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What must be done so that we can safely breathe Portland’s air? 

We all love “green” Portland and those amazing views of Mt. Hood on clear days. But perhaps we 
should avoid taking deep breaths while absorbing the view. Surprising to many of us, our City and 
County rank near the top in the nation in uncontrolled pollution by diesel exhaust and its 
dangerous, microscopic particulates, also known as “black carbon” or “soot.” This statement 
sketches the problem and what needs to be done, with your help. 

Diesel particulates are potentially lethal poisons that we cannot help but breathe  

Based on 2005 EPA data, the Portland/Vancouver/Beaverton metro area ranked in the top 1% 
nationally for diesel pollution. Based on the same data, Multnomah County ranked 4th worst of 3, 
109 counties in diesel pollution. The average lifetime risk of cancer from diesel particulates was 1 
in 1,873, which is 534 times greater than EPA’s so-called “acceptable” risk of 1 case per million 
people. [See endnote  for documentation.]  

1

1 Analysis of  2005 EPA National Air Toxic Assessment data, by the Clean Air Task Force, Boston. See their website at 
http://www.catf.us. For Portland, Vancouver, Beaverton metro analysis, see: 
http://www.catf.us/methane/black_carbon/diesel/dieselhealth/msa.php?site=2&m=38900 
 For Multnomah County analysis see: 
http://www.catf.us/methane/black_carbon/diesel/dieselhealth/county.php?site=2&c=41051. 
 

 
For more information, see the following sources:  
 
Oregon Physicians for Social Responsibility (Winter 2008). 
 “A Breathable Future: Health Effects of Air Pollution in Portland.”  Excellent 
introduction. 
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1lIhGs0bAVTuJV1TaNLVlfGgleothodwZ 
[You may have to copy the above link and paste it in your browser to make it work.] 
 
Also from Oregon Physicians for Social Responsibility (2015),. “Airborne Particulate 
Matter and Public Health.” 
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/oregonpsrorg/pages/29/attachments/orig
inal/1491857988/Airborne_Particulate_Matter_and_Public_Health_Factsheet_%28
FINAL__updated_10-5-15%29.pdf?1491857988 
 
Professor Linda George, environmental science and management, Portland State 
University. March 31, 2018. An excellent 12-minute video 

http://www.catf.us/
http://www.catf.us/methane/black_carbon/diesel/dieselhealth/msa.php?site=2&m=38900
http://www.catf.us/methane/black_carbon/diesel/dieselhealth/county.php?site=2&c=41051
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1lIhGs0bAVTuJV1TaNLVlfGgleothodwZ
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/oregonpsrorg/pages/29/attachments/original/1491857988/Airborne_Particulate_Matter_and_Public_Health_Factsheet_%28FINAL__updated_10-5-15%29.pdf?1491857988
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/oregonpsrorg/pages/29/attachments/original/1491857988/Airborne_Particulate_Matter_and_Public_Health_Factsheet_%28FINAL__updated_10-5-15%29.pdf?1491857988
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/oregonpsrorg/pages/29/attachments/original/1491857988/Airborne_Particulate_Matter_and_Public_Health_Factsheet_%28FINAL__updated_10-5-15%29.pdf?1491857988


Diesel Exhaust Position Statement, July 5, 2018 |2 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VpBRgs4cccA&feature=youtu.be 

 
Creston-Kenilworth Neighborhood Assoc. and Brooklyn Action Corps. “Brooklyn Rail Yard Report” 
10-22-17.  http://www.creston-kenilworth.org/report.html 

 
Portland Clean Air’s Diesel Map 
http://portlandcleanair.org/files/Diesel%20particulate%20map.pdf 
 

Neighbors for Clean Air 
http://www.whatsinourair.org/learn-more/diesel-particulates/ 
 

Southeast Examiner, March 31, 2018. “Diesel Exhaust Control Lagging in Oregon,” 
3-31-2018. 
https://www.southeastexaminer.com/2018/03/diesel-exhaust-emissions-control-la
gging-in-oregon 
 
NPR News Hour, “How Will Oregon Clean Up Diesel Air Pollution?”, January 2018. 
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/how-will-oregon-clean-up-diesel-air-pollutio
n 
 
Oregon Public Broadcasting, May 7, 2018.” Portland Scientists to Study Local Threat 
from Diesel Exhaust.” 5-7-2018. 
https://www.opb.org/news/article/diesel-exhaust-portland-scientists-epa-study 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This statement was drafted by W.T. Ward, Brooklyn Neighborhood, assisted by members of the 
Working Group of Portland Neighborhoods on Diesel Exhaust. 
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Diesel pollution is considered the most lethal type of air pollution. It affects most of Portland but 
is especially high near the Brooklyn Railyard, heavy construction sites, and along interstate 
highways and truck routes. 

