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By many measures, the U.S. EPA’s Toxic Release Inventory has been a success 
story since its inception in 1988. It is the premier pollution reporting and citizens’ 
right-to-know program and measures chemical use efficiency and waste and 
pollution reduction in factories and facilities across the country.

Between 1988 and 2006, the most recent year for which data are available, 
disposal and releases of the chemicals under the original TRI program decreased 
by 1.77 billion pounds, or 59 percent. In 2006, the 22,880 U.S. facilities required 
to report TRI emissions released 4.25 billion pounds of chemicals into the air, 
land, and water, roughly 2 percent less than in 2005. Emissions also declined 
slightly when calculated as a percentage of gross domestic product. 

The mining sector, with 1.22 billion pounds of toxic chemical disposal 
or releases, represented the largest slice of the TRI pie in 2006, and was 
responsible for the largest increase from 2005, at 47 million additional pounds. 
The electric utility sector had the second largest disposals or releases in 2006, 
1.02 billion pounds, a 6 percent decline from the year before. 

Changes in reporting made by the Bush administration will likely skew the 
numbers lower in coming years. In 2006, the EPA implemented new rules that 
increased the threshold at which facilities must submit detailed reporting for 
certain chemicals. Previously, facilities had to report detailed information when 
releasing or managing more than 500 pounds of non-persistent bioaccumulative 
toxic (non-PBT) chemicals as waste. The new rules raised the threshold to 5,000 
pounds, as long as direct environmental releases are less than 2,000 pounds. 

Moreover, facilities previously had to provide detailed information for any 
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reportable levels of PBT chemicals. Less detailed reporting is now allowed if 
a facility handles less than 500 pounds as waste, as long as there are no PBT 
emissions. The new rules went into effect for the second half of 2006 TRI data.

The result of all these changes: Fewer facilities will have to report their emissions 
to the government, and many others will report them in a less-specific way.

The EPA went forward with the new rules to ease the burden on reporting 
facilities despite overwhelming opposition from the public, including 12 
attorneys general, who filed a lawsuit to reverse the rules in an action that 
is still unresolved. The EPA estimates the new rules will impact less than 
1 percent of all toxic waste tracked by the TRI, but a report from the U.S. 
Government Accountability Office found this national estimate obscured a 
“disproportionately” large impact on individual communities. The GAO also 
estimated as many as 3,500 facilities may no longer be required to report toxic 
emissions, which means more than 22,000 of the nearly 90,000 TRI reports might 
no longer be available to communities, diminishing the usefulness of the TRI. 

As always, the push and pull of government regulation continues, leaving the 
future of TRI reporting up in the air: California passed a law requiring facilities in 
the state to adhere to the previous reporting requirements, and environmental 
groups are hoping Congress and President Obama will reverse the rules. 
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Trying to gauge the progress being made in reducing toxic chemical use is as 
close to a hopeless task as we encountered this year. While there is plenty of 
anecdotal information suggesting industries of all types are making products 
using ingredients less harmful to the health of people and the planet, the data 
are too far-flung to capture simply but still meaningfully.

Consider that there are some 85,000 synthetic chemicals approved for 
commercial use in the U.S., and in one industry alone — cosmetics and personal 
care — there are an estimated 12,000 chemicals in use. So any attempt to 
gather a reasonable list of chemicals to track is challenging at best. Couple 
that with long lead times and slow progress on regulations and reporting at the 
federal level, and a snapshot of harmful chemicals in use is a tall order.

But just because a topic is difficult to study doesn’t mean it’s not important, and 
the hidden hazards in everyday products are spending increasing time in the 
spotlight. Last year alone saw notable public scares for items ranging from lead 
in candy to melamine in milk products to bisphenol A in plastic bottles and other 
common products and toys.

Barring a complete chemical set to look at, and limited data-gathering tools 
publicly available, we settled on the EPA’s list of 20 persistent, bioaccumulative 
and toxic chemicals, or PBTs. These chemicals fall in a range of categories 
— including pesticides, plastic softeners, and byproducts of manufacturing — 
known to be highly toxic and long-lasting, and can build up in the environment 
and in our bodies over time, leading to enduring health and pollution issues.

Launched in 1998, the government’s PBT program began by monitoring 12 
chemicals, including several categories of compounds of lead, mercury, and 
dioxins. The program is working with industry partners to reduce or eliminate 
the use of these chemicals, and has been seeking out new harmful chemicals to 
add to the list, which now totals 20 chemicals or compounds.

Toxics in  
Manufacturing 
A Murky Picture, 

but Some Success 

20.53 

22.42 

21.24 
21.78 22.15 

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 

Toxics in Manufacturing
Tons of selected toxic chemicals used per billion dollars of GDP

Source: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency



© 2009 Greener World Media, Inc. (www.greenbiz.com). May be reproduced for noncommercial purposes only, 	 59
provided credit is given to Greener World Media, Inc., and includes this copyright notice. 

STaTe oF

GREEN
BUSINeSS

2009

As the data show, the news isn’t entirely good. Although there is no upward 
trending in the use of these chemicals, there clearly isn’t any wholesale reduction 
in their use, either. And a look at the PBT program’s progress reports further 
echoes the bad news: The most recent report online is dated 2001-2002.

