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An air assessment that considers a project’s impact on air quality will be completed for 

every federal-aid and state-funded transportation project.  

For federal-aid projects, the 1990 Clean Air Act (CAA) amendments and guidelines, issued 

by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), set forth guidelines to be followed by 

agencies responsible for attainment of the National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS). 

The NAAQS were developed with the goal of reducing air pollution nationwide to prevent 

instances of air pollution-related health impacts. The CAA requires that federal 

transportation projects are consistent with state air quality goals, found in the State 

Implementation Plan (SIP). The process to ensure this consistency is called Transportation 

Conformity. Conformity to the SIP means that transportation activities will not cause new 

violations of the NAAQS, worsen existing violations of the standards, or delay timely 

attainment of the relevant standard.  

For state-funded projects, the Georgia Environmental Policy Act (GEPA) sets forth guidance 

on air quality in order to determine if a project would adversely or significantly impact air 

quality.  

An air assessment shall be conducted in compliance with the following: 

 Section 176(c)— Conformity, CAA as amended;  

 Title 40 Code of Federal Regulation, Part 93, Conformity ;  

 The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) of 1969 as amended;   

 GEPA, Official Code of Georgia 12-16-1; and 

 Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), Updated Interim Guidance on Mobile 
Source Air Toxic (MSAT) Analysis in NEPA Documents, January 2023  
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The NAAQS have been established for air pollutants identified by EPA as being of concern 

nationwide. These air pollutants, referred to as criteria pollutants, are carbon monoxide 

(CO), lead, nitrogen dioxide (NO2), particulate matter (PM10 and PM2.5), ozone (O3), and sulfur 

dioxide (SO2). The sources of these pollutants, effects on human health and the nation's 

welfare, and occurrence in the atmosphere vary considerably. In addition to the criteria 

pollutants, EPA also regulates Mobile Source Air Toxics (MSATs).  

Table 1 describes the NAAQS criteria pollutants and MSATs.  

 

EPA’s regulations on lead are focused on smelter and battery plants, the major sources of 

lead in the air. A regulatory ban on the introduction of gasoline produced with the use of 

any lead additive was issued as of January 1, 1996.  

Sulfur levels in fuel have been slowly ratcheted down. EPA’s Gasoline Sulfur program in 

effect (2004-2007) reduced the sulfur content of gasoline by up to 90 percent from 

uncontrolled levels. In addition, the Gasoline Sulfur program aims to lower sulfur content of 

gasoline to 10 parts per million (ppm) averages by 2017. A 15 ppm sulfur specification, 

known as ultra-low sulfur diesel, was phased in for highway diesel fuel from 2006-2010.  

Table 1 – NAAQS Criteria Pollutants and MSATs 

Pollutant Description 

Carbon Monoxide 
(CO) 

Carbon monoxide is a colorless, odorless, poisonous gas formed when 
carbon in fuels is not burned completely. 

Lead 
Lead is a chemical element in the carbon group. Lead is a soft, 

malleable, and heavy post-transition metal. 

Nitrogen Dioxide 
(NO2) 

Nitrogen dioxide belongs to a family of highly reactive gases called 
nitrogen oxides (NOx). A suffocating, brownish gas, nitrogen dioxide is 

a strong oxidizing agent that reacts in the air to form corrosive nitric 
acid, as well as toxic organic nitrates. 

Particulate Matter 
(PM) 

Particulate matter is the term for solid or liquid particles found in the 
air. Coarse dust particles (PM10) are 2.5 to 10 micrometers in diameter. 

Fine particles (PM2.5) are 2.5 micrometers in diameter or smaller. 

Ozone (O3) 
Ground-level O3 (the primary constituent of smog). O3 is created by 
sunlight acting on NOx and volatile organic compounds in the air. 

Sulfur Dioxide (SO2) 
These gases are formed when fuel containing sulfur (mainly coal and 

oil) is burned, and during metal smelting and other industrial 
processes. 

