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ABSTRACT: Ethylene oxide (“EtO”) is an industrially made
volatile organic compound and a known human carcinogen. There
are few reliable reports of ambient EtO concentrations around
production and end-use facilities, however, despite major exposure
concerns. We present in situ, fast (1 Hz), sensitive EtO
measurements made during February 2023 across the southeastern
Louisiana industrial corridor. We aggregated mobile data at 500 m
spatial resolution and reported average mixing ratios for 75 km of
the corridor. Mean and median aggregated values were 31.4 and
23.3 ppt, respectively, and a majority (75%) of 500 m grid cells
were above 10.9 ppt, the lifetime exposure concentration
corresponding to 100-in-one million excess cancer risk (1 ×
10−4). A small subset (3.3%) were above 109 ppt (1000-in-one
million cancer risk, 1 × 10−3); these tended to be near EtO-emitting facilities, though we observed plumes over 10 km from the
nearest facilities. Many plumes were highly correlated with other measured gases, indicating potential emission sources, and a subset
was measured simultaneously with a second commercial analyzer, showing good agreement. We estimated EtO for 13 census tracts,
all of which were higher than EPA estimates (median difference of 21.3 ppt). Our findings provide important information about EtO
concentrations and potential exposure risks in a key industrial region and advance the application of EtO analytical methods for
ambient sampling and mobile monitoring for air toxics.
KEYWORDS: ethylene oxide, industrial emissions, hazardous air pollutants (HAPs), air pollution, mobile monitoring,
optical spectroscopy, environmental health, Louisiana, cancer risk

1. INTRODUCTION
Ethylene oxide (“EtO,” chemical formula: C2H4O) is a volatile
organic compound (VOC) used as a petrochemical feedstock
for commercial chemicals (e.g., ethylene glycols) as well as a
sterilizing and fumigating agent for medical equipment and
food safety. It is most commonly produced by the catalytic
direct oxidation of ethylene.1 EtO is also hazardous to human
health, with inhalation being the primary route of exposure.
While acute effects exist for high levels of EtO, health concerns
revolve around chronic effects, as EtO is a known human
carcinogen associated with a variety of cancers (leukemia,
myeloma, lymphoma, and breast cancer) and is also considered
mutagenic.2 EtO is extremely carcinogenic relative to other
common hazardous VOCs, and so even low levels of chronic
EtO exposure pose substantial risks: the chronic EtO exposure
concentration that corresponds to the upper limit of EPA’s
acceptable cancer risk range, 100-in-one million elevated
cancer risk (1 × 10−4), is 10.9 ppt. The cancer potency of EtO

and how it should be regulated are currently hotly contested,
both in courts and in the public square: industry groups
dispute the accuracy of EtO’s toxicity,3 while environmental
advocates think that EtO regulations need to be even tighter.4,5

Despite growing concern over these environmental health
issues, there are few reports of ambient EtO measurements.
Roughly 20% of total U.S. EtO emissions are thought to come
from sterilization and fumigation operations,6 and most reports
of near-source ambient EtO have been conducted around these
facilities.7−13 These emissions fit into the category of EtO end-
use and are sometimes located near population centers.14 The
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majority of total EtO emissions (∼75%), however, are thought
to come from petrochemical manufacturing,6 though com-
paratively fewer reports of ambient EtO exist around these
production and processing facilities.15 A significant fraction
(∼15−36%) of emissions from petrochemical manufacturing
are self-reported as nonstack, “fugitive” emissions from, e.g.,
pump, valve, or pipeline leaks.6 Nonoccupational human
exposure to EtO is likely highest for people who live at or near
the fenceline of EtO production, processing, or end-use
facilities.16

A number of the largest EtO emitters in the U.S. are located
in southeastern Louisiana, which contains a high density of the
country’s petrochemical manufacturing facility fleet. A majority
(∼68%) of the total hazard from industrial facility air emissions
in this region is attributable to EtO (discussed further in
Section 3.1). As such, there has been significant recent concern
over EtO exposure in the industrial corridor between Baton
Rouge and New Orleans, exemplified by the recent legal battle
between environmental advocates and Formosa Plastics over
the siting of a new plant in St. James Parish that would be
permitted to release EtO.17 These concerns are part of a
broader history of environmental justice and health concerns
among residents and advocates within the region, illustrated by
a colloquial nickname for the area, “Cancer Alley”.18 Indeed,
there are higher cancer incidence rates within the region, which
have been connected to industrial air pollution and shown to
fall disproportionately on impoverished and black neighbor-
hoods.19 Notably, there have been no published measurements
of EtO in this area.

One reason for the relative dearth of reported ambient EtO
concentrations in general is that measurement is an analytical
challenge. Traditionally, ambient EtO is quantified by
collecting air samples in steel canisters for off-line analysis
using paired gas chromatography−mass spectrometry (GC−
MS).20 Occupational exposure has been assessed using passive
dosimeter badges, though the limit of detection of this method
(>20 ppb21) is far higher than most reported ambient EtO
measurements. These methods are relatively expensive, fail to
capture short temporal variations and pose logistical challenges
for capturing spatial variations. Additionally, both the EPA22

and Hoisington and Herrington23 have demonstrated that

humidity and canister material can both influence in-canister
EtO formation (“EtO growth”) over days-long timeframes,
complicating the interpretation of previously published EtO
measurements from canister sampling. A recent study from
Mei et al.9 showed no correlation at all between canister
sampling and a real-time spectroscopic EtO instrument over a
months-long colocation. Even before considering in-canister
growth, spatiotemporal variability makes offline canister
sampling not ideal for characterizing EtO emission sources
and understanding their impacts on human populations.

