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CoorsTek: An Opportunity to Rein 
in Unchecked Air Pollution 

A Brief from WildEarth Guardians-April 12, 2018 
 

 The air pollution operating permit for the 
CoorsTek facility in Golden, Colorado is in the 
process of being renewed.  An air pollution operating 
permit is effectively a license to pollute.  It sets forth 
terms and conditions to ensure a source of air 
pollution complies with all applicable clean air laws 
and regulations.  If a source can’t comply, it can’t get 
a permit and can’t operate. 
 
Background 
 
 The operating permit for CoorsTek was first issued in 1999 and renewed in 2004 and 
2009 by the Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment.  Although renewals are 
required every five years, it has now been nearly 10 years since the permit has been reviewed. 
 
 While a smaller source of air pollution, CoorsTek is within feet of homes and its 
emissions stacks, which are supposed to project pollution high into the air, are level with much 
of Golden.  This means that emissions frequently directly impact people living nearby. 
 

 CoorsTek is an old facility.  It was built 
before modern clean air laws (the first kiln was 
constructed in 1929), which means it has been 
grandfathered and is not subject to any pollution 
limits.  While dust collectors are used to 
minimize visible dust, no other emission controls 
are used.  There is no continuous direct 
monitoring of emissions.  The facility will be 
required to conduct a one-time measurement of 
emissions within two years of its new permit, 
then every three years after.   
 

There has never been an analysis 
completed to document how its emissions affect 

local air quality and whether it is causing or contributing to air pollution levels that violate health 
standards or otherwise endanger public health.  This is of great concern.  The facility releases a 
number of air pollutants that are known to endanger public health.  The table below details the 
key pollutants released by CoorsTek and their health risks:1 
 
 
                                                
1 Emissions data from Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment, 
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/AP_CoorsTekInc9thStreetFacilityJeffersonC
ounty_TRD.pdf#page=49.  
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Key Air Pollutants Released From CoorsTek and Their Associated Health Risks 

Pollutant 
Potential to 

Emit  
(tons per year) 

Potential Health Risks 

Fine particulate 
matter (PM2.5) 

20.8 Respiratory impacts, low birth weight, premature 
death2 

Sulfur dioxide 35.1 Respiratory impacts, can form fine particulate matter3 

Nitrogen oxides 74.0 Respiratory impacts, can form fine particulate matter, 
react with sunlight to form poisonous ozone gas4 

Carbon monoxide 201.0 Respiratory impacts, reduced blood oxygenation, 
lethal at high concentrations5 

Volatile organic 
compounds 107.6 

Includes many different substances with myriad 
potential impacts, mainly react with sunlight to form 
poisonous ozone gas6 

Formaldehyde 6.45 Irritation of skin, eyes, nose, throat, probable 
carcinogen7 

Acetaldehyde 9.91 Irritation of skin, eyes, nose, throat, probably 
carcinogen8 

Methanol 4.98 Blurred vision, headache, dizziness, nausea9 

Hydrochloric acid 1.45 Corrosive, causes irritation of skin, eyes, nose, 
throat, inflammation, other long-term effects10 

Hydrofluoric acid 0.60 Severe respiratory damage, lung edema, eye 
irritation, skin burns11 

Benzene 0.50 
Known carcinogen, short-term exposure can cause 
dizziness, headaches, eye, skin, and respiratory tract 
irritation12 

