
 

Major climate initiative in the Northeastern
US benefits children's health

July 29 2020

A new study by researchers from the Columbia Center for Children's
Environmental Health (CCCEH) at Columbia University Mailman
School of Public Health reports that the Regional Greenhouse Gas
Initiative (RGGI) has been successful in reducing fine particulate matter
(PM2.5) emissions and substantially improving children's health, both
major co-benefits of this climate policy. Among the benefits between
2009-2014 were an estimated 537 avoided cases of childhood asthma,
112 preterm births, 98 cases of autism spectrum disorder (ASD), and 56
cases of term low birthweight. The associated economic savings were
estimated at $191 to $350 million over the years. These findings are
published today in Environmental Health Perspectives.

Initiated in 2009, RGGI is the country's first regional cap- and- trade
program designed to limit carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions from the
power sector. Under the agreement, nine participating northeastern
states—including New York— were required to limit emissions from
fossil fuel power plants with a capacity of 25 megawatts or greater.
Regulated power plants must obtain annual CO2 allowances which are
auctioned quarterly and may be traded between plants or offset.
Although RGGI is focused on reducing GHG emissions, it has also
lowered emissions of other pollutants, including PM2.5., nitrogen oxides
(NOx) and sulfur dioxide (SO2).

The researchers estimated the health benefits to children and associated
economic savings using the Environmental Benefits Mapping and
Analysis Program (BenMAP) tool, a computer program supported by the
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U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. For the first time, the
researchers incorporated additional health outcomes, not previously
included in BenMAP, that are associated with prenatal and childhood
exposure to PM2.5.

"As impressive as they are, these estimated benefits for children do not
take into account their potential life-long consequences, so they are
likely underestimates of the true benefits of this policy," says lead author
Frederica Perera, Ph.D., DrPH, professor of environmental health
sciences at Columbia Mailman School and director of translational
research at CCCEH. "These results should spur more such initiatives to
address climate change and improve the health of our children."

  More information: Environmental Health Perspectives (2020). DOI:
10.1289/EHP6706
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