
SUMMARIES of MAJOR ENVIRONMENTAL LAWS by category 
 
**National Environmental Policy Act    42 U.S.C. §4321 et seq. (1969) 
The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) was one of the first laws ever written that establishes the broad national 
framework for protecting our environment. NEPA's basic policy is to assure that all branches of government give proper 
consideration to the environment prior to undertaking any major federal action that significantly affects the environment. 
 
NEPA requirements are invoked when airports, buildings, military complexes, highways, parkland purchases, and other 
federal activities are proposed. Environmental Assessments (EAs) and Environmental Impact Statements (EISs), which are 
assessments of the likelihood of impacts from alternative courses of action, are required from all Federal agencies and are the 
most visible NEPA requirements. 
 
**Pollution Prevention Act     42 U.S.C. §13101 et seq. (1990) 
The Pollution Prevention Act focused industry, government, and public attention on reducing the amount of pollution through 
cost-effective changes in production, operation, and raw materials use. Opportunities for source reduction are often not 
realized because of existing regulations, and the industrial resources required for compliance, focus on treatment and 
disposal. 
 
Source reduction is fundamentally different and more desirable than waste management or pollution control. Source 
reduction refers to practices that reduce hazardous substances from being released into the environment prior to recycling, 
treatment or disposal. The term includes equipment or technology modifications, process or procedure modifications, 
reformulation or redesign of products, substitution of raw materials, and improvements in housekeeping, maintenance, 
training, or inventory control. 
 
Pollution prevention includes practices that increase efficiency in the use of energy, water, or other natural resources, and 
protect our resource base through conservation. 

 
WATER 
 
Clean Water Act    33 U.S.C. §1251 et seq. (1972) 
The Clean Water Act (CWA) establishes the basic structure for regulating discharges of pollutants into the waters of the 
United States and regulating quality standards for surface waters. The basis of the CWA was enacted in 1948 and was called 
the Federal Water Pollution Control Act, but the Act was significantly reorganized and expanded in 1972. "Clean Water Act" 
became the Act's common name with amendments in 1977. 
 
Under the CWA, EPA has implemented pollution control programs such as setting wastewater standards for industry. We 
have also set water quality standards for all contaminants in surface waters. 
 
The CWA made it unlawful to discharge any pollutant from a point source into navigable waters, unless a permit was 
obtained. EPA's National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permit program controls discharges. Point 
sources are discrete conveyances such as pipes or man-made ditches. Individual homes that are connected to a municipal 
system, use a septic system, or do not have a surface discharge do not need an NPDES permit; however, industrial, municipal, 
and other facilities must obtain permits if their discharges go directly to surface waters. 
 
Marine Protection, Research, and Sanctuaries Act  16 USC § 1431 et seq. and 33 USC §1401 et seq. (1988) 
Titles I and II of the Marine Protection, Research, and Sanctuaries Act (MPRSA), also referred to as the Ocean Dumping Act, 
generally prohibits (1) transportation of material from the United States for the purpose of ocean dumping; (2) transportation 
of material from anywhere for the purpose of ocean dumping by U.S. agencies or U.S.-flagged vessels; (3) dumping of 
material transported from outside the United States into the U.S. territorial sea. A permit is required to deviate from these 
prohibitions. 
 
Under MPRSA, the standard for permit issuance is whether the dumping will "unreasonably degrade or endanger" human 
health, welfare, or the marine environment. EPA is charged with developing ocean dumping criteria to be used in evaluating 
permit applications. The MPRSA provisions administered by EPA are published in Title 33 of the U.S. Code. The MPRSA 
provisions that address marine sanctuaries are administered by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and are 
published in Title 16 of the U.S. Code. 
 
 



Safe Drinking Water Act    42 U.S.C. §300f et seq. (1974) 
The Safe Drinking Water Act (SDWA) was established to protect the quality of drinking water in the U.S. This law focuses 
on all waters actually or potentially designed for drinking use, whether from above ground or underground sources. 
 
The Act authorizes EPA to establish minimum standards to protect tap water and requires all owners or operators of public 
water systems to comply with these primary (health-related) standards. The 1996 amendments to SDWA require that EPA 
consider a detailed risk and cost assessment, and best available peer-reviewed science, when developing these standards. 
State governments, which can be approved to implement these rules for EPA, also encourage attainment of secondary 
standards (nuisance-related). Under the Act, EPA also establishes minimum standards for state programs to protect 
underground sources of drinking water from endangerment by underground injection of fluids. 

