
Appendix #333 

  A Health Fee on Port Goods Movement to 

Decrease Emissions and to Resolve the Budget 

Deficits of California and LA County 

 

 

On the occasion of the publication of the results of the American Lung 
Association's "State of the Air Report," Los Angeles mayor Antonio Villaraigosa said, 
"Today I'm proud . . . to say for the first time, it feels good to be No. 2." For the first time 
Pittsburgh, PA overtook Los Angeles in the category that measures short-term particle 
pollution or soot. However, Los Angeles still took the all-around amount of pollution 
title.57 Los Angeles mayor Antonio Villaraigosa and Long Beach mayor Bob Foster 
testified in a US Senate hearing about the Environmental Protection Agency’s stalling of 
regulations that would lower emissions in and around America's ports, including Long 
Beach-Los Angeles, the nation's largest. Senator Barbara Boxer told them, "You are the 
people who are here, in the community, living with this every day. But we need this 
message to reach people across the country."58 Long after that Senate hearing, the reality 
remained that consumers throughout America have cheap imports subsidized by the 
health costs borne by residents living close to California’s ports. 

In 2006, USC and UCLA public health experts and epidemiologists carefully 
studied the rates of cancer, asthma, cardiovascular disease and other health conditions 
related to air pollution from the Ports of Long Beach and Los Angeles. They concluded 
that over $19 billion of health costs per year are directly related to ozone, particulate 
matter and other air pollutants from these two ports. Of about 8800 premature deaths per 
year in California that can be tied to ozone and particle pollution, approximately 2400 
deaths result from port related air pollution, primarily in Los Angeles County. Since that 
report, the estimates for overall and port-related air pollution deaths have been tripled 
(24,000 deaths in California with 7200 Port traffic related), driving up the health costs 
from moving merchandise through Ports to roughly $50 billion per year.  

In 2006 statewide, about 18.4 million containers went into and out of Ports (Long 
Beach/Los Angeles: 15.7 million containers, Oakland 2.4 million containers, and smaller 
ports: 0.3 million containers), carrying about $350 billion of merchandise.59-61 Goods 
volume flattened out since 2006. Consequently, assaults on the health of Californians 
subsidizes importers and exporters by about $2700 per container ($50 billion health costs 
/ 18.4 million containers per year = $2717 per container). Environmental, economic 
(depressed wages, lost jobs), and social costs are additional.  

The Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach voluntarily agreed starting July 1, 2008 
to impose a new fee of $35 per 20-foot container entering or leaving a marine terminal at 
these Ports by short-haul truck. This will help trucking companies replace the older more 
polluting trucks that move cargo into and out of these Ports. If all goes as planned, by 
2012 this would reduce port related air pollution by 24% (i.e., 80% reduction in the 30% 
of Port pollution related to trucking = 24%).62 However, increased volume of goods—
projected to triple by 2020—flowing through the ports may reduce or eliminate this 
mitigation of air pollution.  
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While possibly making progress on the diesel trucking component of reducing 
Port air pollution, advocates of improved California air quality lost a battle with ships, 
which account for about 40% of the air pollution from Port related goods movement. 
Invalidating a state law, the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals ruled that California cannot 
set emissions standards to prevent large ocean carriers from burning a highly polluting 
form of diesel known as bunker fuel within 24 miles of the state's coastline. Bunker fuel 
contains sulfur content as high as 27,000 parts per million, compared to the 15 parts-per-
million maximum allowable in diesel fuel used by cars and trucks in the United States. 
The court ruled that the Clean Air Act preempts California’s Marine Vessel Rules and 
requires the state to obtain EPA authorization for any air emission regulation.63  

With the federal EPA currently siding with the polluters, what constitutes the 
arsenal of legislative, regulatory, and community advocacy approaches to combat 
pollution related to international goods movement?  

