May 17, 2021
Dear Saanich Council,

| am writing to submit a petition calling for Saanich Council to:

o Ban gas-powered leaf blowers,

e Support a recycling program for obsolete machines,

o Regulate the use of electric blowers to ensure their noise output is below safe thresholds,
and in compliance with Saanich’s noise suppression bylaw.

Leaf blowers, particularly gas-powered leaf blowers, contribute to noise pollution, produce
excessive and dangerous exhaust emissions, and re-suspend dust, all contributing to negative
health and environmental impacts. It is for this reason that 544 residents from Saanich and the
surrounding area have signed this petition.

I hope that Council will consider the petition and take action to tackle the issue of noise pollution
in Saanich. As a good starting point, | would advise Council to request staff to review Saanich’s
Noise Suppression Bylaw (Bylaw — 7059), with the goal of modernizing and updating these
bylaws. Saanich’s Noise Suppression Bylaw was last updated in 1993 and has some serious
shortcomings, some of which I outline below.

It is also my hope, and the hope of the signatories of this petition, that revised Noise Suppression
Bylaws in Saanich would include provisions restricting the use of leaf blowers as outlined above.
Other landscaping tools similar to gas-powered leaf blowers should also be considered, as while
leaf blowers may be particularly noxious, other tools have similar negative impacts. | would
recommend that a ban on gas-powered leaf blowers (and other similar tools) be phased in over
the course of a few years in order to allow for a smooth transition of both the district and local
commercial fleets.

Noise pollution is too often forgotten as we attempt to tackle other forms of pollution —like air
and water pollution. However, addressing noise pollution in Saanich is important. As | will
outline in the following letter, the case for tackling noise pollution, and in particular, gas-
powered leaf blowers, is a strong one.

| look forward to collaborating with Saanich Council on this issue, as we all work towards
improving the health and well-being of Saanich residents and our environment.

Sincerely,

Dr. Teale Phelps Bondaroff, PhD
Saanich Resident

#502 — 3252 Glasgow Ave.
Victoria, BC, V8X 1M2



Negative Health Impacts of Noise Pollution

In addition to being a huge annoyance and negatively impacting well-being, noise pollution can
have serious and long-term impacts on our health.* Noise pollution:

e Disturbs sleep, and poor quality sleeps results in stress, fatigue, and other negative health
effects.?

e Can also interfere with cognitive functions, including attention, concentration, memory,
reading ability, and decreases motivation, with numerous studies documenting the impact
of excessive noise on such things as children’s reading comprehension and long term
memory.®

e Has been reported to be associated with myocardial infarction,* cardiovascular disease,”
hypertension,® mental disorders,” immune system issues and birth defects,® and it can
exacerbate other existing health conditions.” Studies have also found that these effects
are often felt most acutely by those living in lower income neighbourhoods.°

Given the well-established evidence, we should take noise pollution seriously, and seek to reduce
it wherever possible. While there are numerous sources of noise pollution, particularly in a busy
district like Saanich, one particularly noxious source comes from gas-powered leaf blowers.

Leaf Blowers and Noise Pollution

Leaf blowers produce noise well above healthy limits, as high as 115 decibels at the source, and
64-78 decibels within 15 meters, and more than 80 decibels for older models.** For comparison,
normal breathing is 10 decibels, a soft whisper 30, normal conversation 60, city traffic or a noisy
restaurant 80, a rock concert 110-120, a chainsaw 110, and a shotgun blast 170.*? Bear in mind
that decibels are measured on a logarithmic scale, which means that an increase of 10 decibels is
equivalent to a tenfold increase in sound intensity, or roughly a doubling of loudness.*®

Work Safe BC stipulates that employers must provide hearing protection to workers who are or
who may be exposed to noise levels exceeding 82 decibels.** And noise at this level for eight
hours can cause irreparable hearing damage.™ As such, noise pollution from leaf blowers can
potentially harm workers.

Unlike other types of small engine, like lawn mowers, noise from leaf blowers has low frequency
components, which allows it to travel long distances, penetrate building walls, and persist at high
levels far from the source.*® Noise pollution of this kind is linked with many adverse health
issues, sleep disturbance, and can be an acute source of annoyance.*’

Leaf Blowers and Air Pollution
Leaf blowers are noxious in other ways: they kick up dust and particulate matter, which can

exacerbate respiratory issues and other health issues by re-suspending dust which can contain a
number of harmful particles.*®



They are also bad for the environment and produce excessive air pollutants. Most gas-powered
leaf blowers rely on obsolete 2-stroke engines, which are considerably less efficient than other
engines.* The California EPA estimated that operating a commercial leaf blower for one hour
Wouldzgmit more smog-forming pollutants than driving a 2017 Toyota Camry for about 1,100
miles.

A 2011 test compared the emissions of two different leaf blowers to those of a Ford F-150 SVT
Raptor crew cab.? This test calculated that to equate the hydrocarbon emissions of about a half-
hour of yard work with a two-stroke leaf blower, “you'd have to drive a Raptor for 3,887 miles,

or the distance from northern Texas to Anchorage, Alaska.”**

The experiment concluded that a four-stroke leaf blower produces 6.8 times more oxides of
nitrogen (pollutants involved in smog and acid rain), 13.5 times more carbon monoxide, and 36
times non-methane hydrocarbons (mostly unburned gas, which is poisonous and carcinogenic),
as compared with the truck. The two-stroke engine produced twice as much oxides of nitrogen,
23 times as much carbon monoxide and 299 times the non-methane hydrocarbons.?®

Saanich has begun to step up and take climate change seriously, and tackling the emissions from
gas-powered leaf blowers will help contribute to these efforts.** It is imperative that we
accelerate our efforts to transition away from fossil fuels, and tackling tools like gas-powered
leaf blowers must be a component of these efforts.