 
AIR 
 
Clean Air Act  42 U.S.C. §7401 et seq. (1970) 
The Clean Air Act (CAA) is the comprehensive federal law that regulates air emissions from stationary and mobile sources. 
Among other things, this law authorizes EPA to establish National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) to protect 
public health and public welfare and to regulate emissions of hazardous air pollutants. 
 
One of the goals of the Act was to set and achieve NAAQS in every state by 1975 in order to address the public health and 
welfare risks posed by certain widespread air pollutants. The setting of these pollutant standards was coupled with directing 
the states to develop state implementation plans (SIPs), applicable to appropriate industrial sources in the state, in order to 
achieve these standards. 
 
The Act was amended in 1977 and 1990 primarily to set new goals (dates) for achieving attainment of NAAQS since many 
areas of the country had failed to meet the deadlines. 
 
Section 112 of the Clean Air Act addresses emissions of hazardous air pollutants. Prior to 1990, CAA established a 
risk-based program under which only a few standards were developed. The 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments revised Section 
112 to first require issuance of technology-based standards for major sources and certain area sources. "Major sources" are 
defined as a stationary source or group of stationary sources that emit or have the potential to emit 10 tons per year or more 
of a hazardous air pollutant or 25 tons per year or more of a combination of hazardous air pollutants. An "area source" is any 
stationary source that is not a major source. 
 
For major sources, Section 112 requires that EPA establish emission standards that require the maximum degree of reduction 
in emissions of hazardous air pollutants. These emission standards are commonly referred to as "maximum achievable 
control technology" or "MACT" standards. Eight years after the technology-based MACT standards are issued for a source 
category, EPA is required to review those standards to determine whether any residual risk exists for that source category and, 
if necessary, revise the standards to address such risk. 
 
Noise Control Act  42 U.S.C. §4901 et seq. (1972) 
Inadequately controlled noise presents a growing danger to the health and welfare of the Nation's population, particularly in 
urban areas. The major sources of noise include transportation vehicles and equipment, machinery, appliances, and other 
products in commerce. The Noise Control Act of 1972 establishes a national policy to promote an environment for all 
Americans free from noise that jeopardizes their health and welfare. The Act also serves to (1) establish a means for effective 
coordination of Federal research and activities in noise control; (2) authorize the establishment of Federal noise emission 
standards for products distributed in commerce; and (3) provide information to the public respecting the noise emission and 
noise reduction characteristics of such products. 
 
While primary responsibility for control of noise rests with State and local governments, Federal action is essential to deal 
with major noise sources in commerce, control of which require national uniformity of treatment. EPA is directed by 
Congress to coordinate the programs of all Federal agencies relating to noise research and noise control. 

 
 
 
 
 



WASTE 
Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (Superfund) 
 42 U.S.C. §9601 et seq. (1980) 
The Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act -- otherwise known as CERCLA or 
Superfund -- provides a Federal "Superfund" to clean up uncontrolled or abandoned hazardous-waste sites as well as 
accidents, spills, and other emergency releases of pollutants and contaminants into the environment. Through CERCLA, EPA 
was given power to seek out those parties responsible for any release and assure their cooperation in the cleanup. 
 
EPA cleans up orphan sites when potentially responsible parties cannot be identified or located, or when they fail to act. 
Through various enforcement tools, EPA obtains private party cleanup through orders, consent decrees, and other small party 
settlements. EPA also recovers costs from financially viable individuals and companies once a response action has been 
completed. 
 
EPA is authorized to implement the Act in all 50 states and U.S. territories. Superfund site identification, monitoring, and 
response activities in states are coordinated through the state environmental protection or waste management agencies. 
 
The Superfund Amendments and Reauthorization Act (SARA) of 1986 reauthorized CERCLA to continue cleanup activities 
around the country. Several site-specific amendments, definitions clarifications, and technical requirements were added to the 
legislation, including additional enforcement authorities. Also, Title III of SARA authorized the Emergency Planning and 
Community Right-to-Know Act (EPCRA). 
 
Nuclear Waste Policy Act  42 U.S.C. §10101 et seq. (1982) 
The Nuclear Waste Policy Act (NWPA) supports the use of deep geologic repositories for the safe storage and/or disposal of 
radioactive waste. The Act establishes procedures to evaluate and select sites for geologic repositories and for the interaction 
of state and federal governments. It also provides a timetable of key milestones the federal agencies must meet in carrying out 
the program. 
 
