
Ship emissions off Southern California boost risk of
Covid-19 infections
The Harvard TH Chan School of Public Health found in April that even 'a small increase in long-
term exposure to PM2.5 leads to a large increase in the Covid-19 death rate'
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The San Pedro Bay ports' clean air action plan, with tight at-berth regulations, does not apply to
emissions of PM2.5 from ships at anchor, which fall under the jurisdiction of the California Air
Resources Board 

SHIPS ANCHORED IN SAN PEDRO BAY USE AUXILIARY ENGINES TO KEEP THE LIGHTS

BURNING.
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EMISSIONS from vessels anchored off Southern California are undermining air quality controls of local ports
and boosting the risk of coronavirus infections along the regional supply chain.
 
The proliferation of ships at anchor in San Pedro Bay – sometimes upwards of 50 or more a day – has
dominated recent news headlines, with attention riveted on the adverse impacts to ship movements or cargo
deliveries.
 
But scant attention has been paid to an irritant to human respiratory systems called particulate matter, or
PM2.5, which is emitted as ships at anchor run their auxiliary engines while awaiting berths.
 
International regulations have reduced the sulphur content of ships’ fuel, but they have not reduced emissions
of PM2.5.
 
“Reducing fuel sulphur content to zero will not alone eliminate the problem of particulate matter emissions,
since PM is made up of a wide variety of components,” one study found. 
 
Another said: “To minimise negative health effects of particles from ships, further regulation may be needed to
reduce small-sized particles; a fuel shift to low sulphur fuel alone does not seem to accomplish this reduction.”
 
Increased ship emissions come at a sensitive time, coinciding with other studies showing that exposure to
PM2.5 leads to a greater chance of death from Covid-19.
 
The Harvard TH Chan School of Public Health found in April that even “a small increase in long-term exposure
to PM2.5 leads to a large increase in the Covid-19 death rate”.
 
That connection underlines the threat to workers along the Southern California supply chain from the
southwest ports to the inland logistics hubs. 
 
Recent reports highlight the vulnerability of supply chain workers in the Inland Empire, where communities
have some of the highest infection rates in California. 
 
A Los Angeles Times analysis of coronavirus case rates in communities for which data are available found that,
of the top 50, about half were in the Inland Empire.
 
Kareem Gongora, a board member of the Center for Community Action and Environmental Justice in Fontana
told the newspaper he was not surprised.
 
"Those are all minority communities," he said. "They're predominantly Latino, Black and low-income."
 
The region is home to a booming logistics industry that has created tens of thousands of warehouse jobs. But
the same industry has also helped drive up air pollution and threatened the region’s health, Mr Gongora said.
 
"We call this region ‘the diesel dead zone’ because your increased exposure to particle matter worsens
Alzheimer's disease, heart disease and a slew of other diseases," he said, citing coronavirus on a separate
occasion.
 
The PM in Mr Gongora’s “diesel dead zone” is largely attributed to the numerous diesel-powered trucks
carrying shipping containers to and from the San Pedro Bay ports.
 
But PM2.5 also is carried by the winds that blow eastward from San Pedro Bay to the Inland Empire – a point
underscored by a Los Angeles dock worker.
 
“We call the Inland Empire the armpit of Southern California because of all the polluted air that is blown down
there by winds from the coast and trapped at the foot of the San Bernardino Mountains,” he said. 
 
US government data confirm that PM2.5 can travel “many hundreds of miles”. That means they can easily
travel the 80 miles or so from the anchorages of San Pedro Bay to the warehouses of San Bernardino.
 
The San Pedro Bay ports have already experienced the deaths of nine workers since the outbreak of the
pandemic, with others off work in quarantine or helping infected family members.
 
Communities around the ports – especially San Pedro, Wilmington and areas of Long Beach – have some of the
highest infection rates of coronavirus, according to municipal records of Los Angeles and Long Beach. 
 
Those communities also have elevated rates of PM2.5, according to records of the two ports, which have long
positioned air flow monitors at key areas within their jurisdiction.
 
Their aim is to track the path of harmful emissions as part of their own clean air action plan, and their
initiatives have resulted in substantial reductions in emissions within their jurisdiction since 2005, including
emissions of PM2.5. 
 
Still, their records also show that communities around the ports – the same ones with high rates of Covid-19
infections – continue to experience elevated levels of PM2.5 compared with other areas in the region.
 
Despite their best efforts, the ports’ clean air action plans have been undermined by the increasing number of
ships at anchor outside their jurisdiction. 
 
Consider current figures, which showed 44 ships at berths in the two ports on Saturday, while 58 were outside
at anchor. It’s as though an additional port has just sprung up in the region – and one not subject to the ports'
at-berth regulations.
 
If the ports’ clean air action plans can zero out the emissions of those 44 at-berth vessels, their efforts are
undermined by the 58 ships at anchor, assuming they are of comparable size and emitting PM2.5.
 
The San Pedro Bay ports can do nothing about emissions from ships at anchor, which fall under the jurisdiction
of the California Air Resources Board – a point underlined by Bonnie Soriano, who leads the freight activity
branch of the board’s transportation and toxic division.
 
Ms Soriano acknowledged that the board is aware of issues surrounding emissions of PM from ships at anchor,
saying they normally contribute 5% of the annual PM2.5 emissions from ships operating in the state’s waters.
 
But that percentage will vary depending on the number of ships at anchor – a rising number in recent months
and possibly into the future.
 
Efforts to implement emission control technologies for use on ships at anchor are daunting at any time,
according to CARB documents, as there is typically little to no wharf infrastructure available to support the
required equipment. 
 
Not least, anchorage locations can be located off-shore around a mile to a mile and a half, and are subject to
harsher weather conditions such as higher wind speeds and wave heights than vessels at berth – factors that
can make connecting to emissions control technologies “difficult, if not impossible”. 
 
Still, CARB will have to find a way out of the problem. 
 
While there’s no telling how often California’s anchorages will see as many ships as they have in recent
months, the likelihood is that ship numbers will increase over time and with them, the number of ships at
anchor.
 
As a result, and with an eye well towards the future, the board has issued instructions to "review the potential
feasibility of control technologies for use with vessels at anchor" and to publish the findings in a report no later
than December 1, 2022.
 
Meanwhile, as long as anchorages are packed, emissions will rise and with them an elevated threat to the
supply chain from increasing Covid-19 infection rates.
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