The landscape for assessing ambient EtO levels, however, is
changing. Several in situ optical instruments have been recently
developed that enable EtO detection in real-time.8,24,25 Most
of these new techniques have sub-1 ppb precision at relatively
short averaging periods (1 s to 1 h) and are increasingly being
applied to measure EtO in both background and near-source
environments.7−9,15 Given that 100-in-one million elevated
cancer risk corresponds to a lifetime exposure concentration of
10.9 ppt, high accuracy and precision measurements of EtO are
needed to pinpoint risks posed to populations. The fast time-
response of these instruments offers the possibility for
assessing the spatial patterns of ambient EtO concentrations
via mobile monitoring, a practice that is somewhat common
for certain pollutants, particularly some criteria air pollutants
and others related to traffic (see Wang et al.26 and references
therein), but is far less common for air toxics.27,28

We used two commercial optical instruments aboard mobile
platforms to measure EtO across a portion of the
petrochemical industrial corridor of southeastern Louisiana
as part of the Hazardous Air Pollutant Monitoring and
Assessment Project (HAP-MAP). From this data set, we
present an analysis of EtO plumes and highly spatially resolved
estimates of EtO mixing ratios across the region. From these
EtO estimates, we perform a spatial analysis of EtO mixing
ratios within different land-use categories based on proximity
to industrial point sources, as well as a comparison of census
tract-level EtO estimates between our mobile measurements
and modeled mixing ratios from EPA’s 2019 Air Toxics
Screening Assessment (“AirToxScreen”29). These results are
highly relevant to the communities within our study domain, as

Figure 1. Overview maps illustrating the context for this measurement campaign. (a) Map of state of Louisiana, highlighting the Baton Rouge
(BR)-New Orleans (NO) Mississippi River industrial corridor and the locations and relative magnitudes of EtO emission sources (per 2022 Toxics
Release Inventory (TRI) annual emissions). We defined the larger industrial corridor by parish boundaries for those between BR and NO along the
MS River. Parishes are colored according to whether we made measurements within them or not. The black box shows the spatial extent of the map
in the left panel of the sampling domain. (b) Map of the sampling area, highlighting the AML driving route, population density in the surrounding
areas (from 2020 Census block-level estimates), location of the stationary site and facility cluster (described in more detail in Section 3.2.2), and
TRI-listed facility locations. Population density information is meant to highlight the locations of communities living near the industrial fenceline.
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well as to the growing literature related to EtO measurements
and impacts.

2. METHODS
The larger HAP-MAP project represents an effort to measure a
wide suite of hazardous air pollutants, both gas- and particle-
phase, at the fenceline of heavy industry and within adjacent
communities with the ultimate goal of assessing exposure and
related health risks. This paper presents EtO measurements
from two different instruments, each aboard a different mobile
platform as part of HAP-MAP. Mobile platforms enabled on-
road EtO measurements across the sampling domain, which we
use to assess spatial differences in EtO mixing ratios and to
investigate EtO plumes emitted from different facilities. These
measurements were conducted in winter 2023 over 23 separate
drives that spanned 27 days (Jan. 31 to Feb. 26).

The southeastern Louisiana petrochemical industrial corri-
dor stretches over 160 km along the Mississippi River, from
areas north of Baton Rouge to areas south and east of New
Orleans and contains 1.6 million people. We focused our
measurements in the middle of the corridor, where the density
of petrochemical facilities is highest. As shown in Figure 1a, the
majority (12 of 15) of EtO-emitting facilities in Louisiana
listed in the EPA’s Toxics Release Inventory (TRI) are within
the industrial corridor between Baton Rouge and New Orleans.
The other three listed facilities are in or near Lake Charles in
the western portion of the state. Most of the EtO-emitting
facilities in the corridor are within or very close to our
sampling area, which spanned parts of Iberville, Ascension, St.
James, and St. John the Baptist Parishes (Louisiana is divided
into parishes as other U.S. states are divided into counties).
When not performing mobile sampling, instruments aboard
the mobile lab continued ambient sampling while parked at a
stationary site (coordinates: 30.0890, −90.9344) near
Donaldsonville, LA (pop. ∼6700).

2.1. Measurements. An Aerodyne EtO tunable infrared
laser direct absorption spectrometer (TILDAS) instrument8

was onboard the Aerodyne Mobile Laboratory (AML), and a
Picarro G2920 EtO cavity ringdown spectrometer (CRDS)
instrument (Picarro, Inc.24) was onboard the Johns Hopkins
University mobile laboratory (JHUML). The TILDAS instru-
ment is the primary data source used for this analysis, though
we present in-plume data from the CRDS in comparison with
the TILDAS. We briefly describe each instrument and its
operation below, with further details provided in the
Supporting Information.

2.1.1. Ethylene Oxide−Aerodyne TILDAS. TILDAS is a fast
(sub-1 Hz native response time) spectrometer that has been
recently developed for EtO measurement in the 3065.7−
3066.0 cm−1 region.8 This region of the spectrum includes
deep water lines as well as the absorption of other key species
like C2H6, HCHO, C2H4, CH4, and CH3OH, all of which are
accounted for with custom spectral fitting software (“TDLWin-
tel,” with spectroscopic details available in Yacovitch et al.8).
Instrument detection limits (estimated as 3 × SD) are 186 ppt
for 1s mobile data and 45 ppt for 100s stationary data. We
estimate a 25% overall uncertainty for all measured EtO mixing
ratios, due to uncertainties in gas standards and calibration
error. See Supporting Information Methods section for more
on TILDAS detection limits, instrument details, and
calibration and zeroing.

