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UNI TED STATES ENVI RONMVENTAL PROTECTI ON AGENCY
WASHI NGTON, D.C. 20460

MAY 28 1992

OFFI CE OF
THE ADM NI STRATCR

MVEMORANDUM
SUBJECT: EPA Definition of "Pollution Prevention”

FROM F. Henry Habicht I1
Deputy Admi ni strator

TO Al | EPA Personne

EPA is seeking to integrate pollution prevention as an ethic throughout
its activities, in accordance with the national policy expressed in the
Pol | ution Prevention Act of 1990. Your individual efforts to push
devel opment of new opportunities, approaches, and processes to prevent
pol lution are inpressive and exciting

VWile the concept of pollution prevention is broadly applicable--a too
to acconplish many environmental tasks--this nenp attenpts to guide nore
consi stent use of the termin our activities and witten naterials.
Pol | ution prevention requires a cultural change--one which encourages nore
anticipation and internalizing of real environnental costs by those who may
generate pollution, and which requires EPA to build a new relationship with
all of our constituents to find the npst cost-effective means to achieve
t hose goal s.

The followi ng EPA "Statenent of Definition" is a formal enbodi ment of
what has been the Agency's working definition of pollution prevention, and
is consistent with the Pollution Prevention Act of 1990 and the Agency's
1991 Pollution Prevention Strategy. It nakes clear that prevention is our
first priority within an environmental mnanagenent hierarchy that includes:
1) prevention, 2) recycling, 3) treatnent, and 4) disposal or rel ease

VWhile it is subject to further refinenent, this definition should
provide a common reference point for all of us. As you review and apply the
definition in your work, please keep the followi ng points in mnd

* As always, whether the pollution prevention option is selected in
any given situation will depend on the
2

requirements of applicable law, the | evel of risk reduction that can be
achi eved, and the cost-effectiveness of that option.

* Accordingly, the hierarchy should be viewed as establishing a set of
preferences, rather than an absolute judgenent that prevention is

al ways the nost desirable option. The hierarchy is applied to many
different kinds of circunstances that will require judgenment calls

* Drawing an absolute |ine between prevention and recycling can be
difficult. "Prevention" includes what is commonly called "in-process
recycling,” but not "out-of-process recycling." Recycling conducted in
an environnental ly sound nmanner shares nmany of the advantages of
prevention, e.g. energy and resource conservation, and reducing the
need for end-of-pipe treatment or waste contai nnent.

As EPA | ooks at the "big picture” in setting strategic directions for
the decade ahead, it is clear that prevention is key to solving the problens
that all our nedia prograns face, including the increasing cost of treatnent
and cl eanup. In the comon-sense words of Benjanmin Franklin, "an ounce of
prevention is worth a pound of cure.”

Pl ease use the Statenent of Definition of Pollution Prevention in al
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of your EPA activities.

PCOLLUTI ON PREVENTI ON: EPA STATEMENT OF DEFI NI TI ON
(pursuant to the Pollution Prevention Act of 1990
and the Pollution Prevention Strategy)

Under Section 6602(b) of the Pollution Prevention Act of 1990, Congress
establ i shed a national policy that:

* pol lution should be prevented or reduced at the source whenever
f easi bl e;

* pol lution that cannot be prevented should be recycled in an
environnmental | y safe manner whenever feasibl e;

* pol lution that cannot be prevented or recycled should be treated in an
environment al | y safe manner whenever feasible; and

* di sposal or other release into the environnent shoul d be enpl oyed only
as a last resort and should be conducted in an environnentally safe
manner .

Pol | ution prevention neans "source reduction,” as defined under the
Pol | ution Prevention Act, and other practices that reduce or elimnate the
creation of pollutants through:

3

--increased efficiency in the use of raw materials, energy, water, or
ot her resources, or
--protection of natural resources by conservation.

The Pol lution Prevention Act defines "source reduction"” to nmean any
practi ce which:

--reduces the anmount of any hazardous substance, pollutant, or

contam nant entering any waste stream or otherw se released into the
envi ronment (including fugitive em ssions) prior to recycling
treatnent, or disposal; and

--reduces the hazards to public health and the environnent associ ated
with the rel ease of such substances, pollutants, or contamn nants.

The termincludes: equi pnent or technol ogy nodifications, process or
procedure nodifications, refornulation or redesign of products, substitution
of raw materials, and inprovenents in housekeepi ng, mmintenance, training
or inventory control

Under the Pollution Prevention Act, recycling, energy recovery,
treatnment, and disposal are not included within the definition of pollution
prevention. Sone practices comonly described as "in-process recycling" may
qualify as pollution prevention. Recycling that is conducted in an
envi ronmental | y sound manner shares nmany of the advantages of prevention--it
can reduce the need for treatment or disposal, and conserve energy and
resour ces.

Pol | ution prevention approaches can be applied to all pollution-
generating activity, including those found in the energy, agriculture
Federal , consuner, as well as industrial sectors. The inpairnment of
wet | ands, ground water sources, and other critical resources constitutes
pol lution, and prevention practices nmay be essential for preserving these
resources. These practices may include conservation techniques and changes
in managenent practices to prevent harmto sensitive ecosystens. Pollution
prevention does not include practices that create new risks of concern.

In the agricultural sector, pollution prevention approaches include

--reduci ng the use of water and chemical inputs;

--adoption of less environmentally harnful pesticides or cultivation of
crop strains with natural resistance to pests; and

--protection of sensitive areas

In the energy sector, pollution prevention can reduce environnmenta
damages from extraction, processing, transport, and



conbustion of fuels. Pollution prevention approaches include

--increasing efficiency in energy use
--substituting environnmental ly benign fuel sources; and
--desi gn changes that reduce the demand for energy.

For nore information contact:

--the Pollution Prevention Policy Staff (260-8621), or

--the Pollution Prevention Division, Ofice of Pollution Prevention and
Toxi cs (260-3557)
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