
It’s Time to Transform the Steel Industry
A Path Forward for Reducing Deadly Pollution from Global Steel Production

The Problem:

● The global steel industry is responsible for 7% of all greenhouse gas emissions and 11%
of CO2 emissions.

● Emissions intensity is partly determined by the production method and energy source.
Blast furnace-basic oxygen furnaces (BF-BOF) are more intensive because they use
coal- or oil-based coke in the smelting process. Electric arc furnaces (EAF) do not use
coke and are less carbon intensive.

● Both BF-BOF and EAF processes are responsible for secondary emissions because they
often rely on energy from fossil fuel-powered electrical grids.

● In 2020, U.S. iron and steel mills released at least 60,000 tons of toxic chemicals into the
air, land, and water. Current measurements underestimate the full extent of this pollution.
These facilities also produced an additional 367,500 tons of waste.

● Pollution from the steelmaking process is deadly. It contributes to particle pollution,
which health experts believe is responsible for as many as 350,000 premature deaths in
the United States annually.

● The health consequences of industrial toxins pollution fall disproportionately on frontline
communities, especially on economically marginalized communities of color. The
average exposure to industrial air toxins in a low-income Black community is 47% higher
than that in a low-income white community.

The Solution:

Reducing pollution footprint from global steel production is becoming more crucial because
output more than doubled between 2000 and 2020 and is expected to continue increasing. Steel
producers and consumers — particularly the government at both the state and federal levels —
have a role to play in transforming the steel industry, as do other actors.

● Public Investment: Developing new manufacturing processes are inherently risky and
costly. Governments can help speed up the transformation of the steel industry by
investing directly in research, development, demonstration, and deployment of clean
production and waste management technologies.

● Buy Clean: In 2018, public construction accounted for approximately 18% of total steel
use. By adopting procurement standards that create the right incentives, the government
can use this buying power to direct the steel industry toward deploying advanced
technologies that curb pollution.

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5877e86f9de4bb8bce72105c/t/624ebc5e1f5e2f3078c53a07/1649327229553/Steel+climate+impact-benchmarking+report+7April2022.pdf
https://www.eurofer.eu/about-steel/learn-about-steel/what-is-steel-and-how-is-steel-made/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5877e86f9de4bb8bce72105c/t/624ebc5e1f5e2f3078c53a07/1649327229553/Steel+climate+impact-benchmarking+report+7April2022.pdf
https://awsedap.epa.gov/public/extensions/TRINA_dashboard_2020/TRINA_dashboard_2020.html
https://awsedap.epa.gov/public/extensions/TRINA_dashboard_2020/TRINA_dashboard_2020.html
https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/c-change/news/fossil-fuel-air-pollution-responsible-for-1-in-5-deaths-worldwide/
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/sciadv.abf4491#body-ref-R5
https://peri.umass.edu/publication/item/563-regional-variation-in-environmental-inequality-industrial-air-toxics-exposure-in-u-s-cities
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5877e86f9de4bb8bce72105c/t/614780a235d33358f77f09db/1632075952085/Federal+Buy+Clean+For+Cement+And+Steel-+Sept2021.pdf
https://www.sierraclub.org/sites/www.sierraclub.org/files/Buy-Clean-factsheet.pdf


● Industry-specific Regulations: Federal agencies like the Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) can create and enforce limits on air pollution from industrial sources. In
addition, they can improve how we gather data on toxic emissions to create more
effective regulations.

● Climate-friendly Trade Policy: The U.S. tends to use less carbon-intensive production
technologies than many other countries, but it is also the world’s largest importer of
steel. Assessing and reducing the embedded emissions of imported goods and services
is critical for effective climate action.

https://www.sierraclub.org/sites/www.sierraclub.org/files/carbon-dumping-fee-climate-trade.pdf