The AML platform has been described extensively
before;28,30,31 it is a large step-utility van that hosts a variety

of air pollutant and chemical measurements (see Figure S1).
Further details about the AML inlets and other non-EtO
instruments aboard the AML are provided in the Supporting
Information.

2.1.2. Ethylene Oxide−Picarro CRDS. The Picarro EtO
CRDS system (referred to as “CRDS” herein) aboard the
JHUML was used for flexible, exploratory sampling to scout for
plumes downwind of various facilities.

We also used the JHUML to perform vehicle chase drives
behind the AML. Instrumentation onboard the JHUML was
operated on battery power, and so we did not perform any
nonmobile stationary sampling with the CRDS. Further details
about the CRDS operation, inlet, and data quality, as well as
details about the JHUML and vehicle chase drives, are
presented in the Supporting Information.

2.1.3. Wind Speed and Direction. We measured wind
direction (WD) and speed (WS) using two methods and used
each data source depending on the circumstances. The AML
has an on-board sonic anemometer (2D RMYoung Model
85004), which we use for analyzing wind data when the AML
is at the stationary site. However, we found in-motion WD to
be inaccurate, especially for low wind speeds, and so we do not
use the on-board WD for pairing with mobile measurements.
Instead, we use WD measured at a stationary site within the
middle of the domain (coordinates: 30.0662, −90.8497) and
assume it reflects wind behavior for the rest of the driving
route. This wind measurement consisted of a QuantAQ
MODULAIR-PM sensor paired with a sonic anemometer
(Davis Instruments Model 6415), which records at 1 min
intervals. Both anemometers have stated an accuracy of less
than ±4 degrees.”

2.2. Mobile Sampling Experimental Design. A major
goal of this campaign was to provide spatially resolved average
mixing ratios of EtO across the region to be used as the basis
for risk analysis. Data collection by the AML was designed to
meet this objective. We devised a sampling route that passed as
many industrial sites as possible while also being manageable
to drive in its entirety within a standard “shift” (∼8 h of
driving). Over the course of a shift, we passed by most
locations on the route once, though some sections of road had
to be used multiple times in order to ensure full route
coverage, and thus were passed more than once per driving
shift (see Figure S2 for an illustration of example day’s driving
and Figure S3 for the four “sections” of the route we used for
planning). We staggered departure from the stationary site and
the order in which we drove route sections to minimize any
bias that may arise from visiting a given location at the same
time each day; we achieved fairly even data coverage across all
hours of the day for our mobile sampling (see Figure S4).

As other previous mobile monitoring studies32−34 have
shown, repeatedly capturing measurements of an air pollutant
at a location can provide representative concentrations for that
location given a sufficient number of visits. Many factors
influence the number of visits required for such an ensemble of
measurements to paint a representative picture, including time
of day, source strength at that location, pollutant type, and
instrument noise, among others. We designed our sampling to
capture 22 or more visits at each location and to be spread
across times of day. Figure S5 shows the number of total
unique visits within each grid cell for the full campaign.

2.3. Data Analysis. 2.3.1. Spatial Data Analysis. To
produce EtO mixing ratios resolved across space, we perform a
reduction on the TILDAS data set that is conceptually similar
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to that described in Apte et al.32 First, we spatially aggregate all
of the raw 1 Hz measurements into 500 m grid cells. This cell
size accommodated the fast road speeds of the AML (30−60
km/h, dictated by roads and traffic) while still providing high
spatial resolution. We defined a grid cell “visit” to include all
data points collected within a unique hour within that grid cell,
and the “visit mean” as the mean of those within-hour data
points. The overall grid cell values we report (e.g., Figure 6)
are the mean of all visit means. This approach ensures that
equal weights are given to each visit, as opposed to equal
weights for each raw measurement, and thus reduces the bias
that could arise from variability in how much time is spent in
each grid cell for a given visit. We only report concentrations
for grid cells that meet a minimum threshold requirement of
15 visits. The median number of 1 Hz data points collected per
grid cell is 410 (250−721, 25th−75th percentiles, respec-
tively).

We performed spatial aggregations related to proximity to
facilities and census tracts as well. Grid cells were placed into
one of three different categories: (1) within 1 km of a EtO-
emitting facility, (2) within 1 km of a non-EtO-emitting
facility, and (3) all other grid cells not within 1 km of any type
of facility. We used 1 km of circular buffers around the
coordinates of each facility and performed a spatial intersection
with the grid cell centroids. Any grid cell intersecting the 1 km
buffer of both an EtO emitter and a non-EtO emitter was put
into the “within 1 km of an EtO emitter” category. We
performed the above analysis using 1.5 and 2 km buffer sizes as
well and present those results in the Supporting Information.
Facility locations were represented as points by the coordinates
listed in the TRI database.

To estimate census tract-level EtO mixing ratios, we
assigned grid cells to the census tract containing the grid cell
centroid. In the case of the census tract containing the
stationary site, we use just the stationary site average EtO
mixing ratio to estimate the tract average (see Supporting
Information for full explanation). Tract-level EtO estimates are
the mean of all within-tract grid cell estimates. We compare
these to tract-level EtO estimates from 2019 AirToxScreen.

