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Ensuring the safe usage of perchloroethylene solvent (“perc”) within the dry cleaning industry is important for environmental public health. Perc presents acute hazards to individuals in the occupational setting and improper usage can impair air and water quality, exposing the public to a potential carcinogen. Approximately 85% of cleaners in the U.S. use perc as their primary solvent1. It is a cost-effective and efficient chlorinated solvent that removes stains and dirt from most common types of fabric. Perc is non-flammable, evaporates quickly and usually does not cause clothes to shrink, or dyes to bleed1. For these reasons, it is usually the first solvent of choice in dry cleaning, and it is also widely used as a metal degreasing agent. The U.S. EPA estimates that 30,750,000 pounds of perc were sold in the U.S. in 2005 alone2.

Despite its popularity, there are significant human health and environmental concerns surrounding perc usage. The EPA regulates perc (also known as trichloroethylene, TCE and PCE) as a Hazardous Air Pollutant (HAP), meaning it is among the substances either known or suspected to cause cancer, or other serious health or environmental effects3. The EPA’s Science Advisory Board has identified perc as a “probable human carcinogen”3, although this classification has been challenged by several other agencies. Some States go beyond the Federal requirements and place stricter limitations on perc usage, while conversely, some are now in the process of relaxing certain requirements. This project explores the regulatory approach in New Jersey and seeks to implement a community-based outreach program to educate dry cleaners about perc’s consequences. The report will also outline the author’s experience with the inspection process in Somerset County and the mental models apparent within the dry cleaning and regulatory communities.

Dry cleaning operations in New Jersey are regulated through the Air Pollution Control Act. Primary enforcement authority lies with the State; however, the actual inspections are conducted by County Health Departments. Recently, regulations at the State level have been in flux, and County inspectors are finding operators that are unaware of their current obligations and unprepared for the new enforcement consequences.

The State and County agencies share a common goal of protecting environmental public health. However, increasing responsibilities placed on the public health community since 9/11/01 have made it difficult for County inspectors to place monitoring of dry cleaners high on the priority list. A cleaner may only be inspected once every 5 years and, although fines are heavy, compliance is short-termed. To develop long-term, proactive compliance, it is necessary to convey the risks of improper perc usage, and the benefits of compliance, to both owners and employees. Finally, seeking and promoting alternatives to perc usage will reduce overall emissions within the County and give workers and consumers potentially safer options.

This project seeks to go beyond the strict compliance/enforcement model by developing an educational program for the industry, and will utilize collaboration between all parties to generate open dialogue, and foster proactive compliance among operators. A secondary goal of the program will be to use its successful components in other Counties, and eventually at the State level. After implementation, inspections within Somerset County will be evaluated to determine whether the program resulted in ongoing compliance. A successful outcome will be a reduction in the number of businesses operating with perc usage violations. This will positively impact public and environmental health by reducing excess emissions of perc, and limiting public exposure through air and water sources.




















Figure 6: Project Logic Model




































































PAGE  
2006–2007 Fellow Project
                            National Environmental Public Health Leadership Institute
1