Diesel particulates cause cancer, shorten lives, and complicate other health conditions, leading 
to much suffering and high costs in our communities 

Diesel exhaust contains millions of cancer-causing microscopic particles (carbon plus toxic 
chemicals like arsenic, benzene, styrene, toluene, xylene, and others). They make their way deep 
in to our lungs and bloodstream, evading our internal defenses, and reach vital organs and brain, 
where they lurk forever. They multiply our risk of sickness, disability, and premature death from 
cancer, respiratory disease, and related causes. The risks for children, the elderly, and those with 
asthma or weak immune systems are especially high. This is also an environmental justice issue; 
diesel pollution that tends to burden lower-income neighborhoods most heavily because of their 
proximity to truck routes.  

Short-haul, heavy-duty diesel trucks are the primary polluters, but other diesels contribute to 
this threat to our health. Oregon does not regulate older truck, bus, and construction diesels 

The federal government requires that trucks and buses built after 2008 be filtered, capturing 90% 
of the particulates. But older trucks and buses and construction diesels continue spewing poison 
until they are replaced or retrofitted with filters. Few older diesels are ever retrofitted, even at 
the modest cost of filters compared to a new truck or engine. 
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An effective solution requires courage and responsibility by legislators and leaders, and support 
by voters here and across Oregon 

California and Washington have taken the lead in reducing diesel pollution, while the EPA has left 
the problem of older diesels to the states. California requires that all diesels, old and new, be 
filtered. Washington is following California’s lead. Oregon, however, has set a diesel particulate 
standard which is 30 times weaker than the standard adopted by California and Washington. 
Legislation to adopt an effective program for limiting diesel pollution was squelched by the 
2016-17 session, primarily due to highly intensive industry lobbying. A short-lived voluntary state 
program to assist truckers in retrofits has left thousands of polluting trucks on the road. A new 
program to assist school bus companies in retrofitting or replacing polluting buses will leave 
thousands of buses contaminating the lungs of student passengers and the rest of us.  

This is not just a Portland problem, it’s an Oregon problem 

These emissions are worst in the City of Portland and Multnomah County, but also affect many 
other cities and counties. School buses, transit buses and trucks older than 2008 are unregulated. 
Pollution is most serious near rail/truck container shipment yards, near interstate highways and 
trucking routes, and near development sites using cranes, excavators, and other heavy diesel 
equipment. These fumes heavily impact students and staff at nearby schools and public facilities 
here and around the state.  Although Portland itself can do more; a clean diesel program requires 
legislative action. 

What must be done, without further delay. 

      Oregon must 
● Adopt the California diesel particulate standard. 
● Inspect older, unfiltered heavy-duty diesel trucks and buses, and require them to be 

filtered, replaced, or taken off the road once and for all. 
● Renew and expand voluntary programs to help independent truckers and school bus 

companies comply quickly with a safe Oregon standard. Require industry to share in that 
expense. 

● Expand neighborhood monitoring of diesel pollution so that progress can be tracked and 
reported on a regular basis. 

 
      Portland must 

● Apply its legal power to regulate land uses and sites that are sources of concentrated 
particulate emissions, such as rail/truck yards and large construction sites. 

● Use fiscal measures to encourage industry compliance with reasonable standards 
● Press strongly for state action on an effective clean diesel program. 

 
We need your help; or this situation will continue indefinitely 
 
Diesels last for many years. Voluntary programs have not worked. The costs of diesel pollution, 
$2 billion annually in greater Portland, will continue; as will serious health effects for people of all 
ages, income levels, and backgrounds. As a Portlander who cares about your family’s and 
neighbors’ health and well-being, join us in raising public awareness of this issue and holding our 
City and State leaders accountable. 



Diesel Exhaust Position Statement, July 5, 2018 |5 
 

 
      As a concerned resident, please  

● Become informed yourself and share information with neighbors and family members 
● Participate in letter-writing and phone-calling campaigns to alert legislators and leaders 

that you care and will vote for those with courage to do the right thing 
● Vote for legislators and other leaders who make stopping this pollution a priority 
● Contribute to organizations that are supporting this campaign, including Portland Clean 

Air, Neighbors for Clean Air, and others that share and actively support our goals. 
● Make sure your neighborhood association takes an active role in this campaign. 

 
Who are we? 
 
We are an informal group representing neighborhood associations, thus far in Eastmoreland, 
Brooklyn, Creston-Kenilworth, Hosford-Abernathy, Pearl, and East Columbia neighborhoods. We 
invite other neighborhoods to join us. We can be reached through Greg Bourget at Portland Clean 
Air (gregbourget@hotmail.com) the non-profit advocacy organization that has stepped up to help 
our neighborhoods.  
 
Endnote 

mailto:gregbourget@hotmail.com