All spatial analysis was performed using the sf: Simple
Features for R GIS library,35 wind direction analysis was
performed using the openair R package for air quality data
analysis,36 and maps were made using the ggmap R library.37

2.3.2. Plume Analysis. We used the TILDAS EtO time
series (see Figure S6) to define, identify, and characterize
plumes using a programmatic approach, which is conceptually
similar to other work that has identified plumes from air
pollutant concentration time series.38,39 We defined plumes by
any EtO measurements above a rolling mixing ratio threshold.
This threshold was defined as three times the standard
deviation (SD) above a rolling baseline, where the baseline is
the 20th percentile (threshold = 3 × SD + 20th percentile.).
We use a 20 min rolling window to calculate the baseline and
threshold. Any EtO measurement above this threshold was
defined as “plume” and below as “non-plume” (see Figure S7
for illustration). Consecutive “plume” data points were
grouped together as a unique plume; if EtO concentrations
fell below the threshold, then the next above-threshold data
points would be the start of another, uniquely identified plume.

Within each plume, we also examined correlations between
the time series of EtO and the mixing ratios of other gas-phase
species measured aboard the AML. A full list of these auxiliary
gas species measurements is described in the Supporting

Information. For the purposes of this article, we use the time
series of these other species for understanding the chemical
mixture within EtO plumes. Within each EtO plume, we
calculated the slope and R2 value between EtO and each gas
species, the plume duration (in time), the average and
maximum EtO value, and the midpoint longitude and latitude.
We used plume duration (in seconds) as opposed to spatial
plume “width,” which theoretically would be duration ×
driving speed, to filter select plumes that we present in Results.
We do this because our characterization algorithm relies on the
time series, and so duration is a more fundamental filtering
quantity than “width” in terms of being able to discern signal
from noise, as well as being able to include meaningful plumes
that may have been detected while the AML was stationary or
moving very slowly for whatever reason.

2.3.3. Stationary Site Analysis. During downtime from
driving, the AML was parked in an RV lot ∼5 km east of
Donaldsonville and connected to line power (generators off).
We analyzed the TILDAS data collected at the stationary site
to calculate summary statistics, identify any EtO diurnal
pattern, and investigate EtO plumes with respect to wind
direction.

2.3.4. RSEI and TRI Data Analysis. The EPA’s Risk-
Screening Environmental Indicators (RSEI) model40 and the
Toxic Release Inventory (TRI),6 while imperfect, provided
valuable information for sampling route planning as well as
understanding the overall scope of EtO emissions and their
associated hazards in southeastern Louisiana. TRI consists of
industry self-reported, facility-level chemical emissions that
cause cancer or other chronic and/or acute adverse human
health effects, as well as adverse environmental effects. RSEI
uses the TRI emissions, along with toxicity information and
population exposure modeling, to estimate the associated
health hazards posed by emissions from each chemical at each
facility.

We used the TRI to visualize the number of EtO-emitting
facilities and their associated emissions over time within our
study domain. Using RSEI hazard scores from air releases, we
also calculated the total hazard attributable to each of four
chemical classes (metals, non-VOC gases, non-EtO VOCs, and
EtO) to understand the relative contributions to risk posed by
facility chemical emissions in the sampling domain. Further
details of how we accessed and processed these data are
presented in the Supporting Information.

2.3.5. Risk Estimates from Measurements. As per the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Integrated Risk
Information System (IRIS), the adult-based inhalation unit
risk (IUR) for EtO is 3 × 10−3 per μg m−3. The IUR quantifies
the marginal upper-bound excess lifetime cancer risk resultant
from a given exposure concentration and can be used to
translate between exposure concentration and absolute levels
of risk per eq 1:

= ×R IUR EC (1)

where R is the risk level, IUR is the inhalation unit risk, and EC
is the exposure concentration. Because EtO is known to be
mutagenic, however, which implies increased susceptibility to
cancer risk for early life exposure, we use the full lifetime IUR
value of 5 × 10−3 per μg m−3, where age-dependent adjustment
factors (ADAFs) rescale the adult-based IUR, for translating all
of our measured values into associated risks.

Relatedly, we report our measurement results as volume
“mixing ratios,” which are unit-less quantities (e.g., ppbv, pptv,
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abbreviated simply as “ppt” throughout) standard in gas-phase
analytical chemistry. Mixing ratios literally refer to the number
of molecules of interest per total number of molecules in air;
each of the instruments used in this study report data as mixing
ratios. While not technically correct, it is common across
different fields of knowledge to use mixing ratio and
“concentration” interchangeably, however. In this paper,
“concentration” refers to mass concentration, which has units
of e.g., μg m−3, and is the fundamental exposure quantity in the
context of IUR values. We relate mixing ratios to
concentrations using the ideal gas law with an assumed
pressure of 1 atm and temperature of 20 °C, which practically
speaking has a unit conversion of 1 ppb = 1.83 μg m−3.

3. RESULTS
3.1. TRI Emissions and RSEI Hazard for Facilities in

the Sampling Domain. TRI-reported EtO emissions for
facilities within the corridor decreased from 2010 to 2022,
despite the total number of EtO-emitting facilities increasing

from 10 to 12 (Figure 2a). The relative fraction of fugitive
emissions to total (fugitive + point source) has also mostly
decreased over this time period; in 2022, 27% of total
emissions were fugitive, down from a high of 36% in 2013,
though up from 22% in 2021. Year 2022 emissions were 1.2 ×
104 kg, down from a peak of 4.5 × 104 kg in 2013.

EtO emissions represent less than 0.2% of total TRI
emissions in the domain, using 2021 as an example year
(Figure 2b). The majority (∼57%) of 2021 TRI-reported
emissions by mass are non-VOC gases (e.g., ammonia,
hydrogen sulfide). Roughly 42% of 2021 TRI emissions are
non-EtO VOCs, with the two largest contributors being
hexane and ethylene (ethylene is the predominant precursor in
the production of EtO1). Figure 2b shows the relative fraction
of emissions and estimated hazards attributable to each
category for 2021, though we found similar results across all
years.

