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June 15, 2017 

 
 
The Honorable Frank W. Wagner  
Joint Commission on Administrative Rules 
Pocahontas Building, Room No: E504 
Senate of Virginia, P. O. Box 396 
Richmond, VA 23218 
district07@senate.virginia.gov 
 
Dear Senator Wagner: 
 
On behalf of the over 1,000 members of Physicians for Social Responsibility (PSR) in 
Virginia, we are writing to urge you to support Governor McAuliffe’s Executive 
Directive 11. This Directive instructs Virginia’s Department of Environmental Quality, in 
coordination with the Department of Natural Resources, to formulate regulations to 
reduce carbon dioxide pollution from Virginia’s power plants, and to ensure that 
Virginia’s regulation is “trading-ready.” A trading-ready regulation would allow for the 
trading of carbon dioxide allowances through a multi-state trading program. 
 
A well-designed program to reduce carbon dioxide emissions from power plants will 
allow Virginia to realize tremendous economic, environmental and public health benefits. 
Such a program will lead to reductions in the emissions of a large array of hazardous 
pollutants from coal-fired power plants, providing immediate public health benefits to the 
residents of Virginia.  As we discuss below and in the attachment, evidence shows that a 
well-designed carbon reduction program will help reduce electricity bills, boost local 
economies, and create local jobs.  Finally, reducing carbon emissions will help to slow 
the pace of climate change, which is a significant threat to public health and the economy 
of Virginiai  
 
This array of benefits has already been realized by the states that participate in the 
Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI), a program that has been reducing carbon 
dioxide emissions from power plants in Northeastern and Mid-Atlantic states since 2009. 
Results show that RGGI has achieved an impressive reduction in pollution even as the 
economies of the member states grew. Between 2009-2014, the RGGI states received 
$1.79 billion from the quarterly auctions of pollution allowances and have invested $1.37 
billionii. Most of these funds were spent to increase energy efficiency and support 
renewable energy, which created 30,000 job-years and produced additional economic 
benefits.iii To date, investments in energy efficiency programs have saved consumers  
 
 



$618 million on their electricity bills, and will provide future benefits of over $4.5 billion 
as the investments in energy efficiency continue to save power.i 
 
Additional information about how RGGI has boosted the economies and improved public 
health in member states is available in the attachment. 
 
By ensuring that Virginia’s carbon regulation is trading-ready, the Governor’s Directive 
will provide Virginia with the opportunity to join RGGI, should it choose to do so. One 
study estimates that by joining RGGI, Virginia could bring in $2.8 billion of cumulative 
revenue by 2030iv. This would mean more resources to protect Virginia’s coastline, 
stronger energy efficiency programs, an increase in the use of clean, renewable energy, 
more jobs, and better health outcomes for Virginia residents.  
 
For these reasons, we strongly urge you to support this important effort proposed by the 
Governor.  Thank you for your attention to this issue, and please do not hesitate to 
contact us at twhitehouse@psr.org if you have any questions about RGGI or our support 
for the Governor’s Directive. 
 
Sincerely, 
                             

  
Barb Gottlieb      Tim Whitehouse, JD 
Director, Environment and Health Program  Executive Director 
Physicians for Social Responsibility Chesapeake Physicians for Social 

Responsibility 
 
 
Attachment 
 
 
                                                
i US EPA. 2016.  Climate change impacts by state (archived version).  Available at: 
https://19january2017snapshot.epa.gov/climate-impacts/climate-change-impacts-state_.html 
ii RGGI. 2016. Investment of RGGI Proceeds through 2014. Available at 
www.rggi.org/docs/ProceedsReport/RGGI_Proceeds_Report_2014.pdf 
iii Hibbard, P. et al. 2015. The Economic Impacts of the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative on 
Nine Northeast and Mid-Atlantic States. Available at: www.c2es.org/docUploads/rggi-mou.pdf; 
Synapse Energy Economics. 2016. The RGGI Opportunity 2.0. Available at: www.synapse-
energy.com/sites/default/files/RGGI_Opportunity_2.0.pdf 
iv Acadia Center, 2015. Virginia and RGGI: Compliance with the Clean Power Plan. Available at 
www.acadiacenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/VA-RGGI-Fact-
Sheet_AcadiaCenter_0603.pdf 
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Attachment to the June 15, 2017 Letter to the Members of the  

Joint Commission on Administrative Rules  
 

A Cap on Carbon Emissions Will Provide Both Public Health and 
Economic Benefits to Virginia 

 
1.  Reducing air pollution from power plants will immediately improve public health.   
 
As an organization of doctors and other health professionals and health advocates, we strongly 
support policies that improve air quality.  Our members and supporters in the Mid-Atlantic see 
the health consequences of air pollution from fossil fuel electricity generation every day – in the 
child having an asthma attack, in the irreversibly reduced lung development of children in high 
air-pollution areas, and in the increased incidence of heart attacks and strokes on Code Orange 
and Code Red air quality days. 
 