The NWPA assigns the Department of Energy (DOE) the responsibility to site, build, and operate a deep geologic repository 
for the disposal of high-level waste and spent nuclear fuel. It directs EPA to develop standards for protection of the general 
environment from offsite releases of radioactive material in repositories. The Act directs the Nuclear Regulatory Commission 
(NRC) to license DOE to operate a repository only if it meets EPA's standards and all other relevant requirements. 
 
Amendments to the NWPA: 

• Direct DOE to consider Yucca Mountain as the primary site for the first geologic repository. 
• Prohibit DOE from conducting site specific activities at a second site unless authorized by Congress. 
• Require the Secretary of Energy to develop a report on the need for a second repository no later than January 1, 2010. 
• Established a commission to study the need and feasibility of a monitored retrievable storage facility. 

 
Resource Conservation and Recovery Act    42 U.S.C. §6901 et seq. (1976) 
The Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA) gives EPA the authority to control hazardous waste from the "cradleto- 
grave." This includes the generation, transportation, treatment, storage, and disposal of hazardous waste. RCRA also set 
forth a framework for the management of non-hazardous solid wastes. The 1986 amendments to RCRA enabled EPA to 
address environmental problems that could result from underground tanks storing petroleum and other hazardous substances. 
 
HSWA - the Federal Hazardous and Solid Waste Amendments - are the 1984 amendments to RCRA that focused on waste 
minimization and phasing out land disposal of hazardous waste as well as corrective action for releases. Some of the other 
mandates of this law include increased enforcement authority for EPA, more stringent hazardous waste management 
standards, and a comprehensive underground storage tank program. 
 
Shore Protection Act    33 U.S.C. §2601 et seq. (1988) 
Title IV of the Ocean Dumping Ban Act of 1988 created the Shore Protection Act of 1988 (SPA), which prohibits the 
transportation of municipal or commercial waste within coastal waters by a vessel without a permit and number or other 
marking. Permits are not to run beyond renewable five-year terms and will terminate when the vessel is sold. 
EPA, in consultation with the U.S. Coast Guard, is responsible for developing regulations governing the loading, securing, 
offloading, and cleaning up of such wastes from waste sources, reception facilities, and vessels. The goals of the regulations 
are to minimize deposit of waste into coastal waters during vessel loading, transport, and unloading, and to ensure that any 
deposited waste is reported and cleaned up. 

 



FOOD 
 
Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act     21 U.S.C. §301 et seq. (2002) 
Section 408 of the Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act (FFDCA) authorizes EPA to set tolerances, or maximum residue 
limits, for pesticide residues on foods. In the absence of a tolerance for a pesticide residue, a food containing such a residue is 
subject to seizure by the government. Once a tolerance is established, the residue level in the tolerance is the trigger for 
enforcement actions. That is, if residues are found above that level, the commodity will be subject to seizure. 
In setting tolerances, EPA must make a finding that the tolerance is "safe." Safe is defined as meaning that there is a 
"reasonable certainty that no harm will result from aggregate exposure to the pesticide residue." To make the safety finding, 
EPA considers, among other things: the toxicity of the pesticide and its break-down products, aggregate exposure to the 
pesticide in foods and from other sources of exposure, and any special risks posed to infants and children. Some pesticides 
are exempted from the requirement to have a tolerance. EPA may grant exemptions in cases where the pesticide residues do 
not pose a dietary risk under reasonably foreseeable circumstances. 

 
ENERGY 
 
Atomic Energy Act     42 U.S.C. §2011 et seq. (1946) 
The Atomic Energy Act (AEA) established the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) to promote the "utilization of atomic 
energy for peaceful purposes to the maximum extent consistent with the common defense and security and with the health 
and safety of the public." Since the abolition of the AEC, much of the AEA has been carried out by the Nuclear Regulatory 
Commission and the U.S. Department of Energy.  
 
When EPA was formed, however, the AEC's authority to issue generally applicable environmental radiation standards was 
transferred to EPA. Other federal and state organizations must follow these standards when developing requirements for their 
areas of radiation protection. 
 
Energy Independence and Security Act      Public Law 110-140 (2007) 
Signed on December 19, 2007 by President Bush, the Energy Independence and Security Act of 2007 (EISA) aims to: 

• move the United States toward greater energy independence and security; 
• increase the production of clean renewable fuels; 
• protect consumers; 
• increase the efficiency of products, buildings, and vehicles; 
• promote research on and deploy greenhouse gas capture and storage options; 
• improve the energy performance of the Federal Government; and 
• increase U.S. energy security, develop renewable fuel production, and improve vehicle fuel economy. 