Mobile Source Air 
Toxics (MSATs) 

EPA identified 21 MSATs from the 188 air toxics listed by the CAA. The 
nine priority MSATs include 1,3-butadiene, acetaldehyde, acrolein, 
benzene, ethylbenzene, formaldehyde, diesel particulate matter, 

naphthalene, and polycyclic  
organic matter. 
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Please note, effective October 24, 2016, all of Georgia is considered to be in attainment for 

PM2.5.  Currently, there are no areas within the State of Georgia that are classified as 

nonattainment or maintenance for CO, per the 1-hour and 8-hour primary National Ambient 

Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) for CO. In an effort to continue to expedite GDOT projects, 

GDOT and FHWA have signed an agreement effective May 1, 2020 determining that 

quantitative CO project-level analyses are not required for projects located in CO 

attainment areas throughout Georgia.   

Georgia is in attainment for Pb, CO, SO2, NO2, PM10, and PM2.5; therefore, assessments for 

these pollutants are not required. However, if the PM2.5 designation changes to 

nonattainment, assessment will be required for PM2.5 on federally funded projects in the 

future and this guidance will be updated as appropriate. Assessments are required for O3 on 

federally and state funded projects and for MSATs on federally funded projects.  

 

Portions of the state are within O3 maintenance areas. For projects in nonattainment or 

maintenance areas, conformity demonstration is required unless exempt from 40 CFR 

93.126 and 40 CFR 93.127. Inclusion in the area’s conforming plan, within the 

Transportation Improvement Program (TIP), serves as the assessment. The TIP is a 

document prepared by Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs) to allocate federal 

transportation funds within their respective metropolitan regions.   

Figure 1 illustrates the non-attainment areas and the maintenance areas of the state. 

Maintenance areas are geographic regions that had a history of nonattainment but now 

meet the NAAQS. The Atlanta Regional Commission, the Atlanta Region MPO, is 

responsible for developing and adopting the conforming plan for Georgia’s non-attainment 

areas.  
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Figure 1 – Ozone Maintenance Areas and Orphan Areas in Georgia 

 

 
Source: EPA Guidance, Georgia 8-hour Ozone Maintenance Areas (2015 and 2008 Standards) and Georgia 

Orphan Areas (1997 Standard) 
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Depending on the type of federal-aid project, NEPA may require a project-level assessment 

for MSATs. The assessment requires either a qualitative or quantitative analysis of MSATs, 

depending on the project’s Annual Daily Traffic (ADT). MSAT analysis should follow the 

latest FHWA MSAT guidance.  

 

The following table summarizes the project conditions (such as ADT and/or LOS) that 

warrant assessment and reporting of the three primary air quality pollutants.  

 

FONSI=Finding of No Significant Impact; ROD=Record of Decision; CE=Categorical Exclusion   

Table 3 – Project Applicability Summary 

Pollutant Region Funding Project Level Analysis 

O3 
O3 

Nonattainment/Maintenance 
Area 

State or Federal 
All projects in an O3 

Nonattainment/Maintenance 
Area 

PM2.5 
PM2.5 

Nonattainment/Maintenance 
Areas 

Federal only 

All projects; 
Interagency coordination to 
concur if project is found to 
be exempt from PM2.5 hot 

spot requirements (possibly 
requiring a Letter of 

Determination) or if the 
project was determined to 

require a PM2.5 hot spot 
analysis 

MSAT Statewide Federal only 

If required by the project 
type, then…  

ADT < 140,000 requires a 
Qualitative Analysis 

ADT > 140,000 requires a 
Quantitative Analysis 
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Revision Description Relevant Sections Revision Date 
Initial Publication All 5/22/2019 
Revision Table Added Last Page 9/14/2020 
Updated text for CO and PM2.5, 
updated figure for Ozone, added 
GHG and Climate Change section 

All 12/06/2024 

Removed all discussion of GHGs due 
to the changes to the 2023 CEQ 
guidance 

All 3/28/2025 

 