Due to its carcinogenicity per EPA IRIS, however, EtO
contributes disproportionately to the total hazard associated

Figure 2. (a) Time series of the number of TRI-listed EtO-emitting facilities within the study domain (top panel), and the sum of TRI-listed
fugitive and point source EtO emissions (bottom panel) within all Parishes highlighted in Figure 1a. (b) Year 2021 fractional contribution of each
chemical category to total mass of hazardous air pollutant emissions (left bar) and total estimated RSEI hazard from all facilities in the larger
corridor (right bar). The relative contribution of EtO by mass to total emissions is so low (∼0.2%) that it is not visible in the “Emissions” bar of
panel (b).

Figure 3. Map and time series of an intercepted plume from February 12. (a) Map shows where the AML intercepted a downwind plume (marked
“A” on map). The likeliest emissions source is the EtO facility on the map near the other end of the dotted line. The map color scale is capped at
0.3 ppb to emphasize elevated EtO mixing ratios on the map in the vicinity of “A.” Gray lines in the background show roads of the sampling route.
(b) TILDAS EtO time series of data shown in map in panel (a), where the “A” marker on the time series corresponds to “A” on the map. The
upper subpanel shows the measured wind direction during the same interval. We determined the likely source location based on WNW winds and a
near-concurrent measurement of elevated EtO (∼4 ppb plume) near the source.
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with air emissions in the region. It represents ∼68% of the total
hazard from air releases, which includes both cancer and
noncancer risks, though it is almost exclusively due to cancer
risk. The total hazard from the sum of all non-EtO VOCs is
∼26%, and that of metals is ∼5%.

3.2. Plume Analysis. We observed many EtO plumes
during mobile sampling. Some were at the industrial fenceline
of TRI-listed EtO emitters, while others were further afield.
Using our plume characterization algorithm, we detected a
total of 192 EtO plumes that both had maximum mixing ratios
of 200 ppt or greater and lasted 10 s or longer. Of these, 90
(47%) of these plumes had mixing ratios exceeding 1 ppb, and
the maximum plume mixing ratio we observed was 42.1 ppb
(see Figure S6).

3.2.1. Spatial Extent of Plumes. Figure 3 shows an example
plume, which we observed on February 12, 2023, and highlight
here in order to illustrate the spatial extent of EtO plumes. We
intercepted this plume in the Pelican Point residential
community near Gonzalez in St. James Parish, 7 km downwind
of its likely emission source. Figure 3a shows a map of the
intercepted plume and its likely emissions source, and Figure
3b shows a time series plot of those same EtO mixing ratios.
The wind direction during this period was largely from the
WNW, and the wind speed ranged from 3 to 5 m s−1.

The plume is marked “A” on the map, and the location most
likely to be the emission source is traced from “A” with a
dotted line. As indicated by the map, we observed high EtO
mixing ratios in the close vicinity of the likely emissions source;
these measurements were made roughly concurrently (within
10 min) with the observation of plume “A.” Given the wind
direction and concurrent even-higher EtO mixing ratios
observed upwind of plume A, we conclude that the EtO-
emitting facility near the end of the dotted line is the source, 7
km away.

We present similar figures for four other observed plumes in
the Supporting Information (Figures S8−S11). These EtO
plumes were measured between 1.3 and 11.4 km downwind of
their likely sources, which establishes this range as the rough
spatial extent of plume impacts that we observed in our
sampling.

3.2.2. Wind Direction Analysis around Facility Cluster.
The emission source shown in Figure 3a is part of a cluster of
three EtO facilities that sit within a large industrial block in the
northwestern part of the sampling area (labeled “facility
cluster” in Figure 1b). We repeatedly saw high-concentration
EtO plumes on these road sections over the course of mobile
sampling.

Figure 4 shows all of the plumes identified in this area across
the entire campaign that had a maximum EtO mixing ratio of
at least 1 ppb and a duration of at least 10 s. We observed 50
distinct EtO plumes meeting the above criteria, which were
spread relatively evenly across the duration of the campaign.
While some were measured semiconcurrently (meaning within
the same unique hour of sampling), we saw these plumes
spread across 18 unique days and 34 unique hours of the
campaign, indicating that emissions within the area were
frequent across our month of sampling and not heavily biased
toward, e.g., any day or two with much higher amounts of
plume detection. Each panel corresponds to one of eight 45
degree wind direction bins; the map shows the location and
relative size (by maximum mixing ratio) of EtO plumes
observed when wind was blowing from the corresponding
direction. Only plumes found within the highlighted polygon

are shown. TRI-listed EtO emitters are also marked on the
map.

With winds from NW, N, or NE, we only saw plumes on the
southern portion of the block. This suggests that on these
roads, we are only measuring near-source EtO plumes from
facilities within the block, as opposed to transported plumes
from facilities further afield in the NW, N, or NE directions. If
plumes were transported from outside of the block, we would
expect to see them on the northern half, but we did not.
Similarly, with winds from either E or W, we only saw plumes
on the opposite side of the block (e.g., on the eastern side with
winds from W, and vice versa). Winds from the SE, S, and SW
directions presented a more complicated picture, as we saw
plumes spread around multiple edges of the block, especially
for SE and S winds. This likely indicates plumes transiting
across the length of the block, where we detect them closer to
their source at the SE portion of the block, and then on the
opposite edges after transport at lower mixing ratios due to
dispersion. This industrial block is clearly an important source
of EtO, though pinpointing emissions to equipment or areas
within facilities would require sampling within the fenceline
(e.g., Thoma et al.15).

