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CHAPTER 14: 
AIR QUALITY CONFORMITY  
 

REGULATORY STRUCTURE AND RESPONSIBIILTIES 
Responsibility for air quality planning involves a wide variety of agencies and groups at the 
federal, state, regional, and local levels.  Some of these agencies have actual regulatory 
authority, while others are responsible for development and implementation of programs and 
procedures aimed at reducing air pollution levels. 
 
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is the lead federal agency and is responsible 
for setting the National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) and for establishing federal 
motor vehicle emission standards.  The EPA also has the authority under the Clean Air Act to 
require preparation of state plans for air quality and may approve or disapprove state air quality 
plans. 
 
The California Air Resources Board (CARB) is the lead agency and is responsible for preparing 
and submitting a state air quality plan to EPA.  In preparing the state plan, CARB reviews and 
approves regional air quality plans and then incorporates them into a State Implementation Plan 
(SIP). 
 
Air Districts have primary responsibility for preparation, adoption, and implementation of mobile, 
stationary, and area emission control measures.  In El Dorado County, the El Dorado County  
Air Quality Management District is in the Sacramento Air Quality Management Area.  
 
The Sacramento Area Council of Governments (SACOG) is the designated Metropolitan 
Planning Organization for the Sacramento Metropolitan Area.  SACOG also has responsibility 
for making findings of conformity required under section 176(c) of the federal Clean Air Act 
within the designated Sacramento Ozone Non-attainment Area.   
 

ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING 
El Dorado County includes portions of three California air basins:  Sacramento Valley, Mountain 
Counties, and Lake Tahoe.  (Refer to Figure 14-1)  Existing air quality varies substantially 
between these air basins.  El Dorado County has two distinct air quality environments, which 
have been recognized formally by division of the county into two separate air basins, the 
Mountain Counties Air Basin (MCAB) and the Lake Tahoe Air Basin (LTAB).  The MCAB, an 
area of approximately 11,000 square miles, consists of Plumas, Sierra, Nevada, Amador, 
Calaveras, Tuolumne, and Mariposa counties, in addition to the west slope of El Dorado County 
and the central portion of Placer County.  The majority of the MCAB is located in the northern 
Sierra Nevada area with the western boundary of the basin extending into the Sacramento 
Valley.  The LTAB consists of the eastern portion of El Dorado County, the eastern portion of 
Placer County, and Lake Tahoe.  The LTAB is defined by the area within the 7,000-foot contour, 
which is continuous around the lake, and Tahoe City.  
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AIR POLLUTANTS AND STANDARDS 
Ozone pollution is created by chemicals that come from many sources, including mobile 
sources such as cars, buses, trucks, trains, construction vehicles, farm vehicles, airplanes, 
motorcycles, boats, and dirt bikes.  Ozone is an odorless and invisible pollutant that is not 
emitted directly by human sources.  Instead, ozone comes from the reaction of hydrocarbons 
(HC), or reactive organic gases (ROG), and nitrogen oxide (NOx) in the presence of sunlight 
and heat.  Although ozone is the air contaminant for which standards are set, HC and NOx are 
the pollutants that must be controlled.   
 
Carbon monoxide (CO) is mostly a wintertime problem in the El Dorado County area.  It is a 
highly toxic, odorless, colorless gas which binds to hemoglobin in the bloodstream in the place 
of oxygen molecules.  Primarily formed by incomplete automobile fuel combustion, CO is 
primarily a local pollutant that creates individual “hot spots” or small areas where CO 
concentrations are high. 
 
Particulate matter (PM) refers to finely divided solids or liquids such as soot, dust, aerosols, 
and mists.  Suspended particulates often transport toxic elements and also absorb sunlight, 
producing haze and reducing visibility. 
 