 
1. The Southern California Air Quality Management District’s (SCAQMD) San 

Pedro Bay Clean Air Action Plan (CAAP):
64, 65 The Ports would have us 

believe that the problem is all but solved: “The San Pedro Bay ports of Los 
Angeles and Long Beach, with the participation and cooperation of the staff of the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, California Air Resources Board and 
South Coast Air Quality Management District, have developed a sweeping, 
aggressive strategy to significantly reduce the health risks posed by air pollution 
from port-related sources.”65 However, goods movement stakeholders and the 
SCAQMD are still developing their 2014 and 2020 emission targets. 
Communities for Clean Ports, an alliance of environmental, health, and other 
groups, has long advocated for major air pollution reductions.66 CCP needs more 
citizen support in strengthening the CAAP plan.  

2. Port Community Advisory Committees: Currently, Port communities do not 
have regular access to Port Authorities and the Boards of Harbor Commissioners. 
Port Community Advisory Committees have been proposed as a way for local 
community concerns to be factored into decisions may by Port Commissioners.66 

3. Environmental Impact Reports: EIRs for Port expansions provide an 
opportunity to ensure all environmental and public health risks are addressed and 
that the cleanest available technologies are used during any Port infrastructure 
development. While all 84 planned expansion projects for San Pedro Bay Ports 
must comply with the emission standards established by California’s Clean Air 
Action Plan, CAAP standards are weak.66 Fighting port expansion projects 
through the EIR process will take an army of volunteer and paid community 
advocates fighting well funded industry opponents.  

4. No Net Increase Task Force (NNI): To address community concerns about air 
quality and other goods movement impacts, the Board of Harbor Commissioners 
on October 10, 2001, acting on the request of Mayor James Hahn, adopted a “goal 
that there will be no net increase in air emissions or traffic impacts from future 
Port operations.” To initiate action on meeting the goal, the Board directed staff to 
plan, schedule and carry out several environmental baseline studies on the impact 
of Port operations on the surrounding communities.67 This initial 180 page report 
may be updated with further recommendations from this group. Unfortunately, 
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since 2001, there has been an increase of about 11% in San Pedro Bay Port 
pollution68 associated with a 63% increase in goods movement volume.59, 60 

5. State’s Goods Movement Action Plan (GMP): As California develops its goods 
movement initiatives, it needs a statewide approach. The California Business, 
Transportation & Housing Agency (BTH) and the California Environmental 
Protection Agency (Cal/EPA) issued a 155 page document that detailed the State 
of California’s perspective on goods movement and air pollution in the Long 
Beach and LA Ports.67 More imput by the BTE and Cal/EPA may be expected 
and citizens may lobby members of these agencies.  

6. California Air Resources Board (CARB): In 2006, CARB issued the, 
"Emissions Reduction Plan for Ports and Goods Movement in California."69 In the 
plan, CARB identified "cold-ironing" (powering ships by electricity from dock 
sources instead of the vessels’ diesel fuel while loading and unloading) as a 
strategy to reduce emissions, with a goal of 20 percent emission reductions from 
cold-ironing by 2010, 60 percent reductions by 2015, and 80 percent reductions 
by 2020.66 This pace of progress is hardly fast enough to keep up with the planned 
tripling of volume through the Ports by 2020. Citizens may advocate that 
forthcoming CARB recommendations have more aggressive pollution reduction 
targets.  

7. US Environmental Protection Agency: The EPA is the federal agency that 
regulates air pollution. Since the entire South Bay has not reduced particulate 
matter in the air to under 2.5/cubic meters as required by the EPA, a report by the 
EPA is expected in December, 2008. The deadline for submitting California’s 
implementation plans demonstrating a method of attaining the new standard to the 
EPA is April, 2012.70 With a new administration in the White House in January 
2009, lobbying of federal legislators and the White House for higher standards 
and more aggressive enforcement efforts may help.  