Other Negative Environmental Impacts

The use of leaf blowers can negatively impact soil quality. Leaf blowers can blow away
important top soil and damage plants, “they also compact your soil making it harder for air and
water to permeate and blow away recently applied dry fertilizers.”?®> Removing thin mulch layers
of leaf particulate and grass clippings also starves soil microbes, reduces the soils ability to
absorb and retain water.”®

Leaf blowers can also be fatal to insect life in several ways: they can outright kill insects, and
they can remove or degrade insect habitat.>” Declining insect populations impacts the health
of other species and ecosystems. Noise pollution has also been found to adversely affect bird
populations by interfering with mating.?®

There are Alternatives

Fortunately, there are numerous alternatives to gas-powered leaf blowers.? Electric leaf blowers
are 40 to 70% quieter than gas machines, and as much as 90% more efficient.** Manual methods,
like rakes and brooms, are even more efficient, dramatically quieter, produce less dust, and have
other added benefits like increasing physical activity.**



Solutions

Urban noise is not inevitable; cities can minimize noise by altering infrastructure design and by
enforcing and improving existing noise bylaws.*® It’s time for Saanich to take noise pollution
seriously, and to step up and take action on leaf blowers.

Hundreds of jurisdictions across North America have already banned gas-powered leaf blowers
or severely restricted their use.*® The City of Ojai, California, recently went a step further and
prohibited almost all gas-powered landscaping equipment and transitioned its entire fleet of
landscaping equipment to electric.®*

As such, | call on Saanich to ban gas-powered leaf blowers, support a recycling program for
obsolete machines, and to regulate the use of electric blowers to ensure their noise output is
below safe thresholds, and in compliance with Saanich’s noise suppression bylaw.

Problems with Saanich’s Noise Suppression Ordinances

Banning gas-powered leaf blowers could be easily accomplished through a revision of Saanich’s
Noise Suppression Ordinances (Bylaw No. 7059). However, while Council is considering such a
motion, it may also want to consider a more thorough updating and modernizing the Noise
Suppression Ordinances. This bylaw was last revised in 1993, and considerable progress has
been made with respect to noise suppression since this time. Likewise, the bylaws the wording of
this bylaw makes it unenforceable in many respects.

For example, under the current wording, this bylaw defines ‘Continuous Sound’ (1.a) as “means
any sound occurring for a duration of more than 3 minutes, or occurring continually, sporadically
or erratically but totalling more than 3 minutes in any 15 minute period of time.” These
definitions have a number of important omissions, such as lacking an explanation of what
constitutes a ‘lawn mower.’

The bylaw then offers 2.a — “No person shall make or cause to be made any noise or sound in or
on a highway or elsewhere in the Municipality which disturbs or tends to disturb the quiet, peace,
rest, enjoyment, comfort or convenience of the neighbourhood or of persons in the vicinity
thereof.”

And provides exemptions under clause 11:
“(k) The use of a lawnmower between the hours of 8:00 a.m. and 9:00 p.m. on any day.”

There are a couple of issues with this clause. First, because the term lawnmower is not defined in
the bylaws, the bylaws technically prohibit the operation of any other lawn maintenance,
landscaping, or similar equipment for no more than 3 minutes (see 1.a, cited above). This puts
enforcement staff in the problematic position of needing to interpret what constitutes a ‘lawn
mower’ for the purposes of enforcing the bylaws. It is my understanding that this term is
interpreted very expansively to include a wide range of lawn maintenance/landscaping
equipment that are not lawn mowers.



Apart from structural elements, this clause could be improved, as many jurisdictions have
different regulations pertaining to the use of landscaping equipment for weekdays and weekends.
Saanich may want to consider this. When reviewing the bylaws, Saanich will of course want to
consider

Saanich’s Leaf Blower Fleet

Saanich aspires to be a leader in tackling climate change, and as such, we should start by
transitioning the district’s fleet of leaf blowers away from fossil fuels. Saanich staff, through an
FOI (FOI 98-19), helpfully provided a list of all of the leaf blowers in Saanich’s fleet (see Table
1).

Table 1: Saanich’s Fleet of Leaf Blowers>

Department # of Leaf Blowers | # Gas-Powered % Gas-Powered

Recreation Operations | 8 No make and model No make and model
data recorded. data recorded.

Public Works 24 23 95.8%

Parks Department 51 45 88.2%

Total 83 - -

This FOI also provided a detailed breakdown of makes and models of leaf blowers in the Parks
and Public Works inventories. Within the Saanich Park’s inventory, the expected life expectancy
of each machine was also provided, and it is informative to note that the life expectancy of leaf
blowers in this fleet were between 5 and 7 years. This provides a guideline to help Council
establish a reasonable period for a phased in ban — a ban, phased in over 3 years, for example,
would allow Saanich and other actors within the district, to gradually transition their fleets away
from gas-powered tools with minimal impact on budgets.

I sincerely hope that Saanich will take action to ban gas-powered leaf blowers in the district, and
step up to reduce noise pollution.
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