As demonstrated in the previous section, we observed EtO
plumes ∼10 km away from this industrial block that very likely
were emitted from facilities within. There are numerous
residential areas and population centers within 10 km of this
location as well, such as Carville, St. Gabriel, and Gonzalez.

3.2.3. Plume Categorization. Within EtO plumes, we
analyzed the time series of other measured gas species in order
to better understand the chemical mixtures present in EtO
plumes, which provides information on potential sources.
Three contrasting examples are shown in Figure S12, where
the degree of correlation between EtO and each gas species is
measured by R2 for the in-plume portion of the time series. We
see three different plume types for these examples: (1) EtO is
uncorrelated with any other gas species, (2) EtO is correlated

Figure 4. Plume locations around the dense facility cluster shown in
Figure 1b. This area, bounded by the area highlighted by the light gray
polygon on the map, contains three TRI-listed EtO emitters. We show
plume locations within the area for different wind directions. Each
plume is marked by its midpoint coordinates and is both colored and
sized relative to its maximum EtO mixing ratio. EtO-emitting facilities
are marked by a black “Δ.” Dark gray lines in the background show
roads of the sampling route.
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with a number of combustion-related species (e.g., CO2, CO,
NOx) but not any natural gas-related species (e.g., CH4 and
C2H6), and (3) EtO other is highly correlated with both
combustion-related species (e.g., CO2) and some natural gas-
related species (e.g., CH4). We speculate that these three
plumes represent emissions from (1) a pure EtO stream, such
as direct emissions from storage or use; (2) an EtO process
stream where other combustion products have not been
removed; and (3) a flaring or thermal oxidizer scrubber waste
stream where EtO is not being completely removed,
respectively. Figure S13 summarizes the results of this analysis
for a large number of plumes we observed, and more detail is
provided in the Supporting Information. Fingerprinting EtO
plumes by the presence or absence of other coemitted species
will be required to better understand EtO emission sources in
complex industrial environments like this one.

3.2.4. TILDAS−CRDS Comparison. Vehicle chase drives
provided the opportunity to compare the two EtO instruments
while measuring high-concentration EtO plumes. Figure 5a

shows the time series of both instruments (TILDAS and
CRDS) from a single pass near an EtO source by the two
mobile laboratories. This illustrates how fast measurements are
needed to detect facility plumes, especially from a mobile
platform, as well as how the two instruments similarly capture
the complex shape and magnitude of the plumes. There are
observable differences in measurement noise when comparing
the 1 s measurements. For the non-EtO plume portion of these
passes (e.g., Figure 5a), the SD of the 1 Hz CRDS data is
roughly ∼9 × higher than the 1 Hz TILDAS data (630 ppt vs
70 ppt, respectively). This area had very high concentrations of
methylene chloride, which can interfere with the CRDS
measurement (see Supporting Information for further detail)
and likely contribute to the measurement noise shown here.
During other non-plume driving periods away from this
location, 1 Hz CRDS SD was lower (∼400 ppt).

Figure 5b compares measurements between the two
instruments for all four passes on 2022-02-18. The slope of
the orthogonal distance regression using data from all four
passes was 0.85, demonstrating that the TILDAS result tended
to measure slightly higher than the CRDS. However,
agreement within 20% is excellent for the purposes of plume
detection and quantification, given that each instrument was
aboard a separate vehicle, using a different inlet, and not
measuring each plume truly simultaneously.

3.3. Spatially Resolved EtO Mixing Ratios. 3.3.1. By
500 m Grid Cell Aggregation. Figure 6a shows average EtO
mixing ratios across our sampling domain aggregated in 500 m
grid cells (n = 428). The mean and median grid cell values
were 31.4 and 23.3 ppt, respectively, and the 25th and 75th
percentiles were 10.5 and 34.2 ppt, respectively.

At the northwestern and southeastern ends of the sampling
domain, we see grid cell averages that are much higher than the
median value. In the northwest, near Gonzalez, we see grid cell
mixing ratios of 100 ppt and higher. As mentioned above, this
area is dense with industrial sites: there are five EtO emitters
encompassed by the driving route in this area and several
others just outside of the route. Especially on roads around the
facility cluster focused on in Section 3.2.2, we see elevated EtO
levels. There is another EtO hotspot in the far northwest
section of the domain around two EtO-emitting facilities.
Similarly, in the southeastern part of the domain, we see grid
cells with high EtO relative to the median grid cell values; this
hotspot is also adjacent to an EtO-emitting facility.

3.3.2. By Land Use Category. Figure 6b illustrates how EtO
mixing ratios vary between land-use categories related to
facility proximity. We see clear differences, especially
comparing grid cells that are not within 1 km of any facility
(“None”) to those within 1 km of an EtO-emitting facility
(“EtO”). The “non-EtO” category has a slightly higher mean
value than “None” (28.4 vs 22.1 ppt, respectively) and a
handful of grid cells with high values. Given the density of
industrial sites in this area, some of the “non-EtO” grid cells are
physically close to “EtO” sites (i.e., just beyond the 1 km buffer
we used) and likely are elevated due to emissions from these
EtO facilities. This analysis shows very clearly that most of the
highest grid cells in the domain are close to industrial sites,
especially reported EtO emitters. These results were
qualitatively similar when using larger buffer sizes (1.5 and 2
km) and are presented in the Supporting Information (Figure
S15).