EL DORADO COUNTY NON-ATTAINMENT DESIGNATIONS AND 
CLASSIFICATIONS 
El Dorado County is currently designated as a nonattainment area with respect to the state 1-
hour ozone and PM10 standards, and is either in attainment or unclassified for the remaining 
state standards.  With respect to the national standards, the County is designated as a severe 
nonattainment area for the 1-hour ozone standard and nonattainment for the 8-hour ozone 
standard.  The County is either in attainment, unclassified, or unclassified/attainment for the 
remaining national standards.  Based on current attainment status, lead, sulfates, hydrogen 
sulfide, and visibility reducing particulate matter are not a primary concern in El Dorado County 
in comparison to ozone, PM10, CO, and NO2.  Concentrations of sulfates, lead, and hydrogen 
sulfide are, consequently, not monitored by the ambient air quality monitoring stations in El 
Dorado County.  CARB does not yet have a measuring method with enough accuracy or 
precision to designate areas in the state as either “attainment” or “nonattainment” for these 
potential pollutants. The entire state is considered “unclassified” for visibility reducing particulate 
matter (AQMD 2003, CARB 2003).  El Dorado County is in unclassified or 
unclassified/attainment for the state and national CO standards on a regional level.  However, 
localized exceedances or CO “hot spots” can occur.  Table 14 summarizes the state and 
national designations for the El Dorado County portion of the MCAB. 
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TABLE 14-1:  STATE AND NATIONAL AREA DESIGNATIONS FOR THE EL DORADO 
COUNTY PORTION OF THE MOUNTAIN COUNTIES AIR BASIN 
 

Pollutant State Designation 1 National Designation 2 
Ozone (1-hr) Nonattainment Nonattainment (Severe 15)3 

Ozone (8-hr) No State Standard Nonattainment (Serious) 

Respirable Particulate Matter 
(PM10) 

Nonattainment Unclassified 

Fine Particulate Matter (PM2.5)  No State Standard Unclassified/Attainment4 

Carbon Monoxide Unclassified Unclassified/Attainment4 

Nitrogen Dioxide Attainment Unclassified/Attainment4 

Sulfur Dioxide Attainment Unclassified 

Visibility-Reducing Particulate 
Matter Unclassified No Federal Standard 

Sulfates Attainment No Federal Standard 

Hydrogen Sulfide Unclassified No Federal Standard 

Lead Attainment Attainment 
1  As defined by CARB: 

Unclassified: a pollutant is designated unclassified if the data are incomplete and do not support a 
designation of attainment or nonattainment 
Attainment: a pollutant is designated attainment if the state standard for that pollutant was not violated 
at any site in the area during a 3-year period. 
Nonattainment: a pollutant is designated nonattainment if there was at least one violation of a state 
standard for that pollutant in the area. 
Nonattainment/Transitional: a subcategory of the nonattainment designation.  An area is designated 
nonattainment/transitional to signify that the area is close to attaining the standard for that pollutant. 

 
2  As defined by EPA: 

Unclassified: any area that cannot be classified on the basis of available information as meeting or not 
meeting the national primary of secondary ambient air quality standard for the pollutant. 
Attainment; any area that meets the national primary or secondary ambient air quality standard for the 
pollutant. 
Nonattainment: any area that does not meet (or that contributes to ambient air quality in a nearby area 
does not meet) the national primary or secondary ambient air quality standard for the pollutant. 
 

3  An area that has a designation value of 0.180 up to 0.190 parts per million and 15 years to attain. 
 
4  An area that cannot be classified or are better than the national standards are indicated as 

Unclassified/Attainment. 

Source: CARB 2001, 2002; El Dorado County AQMD 2002; EPA 2002 
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CUMULATIVE DEGRADATION OF AIR QUALITY 
Emissions associated with development throughout the Sacramento Valley and Mountain 
Counties Air Basins, combined with emissions associated with development in El Dorado 
County, cumulatively degrade air quality throughout both air basins.  The preparation of State 
Implementation Plans and Federal Implementation Plans for the region will help reduce the 
cumulative air quality impacts.  The area’s topography and meteorology, combined with 
population-related emissions increases, are expected to result in continued violations of the 
NOx and PM10 standards.  In addition, increases in traffic volumes associated with regional 
growth further congest major transportation systems in El Dorado County with the potential for 
violations of the CO standards.  
 

AIR QUALITY CONFORMITY DETERMINATION 
As the designated Metropolitan Planning Organization for the Sacramento Metropolitan Area, it 
is SACOG’s responsibility to ensure that regional transportation plans and programs conform to 
the State Implementation Plan.  SACOG also has responsibility for making findings of 
conformity required under section 176(c) of the federal Clean Air Act within the designated 
Sacramento Ozone Non-attainment Area.   
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