 
EISA reinforces the energy reduction goals for federal agencies put forth in Executive Order 13423, as well as introduces 
more aggressive requirements. The three key provisions enacted are the Corporate Average Fuel Economy Standards, the 
Renewable Fuel Standard, and the appliance/lighting efficiency standards. 
 
EPA is committed to developing, implementing, and revising both regulations and voluntary programs under the following 
subtitles in EISA, among others: 

• Increased Corporate Average Fuel Economy Standards 
• Federal Vehicle Fleets 
• Renewable Fuel Standard 
• Biofuels Infrastructure 
• Carbon Capture and Sequestration 

 
Energy Policy Act     42 USC §13201 et seq. (2005) 
The Energy Policy Act (EPA) addresses energy production in the United States, including: (1) energy efficiency; (2) 
renewable energy; (3) oil and gas; (4) coal; (5) Tribal energy; (6) nuclear matters and security; (7) vehicles and motor fuels, 
including ethanol; (8) hydrogen; (9) electricity; (10) energy tax incentives; (11) hydropower and geothermal energy; and (12) 
climate change technology. For example, the Act provides loan guarantees for entities that develop or use innovative 
technologies that avoid the by-production of greenhouse gases. Another provision of the Act increases the amount of biofuel 
that must be mixed with gasoline sold in the United States. 
 
 



National Technology Transfer and Advancement Act      15 U.S.C. §3701 et seq. (1996) 
The National Technology Transfer and Advancement Act (NTTAA) was signed into law on March 7, 1996. 
By enacting the NTTAA into law, Congress found that it could: 

• Promote economic, environmental, and social well-being by bringing technology and industrial innovation to the 
• marketplace. 
• Help U.S. business speed the development of new products and processes by making available federal laboratories to 
• the private sector. 
• Foster commercialization of technology and industrial innovation by making it easier for companies to obtain 
• exclusive licenses to inventions which result from cooperative research with the federal government. 
• In general, the NTTAA states that federal agencies and departments shall: 
• Use technical standards developed or adopted by voluntary consensus standards bodies if compliance would not be 
• inconsistent with applicable law or otherwise impracticable; and 
• Consult with voluntary, private sector, consensus standards bodies and shall, when such participation is in the public 
• interest and is compatible with agency and departmental missions, authorities, priorities, and budget resources, 
• participate in the development of technical standards. 

 
Oil Pollution Act      33 U.S.C. §2701 et seq. (1990) 
The Oil Pollution Act (OPA) of 1990 streamlined and strengthened EPA's ability to prevent and respond to catastrophic oil 
spills. A trust fund financed by a tax on oil is available to clean up spills when the responsible party is incapable or unwilling 
to do so. The OPA requires oil storage facilities and vessels to submit to the Federal government plans detailing how they will 
respond to large discharges. EPA has published regulations for aboveground storage facilities; the Coast Guard has done so 
for oil tankers. The OPA also requires the development of Area Contingency Plans to prepare and plan for oil spill response 
on a regional scale. 
 
Chemical Safety Information, Site Security and Fuels Regulatory Relief Act 
 42 U.S.C. §7401 et seq. (1999) 
The Chemical Safety Information, Site Security and Fuels Regulatory Relief Act establishes amended provisions for 
reporting and disseminating information under Section 112(r) of the Clean Air Act. The law has two distinct parts that pertain 
to: 

• Flammable fuels 
• Public access to Off-Site Consequence Analysis (OCA) data. 

 
SUSTAINABILITY 
 
Endangered Species Act      16 U.S.C. §1531 et seq. (1973) 
The Endangered Species Act (ESA) provides a program for the conservation of threatened and endangered plants and animals 
and the habitats in which they are found. The lead federal agencies for implementing ESA are the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service (FWS) and the U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Fisheries Service. The FWS 
maintains a worldwide list of endangered species. Species include birds, insects, fish, reptiles, mammals, crustaceans, 
flowers, grasses, and trees. 
 
The law requires federal agencies, in consultation with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and/or the NOAA Fisheries 
Service, to ensure that actions they authorize, fund, or carry out are not likely to jeopardize the continued existence of any 
listed species or result in the destruction or adverse modification of designated critical habitat of such species. The law also 
prohibits any action that causes a "taking" of any listed species of endangered fish or wildlife. Likewise, import, export, 
interstate, and foreign commerce of listed species are all generally prohibited. 
 