8. California Senate Bill 974 (Ports: congestion relief: air pollution mitigation: 
regulatory fee or SB 974) California State Senator Alan Lowenthal (D-Long 
Beach) has been trying to reduce Port pollution since his days on the Long Beach 
City Council in the 1980s. He wrote a bill to assess a $30 fee on each container 
arriving in the Ports of Long Beach and Los Angeles to fund projects to reduce 
Port pollution and to enhance goods movement infrastructure. Based on the 
number of containers forwarded through both Ports, that $30 fee would raise 
about $500 million per year, about 1% of the health costs caused by port pollution 
($500 million / $50 billion = 0.01). This fee would have added only about 
$0.0014 per $1 retail cost to goods transported through the Ports ($500 million / 
$350 billion worth of goods transported per year = $0.0014) In 2006, both houses 
of the California State Legislature passed this bill, but Governor Schwarzenegger 
vetoed the bill, saying it would hurt business. Since that time, pollution from the 
LA and Long Beach Ports has increased. In June 2008, Senator Lowenthal plans 
to again seek passage of the bill in the California Assembly and then to exert 
political pressure on Governor Schwarzenegger to sign it.  
 
What has all this activity by regulatory agencies, politicians, goods movement 

stakeholders, and local environmental activists achieved? The tonnage of toxins going 
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into the air from goods movement from the Ports of Long Beach and Los Angeles by 
pollutant is detailed in Table 1.68 
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Table 1. Goods Movement Related Pollution from the Ports of Long 
Beach and Los Angeles (tons/year)68, 71 

Year Long Beach Los Angeles 

 2002 2005 2002 2005 

Diesel particulate matter 
(DPM) 

905 1008 NA 990 

Particulate matter 2.5 µ 
(microns in diameter) 

847 928 801 910 

Particulate matter 10 µ 
(microns in diameter)   

1009 1105 945 1072 

Nitrous oxides (NOx) 14,412 16,587 15,904 17,389 

Sulfur oxides (SOx) 6486 6636 5985 5770 

Carbon Monoxide (CO) - - 3730 4318 

Total organic gases 
(TOG) 

754 901 747 995 

Total tonnage of air 
pollutants 

24,413 27,165 28,112 31,444 

Percent change overall +11.3% +11.9% 

 
According to a technical report of the Ports of LA and Long Beach, the amount of 

goods movement related air pollution continued to go up in 2006 and was projected to 
decline thereafter.72 Documentation that emissions actually decreased since 2006 is 
pending.  

Another way of monitoring emissions due to international goods movement 
around San Pedro Bay is to measure toxins in the air. After at least 20 years of concern 
about air quality around the Ports of Long Beach and LA, the real-time air quality 
monitoring sites for measuring port-related air pollution around San Pedro Bay sites 
began daily measurements in 2005. Compared with the first year of monitoring, the 
second year data (May 2006 – April 2007) show 1-2% increases in PM2.5µ (particulate 
matter less than 2.5 micron diameter), PM10µ, and elemental carbon (a marker for diesel 
particulate matter).73 

In April 2008, the Ports of Long Beach and Los Angeles issued a quarterly 
progress report concerning the Clean Air Action Plan (CAAP). It began with the all 
important issues of defining both a toxics health risk standard and the criteria emissions 
reduction standard (“fair share”) for the Ports near San Pedro Bay. Under the first 
heading, “Standards”, the report said, “Continue discussions between the Ports and the 
regulatory agencies …….” No agreement has been reached about how many premature 
deaths to avoid, corresponding to how much to reduce Port pollution. Under the second 
heading, “Tracking & Monitoring,”only one update was included: “Expand the Port-wide 
real-time air monitoring network to improve continued monitoring of actual air pollution 
concentrations in and around the San Pedro Bay Ports.” The rest of the 279 page CAAP 
progress report enumerated process milestones for each category of Port-related emission 
sources (ships, trucks, trains, cargo-handling equipment and harbor craft) and detailed 
strategies that are planned or proposed to reduce air pollutants.64  
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Although an estimated $300 billion in goods traverse the San Pedro Bay Ports and 
public funds are critically short, the Clean Air Action Plan proposed that the Southern 
California Air Quality Management District (SCAQMD), state bonds, and the Ports all 
share the funding of the Port-related air pollution mitigation.65  

 

What’s Wrong With This Picture? 
 
While toxins in the air from all sources (autos, manufacturing, residences, 

businesses, etc.) are declining, internation goods movement related air pollution levels 
are increasing. Data from public health researchers show that premature deaths, 
respiratory disease, cardiovascular disease, and cancer due to goods movement through 
California Ports cost about $2700 per container. 

