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Executive Summary 
This policy brief identifies strategies to make the United States chemical industry more competitive 
while advancing safer production processes and products with a lower environmental footprint. It builds 
on a policy gap analysis that the American Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy (ACEEE) released in 
April 2024, Decarbonize and Defossilize: Transformative Policies to Reduce Chemical Industry Carbon 
Emissions, which identified existing federal programs targeted at the chemical sector. Federal programs 
and support can play a unique role coordinating and supporting the chemical industry to improve 
process and material efficiency, develop new production technologies, and reduce pollution and waste 
to navigate new international regulations1 and evolving market preferences, while ultimately creating 
safer products for workers, communities, and consumers.  

Key Findings and Recommendations 
• The domestic chemical sector is an important contributor to the U.S. gross domestic product (GDP) 

and the overall economy, but there is no guarantee that this will remain true in the decades to come 
without investing in new technologies, diversifying feedstocks, and improving the health and safety 
profiles of chemical products and production methods.  

• Corporate preference for chemicals is beginning to switch toward producers that can verify and 
reduce their emissions and are investing in newer process technologies and formulations that are 
safer than their predecessors.  

• The market for chemicals is highly fragmented across customer sectors, so the federal government 
is uniquely positioned to act as a market enabler, jumpstart investment in new technologies, and 
support first-mover companies that improve the competitiveness of the sector while delivering 
value to communities, including safer and less toxic alternatives to essential products.  

• Federal policymakers can make our domestic chemicals industry more competitive by supporting 
research into new feedstock and process technologies and expanding existing federal agency 
programs that are already working on these issues.  

• Our national waste management system and process for remediating toxic chemicals is not working 
as it should—it is inefficient and produces materials of low quality. Too often, the cost burden is 
falling to local governments and taxpayers because chemical products are not designed for 

 
1 Like the European Union’s Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) which puts a price on the embedded carbon 
emissions within certain imported products. Covered goods include fertilizers but could be expanded to cover other chemical 
products when the definitive regime begins in 2026.     

https://www.aceee.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/transformative_policies_to_reduce_chemical_industry_carbon_emissions.pdf
https://www.aceee.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/transformative_policies_to_reduce_chemical_industry_carbon_emissions.pdf
https://taxation-customs.ec.europa.eu/carbon-border-adjustment-mechanism_en#fertilisers
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recyclability or circularity and use materials that have documented safety concerns. The federal 
government should create market incentives and support research to improve chemical product 
safety profiles and end-of-life pathways, while filling safety data gaps where hazard information is 
incomplete.   

The Case for Chemical Sector Policy  
The U.S. chemicals industry is the second largest in the world, after China, and produces products that 
support a quarter of national GDP, including many components critical to an ongoing “Made in America” 
manufacturing expansion (CISA 2022). While the sector’s production has grown rapidly following the 
shale gas boom, with exports of ethane and ethane-based petrochemicals hitting an all-time high in 
2023,2 recent shifts in global markets are eroding the United States’ competitive advantage and 
reducing the economic returns to local economies and communities (Sanzillo et al. 2024; Yankovitz et al. 
2024). In addition to these economic headwinds, the chemical sector must find ways to address its 
significant greenhouse gas emissions, hazardous air pollutants, and toxic chemical releases to air, water, 
and land during production, storage, and use (IEDO 2025).  

This change is already happening. The chemicals industry is beginning to face pressure from customers, 
as consumer brands commit to procuring safer and less emission-intensive chemicals to use in their own 
products,3 but manufacturers are not yet able to procure enough renewable feedstocks to meet 
demand (Byrum 2024). In Europe, a carbon-border adjustment mechanism (CBAM) is going into effect 
with full implementation starting in 2026, and California requires large companies to disclose their 
emissions, including supply chain (Scope III) emissions, with similar bills introduced in New York (Mirza 
2025). Within the next decade, companies that have invested in reducing the carbon-intensity of their 
products will likely have a significant advantage over their competitors with higher carbon-intensity 
products. 

A national industrial strategy on chemicals has the potential to protect our global research leadership 
and economic stake in the industry, secure the domestic supply chain of critical materials, and reduce 
and mitigate the harmful negative externalities associated with the chemicals production of the last 
century.   

In the last two years, we’ve seen the positive impact competitive industrial policy can have on the 
chemicals sector. Major chemical companies, like BASF, Dow, Eastman, and ExxonMobil, launched pilot 
projects at their facilities to deploy and test lower-emission technologies. As a sign of industry interest, 
one Department of Energy (DOE) program received 153 concept papers (over $46 billion in non-federal 
cost share) from chemical and refining industries for demonstration projects, with only enough funding 
for seven to be selected (OCED 2023). A forward-looking national strategy would ensure that more of 
these deployment projects break ground and that their learnings are used to advance the entire 
domestic chemicals sector. While the U.S. chemicals industry continues to grow rapidly, investments in 
higher-value chemicals and sustainability in China and the European Union threaten to erode the United 
States’ competitive advantage in the coming decade (Atkinson 2024; Tamba et al. 2024).  