Across all land use categories, the associated risk values are
considered high for a majority of grid cells. Mixing ratios
corresponding to order-of-magnitude levels of chronic risk are
indicated with horizontal lines in Figure 6b. A majority (n =
319, ∼75%) of grid cells have mixing ratios larger than 10.9
ppt, which corresponds to 100-in-one-million risk (1 × 10−4).
Remediated EPA Superfund site projects, for reference, aim for
a “target risk range”41 between 1 × 10−6 and 1 × 10−4. Risk
levels above 1 × 10−4 are considered unacceptable by the
EPA.42

There are also a number of grid cells (n = 14, ∼3.3%) with
values above 109 ppt, which corresponds to 1,000-in-one-
million (1 × 10−3) risk. Most of these grid cells are in near-
source locations that are apart from residential areas. Still, they
highlight a cause for concern for chronic occupational exposure
at these facilities, as well as for any similar facilities in other
locations where communities are located in very close
proximity.

Figure 5. (a) Time series of each instrument for one example pass.
(b) Correlation between CRDS and TILDAS for all four passes on
2023-02-18, where points used for the comparison are averaged over
15 s intervals to reduce noise. Dotted line is 1:1, and the solid line is
the orthogonal distance regression fit to the data.
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3.3.3. By Census Tract. We made census tract-level EtO
estimates by taking the mean of all grid cells within each of the
13 tracts in our domain (Figure 7). Our estimates range from
8.0 to 57.2 ppt, with the highest tract averages being those in
the northwest of the domain. The median tract-level estimate
from our measurements is 22.7 ppt.

These values exceed those estimated by 2019 Air-
ToxScreen29 for all tracts, which are shown in the middle
panel of Figure 7. We visualize the difference between our
tract-level estimates from measurements and those from
AirToxScreen in the rightmost panel of Figure 7. The median
tract-level mixing ratio for AirToxScreen estimates is 2.5 ppt,
and the maximum tract estimate is 11.8 ppt. The highest tract
concentration estimate for AirToxScreen is in the southeastern
portion of the domain, as opposed to the northwestern portion
of the domain, where our measurements are highest. The
median difference is 21.3 ppt, and the maximum difference
between tracts is 54.3 ppt.

All tract-level estimates from both our measurements and
AirToxScreen are below 1000-in-one million (1 × 10−3) levels
of risk, though as shown in the previous section EtO can be
highly spatially variable within a given tract. We estimate 12 of
13 tracts having EtO mixing ratios corresponding to 100- to
1000-in-one million levels of risk, with only one being between
10- and 100-in-one million. Only one of 13 AirToxScreen
tracts are between 100- and 1000-in-one million levels of risk,

with the other 12 being between 10- and 100-in-one million.
Figure S14b shows a map of these risk estimates.

3.4. Stationary Site. The majority (80%) of measurements
made by the EtO TILDAS instrument were made while the
AML was at the stationary site. The mean and median EtO
measured at the stationary site were 21.9 and 22.4 ppt,
respectively. The median is similar to the median grid cell
value from the “None” land use categories, which was 22.1 ppt.
The SD for 1 Hz data at the stationary site was 84.4 ppt. For 1,
5, and 60 min averaging intervals, the SD was 68.3, 59.3, and
41.1 ppt, respectively.

Figure S17 shows the diurnal pattern of EtO measured at the
stationary site. There is a slight mid-day increase in EtO,
though the variation in hourly median values is small compared
to the SD. The stationary site, which was 11.5 km southeast of
the nearest EtO emitter, appears to be impacted by plumes
from nearby facilities. We observed three short-duration (∼3−
120 s) plumes at the stationary site that had peak mixing ratios
of ∼1 ppb or higher; winds were NW for two of these three
plumes and S for the other plume. During only ∼9% of these
measurements were winds from the NW, which would make
the stationary site a potential receptor of emissions from the
cluster of facilities discussed above. See Figure S18 for a wind
rose for the stationary site measurements.

Figure 6. (a) EtO concentrations aggregated in 500 m grid cells from AML TILDAS measurements. All grid cells were visited 15 or more times.
Facilities listed in the EPA TRI database are shown as well and colored by whether they report emitting EtO or not. (b) Box plots of grid cell
average EtO concentrations for each of three land-use categories related to industrial facility proximity, with points representing individual grid
cells. Horizontal lines and annotations on the right side of the plot show levels of cancer risk with corresponding lifetime EtO exposure
concentrations.

Figure 7. Census tract EtO values from measurements (left panel) and AirToxScreen (middle panel). The difference between measurements and
AirToxScreen estimates is shown in the right panel. Stationary site and EtO-emitting facility locations are shown in the “Measured” and
“Difference” panels, respectively, for reference. The grid cells we used to compute tract averages are overlaid in the “Measured” panel to give a sense
for areal coverage within the grid cell.
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4. DISCUSSION
It is noteworthy that across a region colloquially termed
“Cancer Alley,” a large majority (∼68%, per Figure 2b) of the
total facility-level air pollutant-related hazard is attributed
solely to ethylene oxide, based on EPA RSEI estimates. We
derived this figure from RSEI hazard scores, which are
themselves derived from modeled concentrations based on
emissions inventories built from industry self-reports; in short,
these estimates are likely far from perfect. Nonetheless, the fact
that so much of the environmental risk in this area seems to
come from a single chemical is remarkable. This fact makes
accurate and precise measurements of EtO near potential
emission sources paramount for informing the environmental
health concerns of nearby communities. With this novel data
set, we report levels of EtO across space in an area densely
populated with emitters and highlight important issues related
to EtO measurements and associated impacts.