The current health and environmenal quality cost of this pollution to residents 
throughout the state, particularly in Los Angeles County, constitutes a public health 
emergency. More people are dying of Port pollution than are dying of AIDS in 
California. The pollution mitigation spending recommended by the Emission Reduction 
Plan for Ports and Goods Movement in California—$6 – $10 billion over the next 10 
years—is not up to the task. It is hard to understand how budget analysts could arrive at 
any estimated cost of mitigating goods movement pollution without an agreement 
between Port stakeholders, regulators, and community representatives about a health 
standard defining the goal and the corresponding reduction in emissions required.  

The current effort to create a politically and economically viable regulatory 
process for reducing air pollution has failed. It merely generates endless reports by 
committees of different branches of government and goods movement stateholders 
leading to watered down recommendations, which, if they pass court challenges, are to be 
administered by legions of bureaucrats.  

The complexities of reducing the adverse health consequences of Port-related air 
pollution requires a strategy that will provide the heretofore missing strong incentives to 
decrease the emissions. Instead of concentrating on the mind numbing minutia of 
regulatory processes for mitigating airborne toxins due to goods movement, we need a 
emissions reduction approach that focuses on results.  

The only method that will work is to use strong financial incentives for the Ports 
to markedly reduce pollution, not just keep it from increasing.  

 

Results Based Plan for Reducing Port Pollution 
 

Assess a $1350 health fee on each container passing through each California Port, 
corresponding to half of the health cost of damage done by Port-related pollution.59-61 
Using the Port of Long Beach as an example, when air pollution generated by goods 
movement through the ports is reduced from the current 27,000 tons (Table 1) to 18,000 
tons, the container fee should go down by one-third ($900). When mitigation efforts 
reduce toxins to 9000 tons per year, the health fee on containers could go down to $450.  

The $25 billion raised the first year should be divided between the Ports for 
funding air pollution mitigation projects ($5 billion per year), the State of California for 
resolving the California budget crisis ($18.5 billion per year: $8 billion to close the 2008-
09 budget deficit and $10.5 billion to pay off money borrowed for the previous deficits 
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and to stimulate the economy with infrastructure projects), and to LA County for 
offsetting the health care costs for medically indigent people (those most affected by Port 
pollution), which are now shifted to privately insured people ($1.5 billion per year). With 
this plan, the Ports of California and all their goods movement stakeholders would have a 
strong incentive to rapidly reduce air pollution and the state and LA County governments 
could avoid economic disaster.  

The added cost to consumer products moved through the ports for this health fee 
would only amount to about 7% ($25 billion health fee revenue / $350 billion total value 
of goods moved through California ports = 0.072). Since an estimated 80% of goods 
moved through California ports benefits people from other states, Californians would 
bear only about 20% of the cost of reducing the pollution. Wal-Mart merchandice in 
Kansas would still be relatively cheap.  

 

Political and Economic Feasibility of a  

Goods Movement Health Fee 
 
A health fee on goods movement through California’s Ports could be introduced 

in the California legislature in the form of an amendment to Senator Alan Lowenthal’s 
SB 974 (Ports: congestion relief: air pollution mitigation: regulatory fee). Amending the 
bill to charge $1350 per container for overall health costs of Port pollution rather than 
$30 per container for emission reduction and goods movement infrastucture 
enhancements is politically timely because of the California budget deficit that 
approaches $20 billion. Governor Schwarzenegger’s proposal to borrow on future lottery 
funds and use a sales tax increase as a backup plan to close the deficit is favored by few 
legislators or California residents. The health fee on containers shipped through 
California Ports would eliminate the need to borrow more money or increase taxes. It 
would stimulate the economy by creating infrastruction building jobs. Finally, it would 
save the LA County Department of Health Services from financial disaster.  

What LA County, California state, national and international factors might 
influence the prospects of such an apparently radical proposal? 