In the mid-Atlantic, coal-fired power plants are one of two the largest sources of air pollution 
(the other is transportation).  Burning coal to generate electricity causes a large number of 
hazardous air pollutants to be released into the air.1 These include nitrogen dioxide and other 
nitrogen oxide compounds that are potent lung irritants and contribute to the formation of 
ground-level ozone; sulfur dioxide, a major lung irritant, and fine particulate matter, which 
causes high-rates of premature mortality in regions close to coal-fired power plants. In addition, 
at least 80 additional highly hazardous pollutants are emitted from coal-fired power plants, 
including arsenic, mercury, and other heavy metals such as cadmium.  This toxic mix of air 
pollutants cause significant cardiovascular and respiratory health problems, particularly in our 
most vulnerable populations—the elderly, children, low-income families, and those with little 
education and/or low-paying outdoor jobs.2  
 
 

A recent analysis of the health benefits of reducing air pollution reveals that the nine 
Northeastern states currently participating in a market-based program to reduce carbon emissions 
-- the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative, or RGGI -- received over $10 billion in health-related 
savings from this program from 2009-2014.3 
 
2.  Limiting emissions of carbon dioxide from power plants slows the pace of climate 
change. 
 

                                                
1 American Lung Association. 2011.  Toxic air:  The case for cleaning up coal-fired power plants. Available at: 
http://www.lungusa.org/healthy-air/outdoor/resources/toxic-air-report/. 
2 Fabio Caiazzo, et. al., Air pollution and early deaths in the United States. Part I: Quantifying the impact of major 
sectors in 2005, Atmospheric Environment, November 2013, Volume 79, Pages 198-208. Retrieved from 
www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1352231013004548. 
3 ABT Associates. 2017.  Analysis of the Public Health Impacts of the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative, 2009–
2014.  Available at: http://www.abtassociates.com/rggi. 
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Despite widespread confusion on the topic, climate change is a well-established scientific truth 
that is substantiated by multiple independent lines of evidence4 and supported worldwide by all 
major scientific societies.  In addition, major medical societies in the US and globally agree that 
climate change is one of the greatest health threats of our time.5,6 In surveys conducted by three 
separate U.S. medical professional societies, a significant majority of physicians concurred that 
climate change is having a direct impact on the health of their patients and that even greater 
climate-driven adverse human health impacts are likely in the future.7   
 
The effects of climate change are already being seen in Virginia. 2016 was the hottest year on 
record, and 2017 is off to a dangerously warm start.  Scientists have shown that the “urban heat 
island” effect, caused by the unremitting concentration of hard surfaces in cities, can cause cities 
to be 7-8 degrees warmer than the surrounding countryside8.  This heat threatens vulnerable 
urban populations, such as the elderly and low-income residents who do not have the means to 
stay cool. Moreover, high temperatures increase fine particulate matter due to wildfires and 
facilitate the production of ground-level ozone, both of which damage respiratory and 
cardiovascular systems. Finally, high air and ocean temperatures increase the incidence of toxic 
algal blooms, threatening the safety of seafood and recreational waters.9 
 
Climate change causes sea level rise and an increase in extreme weather events, leading to 
flooding, destruction of homes and property and infrastructure damage.  Virginia is extremely 
vulnerable to sea level rise, and Virginia Beach and Norfolk, which are less than 10’ above 
current sea level are experiencing increasing periods of damaging flooding.  This flooding is now 
not limited to severe weather events but is increasingly occurring during routine high tides, 
causing property damage and putting nearly 400,000 Virginia homes at risk.10 Water treatment 
systems are particularly vulnerable to being overwhelmed by stormwater, and the release of raw 
sewage into waterway during floods threatens public health in communities on rivers and the 
coast.  Floodwaters also contaminate drinking water supplies, increase the spread of mosquito-
borne diseases, such as Lyme and Zika, and can make vegetable and fruit crops dangerous to 
consume.11At the same time, changes in geographical patterns of precipitation may cause water 
shortages in half of Virginia’s counties.12 

