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Emergency generator requirements –
Not so simple anymore

ummer is coming, 
and commercial fa-
cility owners and 

developers may be con-
cerned about navigating 
the season’s peak electrical 
demand periods and pos-
sible power outages. Many 
properties are equipped 
with emergency genera-
tion systems, the size and 
complexity of which may 
vary according to property 
use. Whereas some com-
mercial buildings may be 
equipped with emergency 
generators that provide 
only safety lighting in 
power outages, large data 
centers, medical facilities, 
or facilities at which other 
critical functions are per-
formed may be served by 
very large and relatively 
complex emergency gen-
eration systems. 

Although emergency 
generators of all sizes have 
the potential to emit air 
pollutants in significant 
amounts they have only 
recently become a focus for 
air regulatory permitting 
and emission standards. 
Traditionally, these units 
were assumed to be exempt 

exemptions available for 
emergency generators, and 
now impose NOx and/or 
CO control requirements 
on units above a certain 
size. Both Pennsylvania 
and New Jersey require 
air permits for emergency 
generators, with limited 
exemptions available for 
very small or low-emitting 
units.  In both states, gen-
eral permits are available 
for certain non-exempt 
emergency generator units, 
but do require owners and 
operators of those units 
to follow specified work 
practice, recordkeeping 
and emission control re-
quirements. For example, 
NJ authorizes mainte-
nance testing only on days 
for which the forecasted 
air quality is moderate 
or good. In Pennsylvania, 
the Department of Envi-
ronmental Protection typi-
cally requires emergency 
generators to meet a NOx 
emission rate of 6.9 grams 
per brake horsepower hour, 
defi ned as the “Best Avail-
able Technology” for these 
units. In many cases, emer-
gency generators manu-

from air permitting and 
emission control require-
ments, if their operation 
was kept below 500 hours 
per year. In recent years, 
regulatory agencies regard 
these units as fair game 
for achieving reductions 
of criteria air pollutants 
such as nitrogen oxides 
(“NOx”), carbon monoxide 
(“CO”), particulate matter 
(“PM”) and sulfur dioxide 
(“SO2”). In some cases, 
such requirements apply 
regardless of the annual 
hours of operation. 

Regulatory agencies have 
narrowed the permitting 

factured as recently as 
ten years ago may not be 
able to meet the standard 
without add-on emission 
controls.

For large emergency 
generators, with a rating 
of 1,000 horsepower or 
greater, PA has enacted al-
lowable ozone season NOx 
emission levels that apply 
in the fi ve-county Phila-
delphia region. For units 
which exceed the allowable 
levels, NOx allowances 
representing the amount 
of “excess” emissions must 
be purchased and surren-
dered to PADEP at the end 
of the ozone season. Fail-
ure to comply with these 
requirements has lead to 
strict enforcement and 
substantial penalties. At 
the federal level, EPA has 
promulgated New Source 
Performance Standards 
and Maximum Achievable 
Control Technology Stan-
dards governing emergen-
cy generators, generally 
requiring owners and op-
erators of model year 2007 
or later engines to meet 
strict certifi cation criteria 
and emission limits, as 
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well as recordkeeping and 
reporting requirements. 
These federal standards 
may also apply to pre-2007 
model year engines that 
were recently modifi ed or 
reconstructed. 

How should facility own-
ers and developers ensure 
compliance? For exist-
ing facilities, evaluate 
whether air regulatory 
requirements may apply 
to emergency generation 
equipment. If require-
ments are not being met, 
achieve compliance quick-
ly, and evaluate whether 
self-disclosure to the state 
agency may be appropri-
ate. For new facilities, be-
come familiar with appli-
cable requirements before 
purchasing or installing 
generator units. Ensuring 
up front that new units 
will meet applicable emis-
sions standards, and se-
curing necessary permits, 
will prevent time delays 
and potential enforcement 
actions.
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