EPA's decision to register a pesticide is based in part on the risk of adverse effects on endangered species as well as environmental 
fate (how a pesticide will affect habitat). 
 
Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, and Rodenticide Act      7 U.S.C. §136 et seq. (1996) 
The Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, and Rodenticide Act (FIFRA) provides for federal regulation of pesticide distribution, 
sale, and use. All pesticides distributed or sold in the United States must be registered (licensed) by EPA. Before EPA may 
register a pesticide under FIFRA, the applicant must show, among other things, that using the pesticide according to 
specifications "will not generally cause unreasonable adverse effects on the environment.'' 
 
 



FIFRA defines the term ''unreasonable adverse effects on the environment'' to mean: ''(1) any unreasonable risk to man or the 
environment, taking into account the economic, social, and environmental costs and benefits of the use of any pesticide, or 
(2) a human dietary risk from residues that result from a use of a pesticide in or on any food inconsistent with the standard 
under section 408 of the Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act.'' 
 
Toxic Substances Control Act      15 U.S.C. §2601 et seq. (1976) 
The Toxic Substances Control Act of 1976 provides EPA with authority to require reporting, record-keeping and testing 
requirements, and restrictions relating to chemical substances and/or mixtures. Certain substances are generally excluded 
from TSCA, including, among others, food, drugs, cosmetics and pesticides. 
 
TSCA addresses the production, importation, use, and disposal of specific chemicals including polychlorinated biphenyls 
(PCBs), asbestos, radon and lead-based paint. 
 
Various sections of TSCA provide authority to: 

• Require, under Section 5, pre-manufacture notification for "new chemical substances" before manufacture. 
• Require, under Section 4, testing of chemicals by manufacturers, importers, and processors where risks or exposures 

of concern are found. 
• Issue Significant New Use Rules (SNURs), under Section 5, when it identifies a "significant new use" that could 

result in exposures to, or releases of, a substance of concern. 
• Maintain the TSCA Inventory, under Section 8, which contains more than 83,000 chemicals. As new chemicals are 

commercially manufactured or imported, they are placed on the list. 
• Require those importing or exporting chemicals, under Sections 12(b) and 13, to comply with certification reporting 

and/or other requirements. 
• Require, under Section 8, reporting and record-keeping by persons who manufacture, import, process, and/or 

distribute chemical substances in commerce. 
• Require, under Section 8(e), that any person who manufactures (including imports), processes, or distributes in 

commerce a chemical substance or mixture and who obtains information which reasonably supports the conclusion 
that such substance or mixture presents a substantial risk of injury to health or the environment to immediately 
inform EPA, except where EPA has been adequately informed of such information. 

 
EPA screens all TSCA b§8(e) submissions as well as voluntary "For Your Information" (FYI) submissions. The 
latter are not required by law, but are submitted by industry and public interest groups for a variety of reasons. 
 

OTHER 
Occupational Safety and Health Act      29 U.S.C. §651 et seq. (1970) 
Congress passed the Occupational and Safety Health Act to ensure worker and workplace safety. Their goal was to make sure 
employers provide their workers a place of employment free from recognized hazards to safety and health, such as exposure 
to toxic chemicals, excessive noise levels, mechanical dangers, heat or cold stress, or unsanitary conditions. 
 
In order to establish standards for workplace health and safety, the Act also created the National Institute for Occupational 
Safety and Health (NIOSH) as the research institution for the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA). 
OSHA is a division of the U.S. Department of Labor that oversees the administration of the Act and enforces standards in all 
50 states. 
 
Emergency Planning & Community Right to Know Act (EPCRA)     42 U.S.C. 11001 et seq. (1986)  
Also known as Title III of SARA, EPCRA was enacted by Congress as the national legislation on community 
safety. This law was designated to help local communities protect public health, safety, and the environment 
from chemical hazards.  
 
To implement EPCRA, Congress required each state to appoint a State Emergency Response Commission 
(SERC). The SERC's were required to divide their states into Emergency Planning Districts and to name a 
Local Emergency Planning Committee (LEPC) for each district.  
 
Broad representation by fire fighters, health officials, government and media representatives, community 
groups, industrial facilities, and emergency managers ensures that all necessary elements of the planning 
process are represented.  
 