                                                
4  Walsh, J., et.al.  2014: Appendix 3: Climate Science Supplement. In: Climate Change Impacts in the United 
States: The Third National Climate Assessment, J. M. Melillo et al.  Eds., U.S. Global Change Research Program, 
735-789. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.7930/J0KS6PHH. 
5 Watts, N. et al. 2015.  Health and climate change: policy responses to protect public health.  Lancet 386: 1881-
1914. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(15)60854-6. 
6 Crimmins, A.,  et al. eds.  2016. USGCRP: The Impacts of Climate Change on Human Health in the United States: A 
Scientific Assessment. Eds. U.S. Global Change Research Program, Washington, DC. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.7930/J0R49NQX. 
7 medical society surveys—citation?? 
8 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. 2008. Reducing urban heat islands: Compendium of strategies. Draft. 
https://www.epa.gov/heat-islands/heat-island-compendium.  
9 Gobler, C. J. et al. 2017.  Ocean warming since 1982 has expanded the niche of toxic algal blooms in the North 
Atlantic and North Pacific oceans Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. USA http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1619575114. 
10 Georgetown Climate Center and Old Dominion University Mitigation and Adaptation Research Institute. 2017.  
Understanding Virginia’s Vulnerability to Climate Change. Available at 
http://www.georgetownclimate.org/files/report/understanding-virginias-vulnerability-to-climate-change.pdf    
11 Luber, G., et. al. 2016. Ch. 9: Human Health. Climate Change Impacts in the United States: The Third National 
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3. Using market forces to regulate carbon emissions in the electric sector will save money 
while boosting local economies. 
 
The evidence shows that using market forces to regulate emissions from the power sector is 
compatible with strong economic growth. In the nine Northeastern states that belong to RGGI, 
carbon pollution has been reduced by 47% since 2009 while the economic growth in member 
states between 2009-2014 outpaced the growth in non-RGGI states by 3.6%.12  The RGGI states 
have received $2.9 billion in economic benefits from the auctions of pollution allowances, and 
consumers have already saved over $618 million on electricity bills, with an additional $4.5 
billion yet to come.13  The same decoupling of emissions from economic growth has been seen in 
California, a founding member of the country’s second carbon-trading program.  There is no 
evidence whatever from existing programs that regulating carbon emissions in the way proposed 
by Governor McAuliffe would dampen economic growth in Virginia.   
 
4. Regulations on carbon emissions that support energy efficiency and clean energy 
programs are proven job-creators 
 
RGGI is sometimes called a “cap and invest” program because the proceeds from selling 
pollution allowances are invested in programs to increase energy efficiency and renewable 
energy.  Between 2008-2015, 30,000 job-years (one job for one year) were created due to 
investments of RGGI funds in energy efficiency and clean renewable energy.13 These are high-
paying jobs in industries that can’t be outsourced. The fact that the wages are then spent locally 
provides a further boost to local economies. 
 
Currently, over 555,000 people are employed in the clean energy industry in the US.14 Jobs in 
the solar industry are growing faster than in any other sector, indicating that regulations of 
carbon emissions can be a stimulus for job growth. With a workforce of almost 374,000 in the 
US, the solar industry now employs more workers than the coal industry.14 In Virginia, over 
75,000 people work in energy efficiency, as compared to about 5,500 in solar and wind and only 
916 in the coal industry.14 
 
5. Summary 
 

                                                                                                                                                       
Climate Assessment, J. M. Melillo et al.  Eds., U.S. Global Change Research Program, 220-256. doi: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.7930/J0PN93H5. 
12	  Acadia	  Center.	  2016.	  Regional	  Greenhouse	  Gas	  Initiative	  Status	  Report	  Part	  1:	  Measuring	  Success,	  
July	  28,	  2016.	  Available	  at:	  http://acadiacenter.org/document/measuring-‐rggi-‐success/.	  
13	  Hibbard,	  P.	  et	  al.	  2015.	  The	  Economic	  Impacts	  of	  the	  Regional	  Greenhouse	  Gas	  Initiative	  on	  Nine	  
Northeast	  and	  Mid-‐Atlantic	  States.	  Available	  at:	  https://www.c2es.org/docUploads/rggi-‐mou.pdf	  
14US	  Energy	  and	  Employment	  Report.	  2017.	  Available	  at:	  
https://www.energy.gov/downloads/2017-‐us-‐energy-‐and-‐employment-‐report	  (see	  bottom	  of	  page	  
for	  state	  reports).	  
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A cap on carbon emissions will provide both public health and economic benefits to Virginia.  
Reducing air pollution from power plants will immediately improve public health, and limiting 
emissions of carbon dioxide from power plants slows the pace of climate change. In addition, 
regulations on carbon emissions that boost energy efficiency and clean renewable energy will 
create jobs, while using market forces to regulate carbon emissions in the electric sector will 
boost local economies. 
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