
 

 

 

July 15, 2020 

 

The Honorable Andrew R. Wheeler 

Administrator 

Environmental Protection Agency 

1200 Pennsylvania Avenue NW 

Washington, DC 20460 

 

 

Dear Administrator Wheeler, 

 

We write to request that the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) act immediately to better 

monitor and address poor air quality in Chelsea, Massachusetts. Chelsea is a major industrial hub 

that has the highest rate of COVID-19 cases in the state of Massachusetts, has been affected by 

recent nearby demolition work, and is also afflicted by longstanding burdens of historic air 

pollution. Recent demolition work involved with the Tobin Bridge and the Chelsea Viaduct 

construction projects led to a large release of hazardous particulate matter on May 30, coating 

parts of Chelsea with thick dust.1 Despite these many sources of pollution and the high rates of 

respiratory illness, the community does not have a permanent air quality monitor to collect data 

during events like the recent demolition. We urge the EPA to promptly deploy mobile air quality 

sensors in Chelsea. 

 

Chelsea is surrounded by industries that pollute residents’ air, water, and land. Chelsea residents 

suffer from one of the highest rates of asthma in Massachusetts at 17 percent, along with 

elevated rates of heart disease, lung disease, and cancer.2 Chelsea Creek is the storage site for 

most of the road salt for the New England area, 70-80 percent of the region’s heating fuel, and 

100 percent of the jet fuel used by Logan International Airport.3,4 Additionally, more than 37,000 

trucks drive in and out of Chelsea each day in order to stop at the nation’s largest produce 

center.5 The EPA’s Toxic Release Inventory found that in 2015, two thousand pounds of waste 

product were expelled into the air by petroleum storage facilities in Chelsea, including lung-

irritating toluene and the carcinogen benzene.6 With all of these sources of pollution, Chelsea 
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Protection Agency (2015), 
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problem/. 
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residents face nearly twice the risk of respiratory illness from air toxics as compared to the rest 

of Massachusetts.7 

 

Despite the clear evidence of years of pollutant exposure and corresponding health impacts, there 

is no permanent air quality monitor in Chelsea, while nearby Boston has three permanent air 

quality monitors.8 There are three large construction projects now happening simultaneously in 

Chelsea that are potentially releasing additional air pollution over the course of the multi-year 

projects, with no local data monitoring to understand the cumulative impact on residents. Recent 

dust exposure from one of these projects left Chelsea homes and cars caked with dust and left 

residents exposed to harmful particulate matter.9  

 

Recent studies have tied air pollution to an increased risk of COVID-19 mortality, with long-

term exposure to particulate matter—pollution from cars, refineries, power plants, demolition 

dust, and other sources—linked to an 8 percent increase in the death rate.10 Chelsea is by far the 

hardest-hit community in Massachusetts, with a COVID-19 infection rate of 7.7 percent—nearly 

twice the rate of the next highest community.11 Chelsea is facing a serious public health crisis 

that is exacerbated by years of poor air quality. The short-term pollution exposure from 

demolition dust represents a potential new health issue, but residents have been living with the 

unjust and cumulative burden of multiple pollution sources for decades. The entire Chelsea 

community is designated as an environmental justice area in Massachusetts, with 20 percent of 

residents living below the poverty line, increasing both the urgency and the difficulty that 

residents face in fighting against the twin crises of COVID-19 and air pollution.12,13  

 

The EPA’s Regional Air Sensor Loan Program offers short-term air quality monitoring, which 

can be deployed in response to local air quality issues.14 The demolition and construction work in 

Chelsea provides a clear and pressing need for local air quality monitoring, as residents do not 

have an accurate measure of the local air quality or potential hazards to their health. Portable 

sensors can measure particulate matter, carbon monoxide, and other pollutants, presenting a 

more complete picture of what Chelsea residents are breathing on a regular basis. Without a 
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https://www.epa.gov/air-sensor-toolbox/air-sensor-loan-programs. 



Administrator Wheeler 

July 15, 2020 

Page 3 

 

better collection of data in this community, local, state, regional, and federal officials cannot 

respond appropriately to dangerous inequities in air quality.  

  

We urge you to quickly deploy air quality monitoring equipment in Chelsea, either through the 

Regional Air Sensor Loan Program or another appropriate program, in order to have a better 

understanding of the unique public health challenges facing this city. We look forward to your 

reply and thank you for your attention to this important issue.  

 

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

_________________________________ 

Edward J. Markey 

United States Senator 

 

_________________________________ 

Ayanna Pressley 

Member of Congress 

 