That’s not to say there’s no progress; it’s just that leadership is coming from the 
private sector and activists rather than the federal government. Industry groups, 
sector leaders and nonprofits are tackling the use of toxics from all corners, 
with some notable successes. Among the many examples we’ve seen recently 
are the adoption of new green design standards in computer hardware and the 
reformulation of everything from cleaning products to printer inks.

We’re also seeing the growth of partnerships aimed at tapping industry 
expertise for the greater good: The Cleangredients partnership spearheaded 
by the green design nonprofit GreenBlue, and the Business-NGO Working 
Group for Safer Chemicals and Sustainable Materials are both examples of how 
companies are engaged in making products that do no harm, or at least less. 
And one of the oldest green chemical certifications — the EPA’s Design for 
Environment program — is showing encouraging and sustained growth.

While the data we found this year are both inconclusive and mildly discouraging, 
the anecdotal evidence suggests that progress is happening behind the scenes. 
As the U.S. catches up with Europe legislatively (the E.U.’s REACH legislation has 
banned more than 11,000 chemicals from use), companies that are ahead of the 
curve on cutting down toxics will find themselves ahead of the pack.
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Water, as you may have heard, is the next carbon. Our unquenchable need 
for it, its limited nature, and the increasing pressures on water supplies are 
conspiring to make this substance one of the bigger and more pressing issues 
on companies’ financial and environmental radars in coming years.

Judging from the graphic above, based on data collected by the Freedonia 
Group, efforts to do more with less water have met with some success. In the 
past 10 years alone, the water intensity of the U.S. economy has dropped by 
nearly 25 percent — that is, it takes almost one-fourth less water to provide 
the same level of economic activity. If we were to look back into the 1980s 
and even before, we’d see that the overall water intensity of the economy has 
improved much more significantly, as industry has started to recognize not just 
the relatively high cost of wasting water, but also the financial savings that flow 
from using it more efficiently.

Breaking down the results by some industries can help illustrate the scale of 
the improvements. Utilities are notable examples: between 1997 and 2007 the 
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Internet Age drove up electricity use for just about every business and most 
individuals while the U.S. population grew by 12 percent — more than 34 million 
people — but the water used to generate power trickled up less than 5 percent. 

This type of significant improvement in smart water use highlights how 
companies across industries are incorporating more efficient water-use methods, 
especially closed-loop water systems that can recycle water with almost no loss. 
But it’s not just utilities: Whether you look at the amount of water needed to 
manufacture a ton of paper or a ton of steel, industries are getting more efficient 
as time passes.

The improvements can be attributed both to cost-savings goals, as water 
gets more expensive to use and treat, but also to reputational issues around 
extracting water unsustainably from local aquifers and reservoirs or polluting 
local water supplies. Perhaps the best cases in point come from companies in 
the water-intensive food and beverage industries: In 2008, Coca-Cola, Anheuser-
Busch and Nestle Waters North America all announced goals to cut the water 
intensity of their product lines in the coming years.

Municipal activity is rising with the tide as well. Denver’s water agency was 
honored for its efforts in conservation, while city and state governments 
across the U.S. implemented plans to capture rainwater before it goes back 
to groundwater supplies. And municipal water usage, which is dependent on 
literally 300 million individual factors -— that is, the country’s residents — is 
seeing steady improvement as usage drops even while the population climbs, 
in part by encouraging smarter choices and making water conservation the easy 
option. For example, if every American household switched out a top-loading 
washing machine for a state-of-the-art front-loading machine, which use 60 
percent less water, they’d collectively save $3 billion annually in water bills, 
according to General Electric.

Although overall water use is still a difficult indicator to gauge on a year-over-
year basis, the progress we’ve seen in the past 10 years amounts to more than a 
drop in the bucket, and all signs point to a coming high tide of water efficiency 
through increased awareness and technological innovation.
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State of Green Business Report 

Joel Makower, Executive Editor

Matthew Wheeland, Managing Editor

Tilde Herrera, Associate Editor

Greener World Media is the world’s first and only mainstream media and 
information services company focused exclusively on sustainability and the 
competitive edge it brings to businesses. We are the trusted, one-stop resource 
on business and the environment, helping companies align environmental 
responsibility with business success. Greener World Media creates in-depth reports, 
hosts groundbreaking events, and publishes the leading news and opinion pieces 
that help the rapidly growing market of green-minded executives and institutions 
succeed and prosper. 

Greener World Media serves its audience with a suite of solutions: 

Peer-to-Peer: GreenBiz Executive Network

Research: GreenBiz Intelligence, Green Building Impact Report,  
State of Green Business

Events: Greener by Design, State of Green Business Forum

Online Media: GreenBiz.com, GreenerComputing.com, GreenerDesign.com, 
ClimateBiz.com, GreenerBuildings.com. Plus: newsletters, webcasts, blogs and more. 

More information: www.GreenerWorldMedia.com

Coming Up … 

Greener by Design: Greener Products for Leaner Times 
May 19-20, 2009 — Palace Hotel, San Francisco

Bringing green products to the mainstream requires a focus on aligning 
environmental innovation with affordability. But how are successful companies 
designing greener products with little or no price premium? Join us at Greener 
By Design 2009 to see who’s evolving, who’s thriving, and how they’re producing 
products that aren’t just greener, but better – and more affordable.

Greener By Design is the premier conference for strategies, tools, and markets for 
product innovation. Produced by GreenBiz.com and Global Executive.

More information: www.greenerbydesign.com
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