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The Toxic Release Inventory (TRI), an
annual report prepared by the EPA,
is the most comprehensive nation-

al source of toxic chemical discharge and
waste management information from indus-
trial facilities.

Established in 1986 as part of the Emer-
gency Planning and Community Right-to-
Know Act, the TRI requires all manufac-
turing companies, along with related
industries—including chemical whole-
sale businesses, coal mining operations,
and solvent recovery services—with more
than 10 employees to submit the break-
down of their waste removal program. It
was set up to enhance public under-
standing of potential environmental
hazards and provide a means for handling
them, as well as to increase public account-
ability for the facilities. 

In May, the most recent TRI was released
and contained data from more than 20,000
facilities on activities in 2000. The total
air, water, and land chemical release
(from a list of more than 600 potential tox-
ins) was 7.1 billion pounds, down from 7.77
billion pounds in 1999. The total amount
of production-related waste managed, via
recycling, energy recovery, or treatment,
was 37.89 billion pounds, compared with
29.49 billion pounds in 1999.

It is hard to judge the effectiveness of
the program in terms of pollution reduc-
tion, as there are many factors. But since
the TRI inception, the original reporting
industries have decreased their chemical
releases (of originally reported chemicals)
by 48.3%. Waste management has risen
51.2% since the first time it was collect-
ed in 1991. These changes are for the chem-
icals that required reporting from the earli-
est year, but because a significant number
of substances have been added to the
list, general yearly comparisons don’t tell
the whole story. A closer look at recent
trends in the chemical industry is includ-
ed in Figure 1. 

It is clear, however, that the TRI has had

a considerable effect on how the public
deals with pollution issues. Local, state,
and federal governments use the TRI exten-
sively to identify opportunities for and
measure the progress of pollution preven-
tion programs and to improve emergency
response planning. In addition, public advo-
cacy groups commonly use the data as a
tracking tool.

Private citizens have enhanced access
to the report on the TRI website (www.epa.
gov/tri), which is searchable by industry,
chemical, means of release (i.e., on-site
or off-site, land, air, or water), and geog-
raphy. Simply by entering a zip code, users
can find TRI information about a particu-
lar area.

The TRI’s role as a sort of public envi-
ronmental report card and motivational
tool for industry is also evident. Dow
and Dupont, for example, have actually
been announcing overall TRI data in press

releases before the official report is
published to highlight their reductions in
chemical releases.

An obvious limitation of the TRI is the
significant time delay in public reporting of
results. For example, for the most recent
TRI, the reporting deadline for facilities was
July 2001 but the data weren’t released
for almost a year. In March, the White House
Office of Management and Budget alerted
the EPA of its concerns with this timetable
in an official “prompt” letter (www.white
house.gov/omb/inforeg/epa_tri3_prompt
030402.html), which indicates office prior-
ities but does not compel action. The corre-
spondence suggested several actions, includ-
ing expanded use of electronic reporting.
The EPA plans to follow such suggestions,
according to its response, but improve-
ments could take several years.

David Filmore is an associate editor of
Today’s Chemist at Work. Send your
comments or questions regarding this arti-
cle to tcaw@acs.org or to the Editorial Office
address on page 6. ◆
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The federal Toxic Release Inventory is a useful
tool for managing industrial pollution.

FIGURE 1: Total TRI On-site and Off-site Releases Reported by the Chemical
Industry (1995, 1998–2000)*

*Does not include persistent bioaccumulative toxic chemicals, vanadium, and vanadium compounds, because of
an October 1999 change in reporting definitions.
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