact Assessment. Following the study by
Shen et al.,51 we used a health impact assessment tool
developed and maintained by the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA), the environmental Benefits
Mapping and Analysis ProgramCommunity Edition (Ben-
MAP-CE),52,53 to quantify and assess the monetary value of
health impacts occurring across the California population from
ozone and PM2.5 concentration changes. We used population
statistics from the Landscan data for 2012.54 Baseline incidence
rates for mortality and morbidity at the county level by five-
year age groups are obtained from a comprehensive review of
the literature.55 Similarly, concentration-response (C-R)
functions are selected based on suggested criteria from a
thorough review of the literature.56 Valuation functions for
both morbidity and mortality incidence are similarly selected.57

While these sources identify values appropriate for the four-
county region of SoCAB, the results are suitable for application
to the entire California state population as the available
literature lacks data with improved granularity (e.g., specific C-
R functions for northern or central California populations). It
should also be noted that while BenMAP-CE can be used to
estimate health impacts from long-term exposure such as those
occurring from annual average PM2.5, we report results for
short-term exposure to ozone and PM2.5 only as appropriate
for the modeled episode (i.e., avoided health incidence and
dollars per day). As a result, our estimates are conservative in

that the C-R and valuation functions for short-term exposure
yield significantly lower values than those for long-term
exposure. For example, in Shen et al.’s study, the monetized
mortality-related public health benefits from long-term PM2.5
exposure are 14 times higher than those from the short-term
one.51 Similar magnitudes for the valuation of long-term
exposure have been reported by others.28

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Increased vehicle emissions in the “No Regulations Case”
increase the concentrations of maximum 8 h average summer
ozone (up to 162 ppb) and 24 h average PM2.5 (up to 42.7 μg/
m3) in California, particularly in the SoCAB with ozone levels
exceeding 300 ppb (Figure 2). In the winter period, PM2.5
impacts are pronounced in the Central Valley, with increases
reaching 107 μg/m3 (Figure S4). Increases in the number of
NAAQS exceedances for both ozone and PM2.5 are predicted
as a result of concentration changes (Figures S5 and S6). This
is important for both SoCAB and the Central Valley as both
areas currently fail to achieve NAAQS for ozone and PM2.5 in
some areas. Maximum ground-level impacts occur in densely
populated urban regions, notably the SoCAB, with heightened
importance attributed to potential health impacts. The
concentration increases predicted here are dramatic but must
be considered conservative as (1) the emission forecasting
method likely underestimates emission increases from MDV,
HDV, and buses, and (2) emissions associated with petroleum
fuel production and distribution are not considered and would
likely impact results significantly. For example, 1 h average
carbon monoxide (CO) concentrations reach 19 ppm in the
“No Regulations Case,” which is likely an underestimation as
the 1960s average CO levels regularly reached 30−45 ppm.58

As CO levels in the basin largely result from vehicle emissions,
scaling with vehicle miles traveled (VMT) from the 1960s to
today’s yields expected average concentrations ranging from
87−130 ppm, although other factors must also be considered
including variations in meteorology.59

Table 1 shows that air quality degradation in the “No
Regulations Case” increases the incidence of deleterious short-
term health impacts (Tables S5 and S7) corresponding to a
mean cost of $66 million per day in summer and $116 million
per day in winter. By far, the largest impacts occur from
increased incidence of premature mortality in both summer

Figure 2. Peak differences in (a) maximum 8 h average ozone and (b) 24 h average PM2.5 between the “No Regulations” and “Regulated Case” for
the summer period.

Environmental Science & Technology pubs.acs.org/est Article

https://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acs.est.0c04060
Environ. Sci. Technol. 2021, 55, 547−552

549

http://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acs.est.0c04060/suppl_file/es0c04060_si_001.pdf
http://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acs.est.0c04060/suppl_file/es0c04060_si_001.pdf
http://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acs.est.0c04060/suppl_file/es0c04060_si_001.pdf
http://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acs.est.0c04060/suppl_file/es0c04060_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.est.0c04060?fig=fig2&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.est.0c04060?fig=fig2&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.est.0c04060?fig=fig2&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.est.0c04060?fig=fig2&ref=pdf
pubs.acs.org/est?ref=pdf
https://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acs.est.0c04060?ref=pdf


($60.9 million mean) and winter ($107.7 million mean)
calculated from the value of statistical life obtained from
Robinson et al.’s study.57 In contrast, health costs from
increased morbidity incidence are approximately 1−2 orders of
magnitude lower, depending on the season ($5.1 million
summer mean and $8.6 million winter mean). Impacts are
notably higher for the winter modeling period due to higher
PM2.5 exposure, demonstrating the importance of PM2.5 for
human health. The results show a “positive” value (i.e.,
benefits) for short-term ozone exposure in the winter
corresponding to concentration reductions from titration
reactions driving inverse relationships between ozone and
precursor species in some regions of California including
SoCAB.43,49 It should also be considered that the average
concentration of ozone in winter is significantly below the
NAAQS, further limiting the importance of increases. Still, the
results represent a net cost in winter due to the much higher
health impact cost from PM2.5 increases. In summer, the health
cost impacts are relatively equivalent between exposure to
ozone and PM2.5.
Figure S9 shows the daily monetized health costs occurring

from increases in ozone and PM2.5 in the summer episode. It is
extremely important to consider that these results are from
short-term exposure estimates only and therefore highly
conservative. The use of long-term exposure functions would
be expected to provide approximately an order of magnitude
higher savings annually. The highest costs are associated with
areas of the SoCAB due to the extremely high vehicle
populations and other aggravating features (i.e., geography and
weather patterns). In particular, the highest combined benefits
occur in the western portions of SoCAB due to the increased
ozone concentrations. Prominent areas of added costs are
shown in the Central Valley (Fresno and Bakersfield), with
lesser impacts in the San Francisco Bay Area and Sacramento.
Figure S8 shows the winter benefits demonstrating similar
spatial patterns although peak benefits also occur in the
Central Valley, in addition to SoCAB, as a result of significant

PM2.5 worsening. Of note, these areas often coincide with
environmentally disadvantaged communities (Figure S7),
particularly in the SoCAB (Figure S8).

4. SUMMARY
While many stakeholders fought the initial imposition and
subsequent tightening of tailpipe emission regulations, the
results reported herein suggest that not regulating combustion-
powered vehicles would have led to severe health impacts. In
the “No Regulations” case, we conservatively estimate the
monetized economic damages associated with human health
outcomes the absence of regulation would result today, that is,
an increase in societal costs of $66 million per day and $116
million per day associated with short-term health effects of
peak pollutant formation periods. Long-term exposure would
only add to the public health impact.
While the impacts are evaluated for California due to the

data available, the progressive regulatory efforts to reduce
tailpipe emissions, and the model followed by the rest of the
country, the results reflect the nation as a whole with the
understanding that the level of the effects will vary based on
local meteorology, geography, and spatial distribution of
population.
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