Polls increasingly show Americans are disenchanted with ever increasing 
volumes of imported merchandice. A Pew Research Center survey found that 48% of us 
think free-trade agreements with low tariffs have been bad for the country. Fully 61% of 
Americans believe that free trade leads to job losses, 56% believe it lowers wages, and 
half think it's a cause of the economic slowdown.74 Many economists, environmental 
advocates, and politicians have advocated for shippers and shoppers paying for goods 
transport related pollution through taxes or other measures.75  

While developing a consensus for implementing new tariffs on imports to offset 
losses of manufacturing jobs and the reduction of wages of US workers is incredibly 
complex and political due to possible retaliatory tarriffs on our exports, Californians may 
well be ready to have the buyers of cheap foreign products pay for the immediate health 
consequences directly related to air pollution from Port traffic. The documented health 
costs of the pollution to California residents provides legal justification. Given 
California’s dire financial straights right now, the boon to the state’s economy would be 
enormous. The alternatives of fixing California’s structural budget deficit by severe cuts 
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in education, health, criminal justice and other vital public services or by markedly 
raising taxes are unpalatable.  

Does the long-distance transport of goods benefit California consumers? Clearly 
yes. However, questions arise when considering the projected tripling of goods 
movement over the next 12 years. The overall effect of importing certain commodities 
also bears scrutiny.  

The long distance transport of groceries generates food security and safety 
concerns. For instance, garlic coming from China costs less than garlic from Gilroy to 
Southern California grocery shoppers. Overall, the value of fresh fruits and vegetables 
imported by the United States nearly doubled from 2000 to 2006.75 The more we import 
food from other countries instead of relying on local farmers the more we depend on 
foreign producers. This means we become less secure in our access to food. 

A report of the U.S. Food and Drug Administration Subcommittee on Science and 
Technology says the FDA can no longer adequately protect the nation's food.76 FDA 
safety inspections of food processing plants in China and other countries that ship goods 
to California Ports are practically nonexistent. Since about 20% of greenhouse gas and 
other air pollutant emissions comes from the food sector, planetary safety is also 
undermined by long distance food shipping.75, 77 

Besides cheap labor in Asia and Latin America, several other factors drive down 
the cost of the food we import. Unlike trucks, cars and buses, ocean freighters pay no tax 
on fuel. Transporting food by sea is also not taxed. The health consequences to people 
living near California Ports are not factored into the cost of importing Chinese garlic and 
South American fruits and vegetables to local grocery stores.  

Importing cheap food products from other countries has safety risks, hurts local 
producers, adversely impacts our food security, and increases air pollution and global 
warming. Those buying imported food rather than the public at large should bear those 
associated costs, beginning with health costs to Californians.  

Importing cheap drugs and toys from China, where safety regulations are lax, has 
recently come under scrutiny because of deaths related to contaminated heparin78 and 
health and safety concerns from toys contaminated with lead paint and magnets that can 
be swallowed.79 Increasing the outsourcing these vital commodities puts us at 
considerable risk.  

Considering all these issues, a stabilization or even a reduction of goods moved 
through California’s Ports associated with requiring a significant health fee per container 
would probably be in the best overall interests of California and the USA. Instead of 
depending on regulation to decrease toxin emissions, this health fee would allow 
entrepreneurs to creatively determine the fastest and most efficient methods of 
accomplishing the task.  

LA County residents, particularly poor people, disproportionately suffer the 
adverse health effects of Port pollution. Consequently, using part of a health fee on goods 
movement ($1.5 billion) to facilitate a comprehensive health care reform plan for health 
care safety net patients served by the LA County Department of Health Services is 
entirely justifiable. This fee would replace the $1.5 billion in indigent care costs shifted to 
insured people in the form of higher premiums. The LA County Department of Health 
Services requires both an immediate bailout to avoid a public health catastrophe and a 
major restructuring to assure long-term quality healthcare for all LA County residents and 
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financial stability. This fee could dramatically improve the access to quality healthcare 
for all LA County residents.  

All residents of California, including goods movement stakeholders, would 
benefit from the rapid creation of jobs related to an additional $5 billion per year going to 
reducing pollution and billion of more dollars for needed state infrastructure projects. The 
increase in jobs from these projects should help alleviate the impact of the current 
recession on employment and quality of life in California.  

At one time, a health fee attached to goods movement through California Ports 
would provide a results-oriented rather than process-oriented solution to some of our 
intractable health, environmental, and economic problems.  
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