                                                
2 U.S. EPA, “Particle Pollution and Health,” https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2016-
04/documents/health_2012_factsheet.pdf.  
3 U.S. EPA, “What are the harmful effects of SO2,” https://www.epa.gov/so2-pollution/sulfur-
dioxide-basics#effects.  
4 U.S. EPA, “What are the harmful effects of NO2,” https://www.epa.gov/no2-pollution/basic-
information-about-no2#Effects.   
5 U.S. EPA, “What are the harmful effects of CO,” https://www.epa.gov/co-pollution/basic-
information-about-carbon-monoxide-co-outdoor-air-pollution#Effects.  
6 U.S. EPA, “Ozone effects on health and the environment,” https://www.epa.gov/ozone-
pollution/basic-information-about-ozone#effects.  
7 U.S. EPA, “Health effects of formaldehyde,” https://www.epa.gov/formaldehyde/facts-about-
formaldehyde#whatare.  
8 U.S. EPA, “Acetaldehyde,” https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2016-
09/documents/acetaldehyde.pdf.  
9 U.S. EPA, “Methanol,” https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2016-
09/documents/methanol.pdf.  
10 U.S. EPA, “Hydrochloric acid (hydrogen chloride),” 
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2016-09/documents/hydrochloric-acid.pdf.  
11 U.S. EPA, “Hydrogen fluoride (hydrofluoric acid),” 
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2016-10/documents/hydrogen-fluoride.pdf.  
12 U.S. EPA, “Benzene,” https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2016-
09/documents/benzene.pdf.  
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Toluene 0.36 Fatigue, sleepiness, headaches, nausea, respiratory 
tract irritation, neurological dysfunction13 

 
The facility’s sources of air pollution consist mainly of eighteen natural gas-fired kilns, 

five natural-gas fired spray dryers, a rubber mold press area, a binder burnout oven, seven silicon 
carbide electric vacuum furnaces, and one jet mill boiler.   

 
The kilns are of particular concern from a public health standpoint.  Because of the high 

temperatures that they ca operate at (more than 2,700 ºF), there is concern over dioxin emissions, 
which may be released during the firing of ceramics.14  Dioxins are incredibly toxic substances 
that can cause cancer, developmental problems in children, damage to the immune system, and 
other harmful effects, even at very low concentrations.15 

 
There is also concern over the lack of transparency over the substances fired in the 

facility’s kiln.  The Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment does not currently 
require CoorsTek to report what is actually fired in the kiln.  Although permitting records 
indicate “green alumina” and “organic binder” are fired, there are no requirements that the 
company provide any more details.16 
 
The Permitting Process 

 
The operating permitting process provides an opportunity for the public to voice their 

concerns over the operations of CoorsTek, to demand more intensive and frequent monitoring of 
emissions, to urge more robust reporting of emissions, and to call for studies of the impacts to 
public health and ambient air quality. 

 
This permitting process does not require you to be a lawyer, a doctor, or an air pollution 

expert.  It also does not require that the community accept the operations of CoorsTek.  It is 
perfectly valid for people to demand that its operations and emissions be modified.  More than 
anything, state permitting authorities need to hear public concerns from everyone, expert or not.  
It is critical that people send the message that CoorsTek’s emissions need to be spotlighted and t 
more information needs to be provided. 

 

                                                
13 U.S. EPA, “Toluene,” https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2016-
09/documents/toluene.pdf.  
14 See e.g. Franzblau, A., et al., “Case Report: Human Exposure to Dioxins from Clay,” 
Environmental Medicine, 116:2 (2008), 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/5564409_Case_Report_Human_Exposure_to_Dioxins
_from_Clay.  
15 National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences, “Dioxins,” 
https://www.niehs.nih.gov/health/topics/agents/dioxins/index.cfm.  
16 The Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment indicates green alumina and 
organic binder are used in all operating kilns, 
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/AP_CoorsTekInc9thStreetFacilityJeffersonC
ounty_Sum.pdf#page=2.  
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CoorsTek’s permit is currently out for public review and comment.17  
Furthermore, a public hearing has been scheduled for the evening of May 15, 
2018 in the Golden City Council Chambers.18  Currently, the deadline for 
comments is May 15, 2018.  

 
WildEarth Guardians, a nonprofit environmental advocacy organization, intends to 

submit detailed comments calling for greater oversight of air pollution from the CoorsTek 
facility and will also be organizing around the hearing.  For more information, contact Jeremy 
Nichols, WildEarth Guardians’ Cliamte and Energy Program Director, (303) 437-7663, 
jnichols@wildearthguardians.org.  

                                                
17 The public notice is available here, 
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/AP_CoorsTekInc9thStreetFacilityJeffersonC
ounty_PN.pdf.  
18 The hearing notice is here, 
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/AP_CoorsTekInc9thStreetFacilityJeffersonC
ounty_Hearing.pdf.  