We identified EtO plumes up to 11.4 km away from likely
sources based on wind direction analysis. While we did not
find all grid cells within this distance from sources to be
elevated above the mean EtO mixing ratio measured at the
stationary site, the illustration of downwind plume intercepts
gives a sense for which neighboring communities may be
impacted by EtO emissions. For example, East Ascension High
School near downtown Gonzales, LA, is approximately 8 km
from the center of the industrial hotspot block discussed in
Section 3.2.2. Though we did not conduct measurements in
Gonzalez, it is one of a number of communities within the
reach of potential EtO plume extents that could be candidates
for longer-duration measurements. Ten kilometers is the
distance used by the EPA to define “fenceline communities.”43

The spatial range of plume impacts could even be higher than
the upper range that we observed; Yacovitch et al.8 describe
the potential transport of emissions from a source 35 km away.

We found a large majority of the domain to have EtO mixing
ratios corresponding to risk levels above the EPA’s acceptable
upper limit (1 × 10−4). A smaller number of locations in near-
source areas had EtO levels corresponding to risk above 1 ×
10−3, representing potentially serious hazard for workers
around these facilities.

The census tract-level comparison with AirToxScreen
showed that AirToxScreen both substantially underestimates
EtO across the entirety of the domain and fails to capture the
spatial pattern identified by our measurements. There are no
existing in-region EtO measurements to directly compare our
data to or that could potentially be used for AirToxScreen
model evaluation.44 Thus, while these are the EPA’s best
estimates of tract-level EtO in the region, they lack ground-
truthing by measurements and reflect the accuracy of the
reported emissions. Given that the most up-to-date version of
AirToxScreen is based on year 2019 emissions, we would
expect an even larger discrepancy between our reported values
and those estimated using AirToxScreen for the year 2023, as
emissions decreased between 2019 and later years (see Figure
2). AirToxScreen ambient concentration estimates refer to
annual, area-weighted census tract averages. We measured
concentrations in February 2023 at a subset of locations within
each tract. Below, we discuss whether these potential
spatiotemporal sampling bias(es) might explain the large gap
we see in concentrations (and thus estimated cancer risk)
between measurements and this screening tool.

On potential temporal bias: any seasonality to the
underlying emissions activity could potentially bias our
measurements (higher or lower) relative to an annual average.
Similarly, seasonal variation in EtO concentrations due to
meteorological factors (e.g., typical planetary boundary layer
heights or prevailing winds) could potentially bias our
estimates (higher or lower) as well. For example, Yacovitch
et al.8 found slightly higher concentrations in the summer
compared to the winter in Billerica, Massachusetts. However,
as mentioned above, the reported emissions forming the basis
of AirToxScreen estimates have decreased in recent years
(31.5% decrease from 2019 to 2022), and would likely make
the discrepancy even larger were the comparison against
AirToxScreen estimates using year 2023 emissions; we
speculate that this is more important than any potential
seasonal bias, especially given that EtO is not formed from
secondary chemistry. The declining trend in reported
emissions also provides important context for thinking about
lifelong exposures for residents in nearby communities;
specifically, estimates of risk using contemporary measure-
ments may underestimate true risks resulting from exposures at
higher concentrations in previous years.

On potential spatial bias: AirToxScreen’s spatial resolution is
at tract-level, and so all parts of a tract are represented by a
single ambient concentration. Our estimates, on the other
hand, cover a subset of each tract and are necessarily limited to
the roads we could drive on. We have tried to represent this
potential bias by comparing the distribution of “distance-to-
nearest” values between EtO-emitting facilities and each grid
cell centroid, both for only those grid cells in which we made
measurements and for the full set in a census tract. While there
are differences in the distributions of this metric (see Figure
S16), the bias appears minimal for those tracts with the highest
EtO estimates from measurements, and so we think it is
unlikely that this explains all or even much of the discrepancy
we see between our estimates and AirToxScreen; in other
words, our sampling reasonably represents the full span of the
land use variable we expect to be most important for
determining EtO concentrations across a tract. Unfortunately,
a true area-weighted, tract-average estimate is impossible from
a measurement perspective, given our inability to collect
measurements on private property and the sparse road network
in the area.

Lastly, we highlight our non-plume measurements in the
context of what has been previously reported in the literature
on EtO. There are currently a wide range of reported ambient
background levels of EtO, which span a correspondingly wide
range of associated cancer risk. Some, or perhaps even most, of
this variability may be due to the analytical challenge of the
measurement and artifacts associated with EtO determination
using canister sampling and GC-MS, as highlighted by both
EPA22 and Hoisington and Herrington.23 Despite the high
density of TRI-listed EtO emitters in this domain, as well as
the fact that we observed high-concentration plumes around
each of them, the large majority (n = 356, ∼83%) of grid cells
in the domain still had sub-40 ppt mixing ratios. This is
substantially lower than most of the urban background
concentrations that have recently been reported from canister
sampling with GC-MS analysis. For example, the average
across 15 EPA Air Toxics sites reporting months-long EtO
measurements, none of which are within 10 km of a TRI-listed
EtO emitter, was 167 ppt, or over 7× higher than our
stationary site average.45 Spooner et al.13 recently reported 24-
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h average concentrations at designated background sites (none
within 15 km of the single TRI-listed emitter in the area) in
greater Salt Lake City, UT that were 7−17× higher than our
stationary site average. Similarly, Olaguer et al.12 found 24h
background concentrations in suburban Grand Rapids, MI ∼
10× higher than our stationary site average. Our stationary site
average concentration, as well as the median grid cell
concentration from our mobile sampling, are much more
comparable to those measurements reported from other in situ
optical instruments by Yacovitch et al.8 (Aerodyne TILDAS;
suburban Boston, MA; ∼ 18 ppt) and Mei et al.9 (Picarro
CRDS; suburban Atlanta, GA; < 20 ppt). Given the high
carcinogenicity of EtO (per EPA IRIS), ultraprecise and
accurate measurements are needed to pinpoint risks posed to
populations.
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