 
2 The United States exported 21.6 million metric tons (MMmt) of ethane and ethane-based petrochemicals in 2023. 
3 For example, apparel companies like Levi Strauss & Co. have committed to using safer chemicals in their production processes.  

https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=63604
https://www.levistrauss.com/sustainability-report/consumption/safer-chemicals/
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Strengthening Industrial Competitiveness and Local Economies 
The entire industrial sector, which has historically been seen as a challenging one in which to reduce 
emissions and implement new technologies, is changing as clean energy is rapidly deployed, large 
demonstration projects of new technologies are established, and emission-reporting guidelines become 
more rigorous. For some industrial companies, the roadmap to deploying newer technologies to 
produce cleaner and more efficient products is clear—cement manufacturers are investing in lower-
carbon chemistries, the steel industry is building electric arc furnaces, food and beverage manufacturers 
are installing industrial heat pumps. But for the chemicals industry, there is not one clear investment 
type that needs to be made to manage emissions; instead, a suite of complementary solutions is 
required, including increasing materials efficiency and reducing demand, electrifying processes while 
enhancing access to low-carbon energy, scaling up transformative new production methods, and 
creating an efficient and circular economy (U.S. Department of Energy 2025) to set the sector on a path 
toward lower emissions and safer products.  
 
These investments are an opportunity to secure the United States’ position as a global innovator and 
leader on chemicals. Such investments would also support our domestic workforce and industrial base. 
Technologies that drive the global economy, like semiconductors, batteries, and pharmaceuticals, are 
deeply reliant on chemicals. A secure domestic source of these products produced efficiently and with 
the best available technologies should be a national priority.  

Protecting Health and Safety 
Federal policymakers have a long history legislating on the negative health and environmental impacts 
that chemical products and their production can have on nearby communities (“fenceline”) and end 
users, including landmark laws like the Toxic Substances Control Act, which was modernized in 2016. In 
recent years, Congress has recognized a need for further action and passed bipartisan legislation to 
address and mitigate certain toxic chemicals and waste. Remediation funding for toxic per- and 
polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS, “forever chemicals”) was included in the Infrastructure Investment 
and Jobs Act of 2021 and the 2020 National Defense Authorization Act. In 2020, Congress passed and 
President Trump signed the Save Our Seas 2.0 Act into law, which updated the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration’s Marine Debris Program to reduce plastic pollution and other waste in the 
environment. These actions are indicative of the bipartisan desire for a clean and safe environment, and 
also recognize the negative economic impact that poorly managed waste streams can have on other 
industries, like fisheries, agriculture, and water management districts.  

Air pollution remains a persistent challenge for communities located near chemical production facilities. 
Along the Houston Ship Channel and in Louisiana’s River Parishes, there are well documented cancer 
risks and clusters—even chemical facilities which operate in compliance with environmental permits 
emit many tons of known cancer-causing chemicals into the air over the course of business-as-usual 
operations (Shaw and Younes 2021). While the technology to improve site safety and reduce air 
emissions is available, there remains little economic incentive or regulatory power to push industry to 
reduce local community and environmental health impacts.  

Electrified process heat technologies are safer for workers to operate compared to fossil-fueled 
technologies, as they fully eliminate health-harming combustion emissions including nitrous oxides, 
sulfides, and particulate matter—if powered by clean energy sources. Redesigns of production pathways 
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and product compositions4 can also eliminate toxic releases across the supply chain and substitute safer 
materials without compromising product functionality. These investments can benefit workers and 
nearby communities, and they are increasingly in demand from chemical customers that want to 
improve their supply chain transparency and impact.  

The Chemical Sector Landscape 
Unlike other sectors of the economy that have established technology pathways and strategies to reach 
net-zero,5 the chemical industry is at a crossroads, lacking a national strategy6 with buy-in from all the 
major industrial players (Johnson et al. 2024). The diverse nature of the sector complicates efforts to 
efficiently regulate and invest in key technology solutions: major chemical manufacturers produce 
thousands of different chemical products that serve industries as diverse as semiconductor 
manufacturing, pharmaceuticals, building materials, and product packaging (ACC 2024).  

U.S. policymakers have an opportunity, however, to link these different chemical end markets and 
provide a consistent signal to manufacturers that encourages investment in more efficient and lower-
emission technologies. Research and pilot funding can bridge the cost gap between traditional high-
emission chemical production processes and lower-emission alternatives so that cleaner and safer 
technologies can scale and the industry avoids locking in legacy technologies. The long time horizon for 
project development and facility construction, coupled with the multi-decade lifespan of most chemical 
facilities, means that investment decisions made now will shape the types of technologies and 
production methods used by the sector through 2050.  

There are significant challenges and hurdles to overcome, but the United States has a foundation of 
dynamic companies, research, and market advantages that can make a lower-emission, more 
competitive, and safer chemicals sector a reality.  

Targeting Bulk Chemicals for Greatest Impact 
Eight high-volume chemicals are together responsible for the majority of chemical sector greenhouse 
gas emissions (Tickner et al. 2021). An estimated 70–80% of all chemical production (by mass), including 
many of the bulk chemicals listed below, leads to the production of petrochemical-based plastics 
(Çetinkaya et al. 2018). Two bulk chemicals, ammonia and ethylene, are responsible for the greatest 
share of emissions in the United States. Fact sheets detailing the challenges and opportunities specific to 
both chemicals are available as appendices to this brief. 

  

 
4 For example, manufacturers are redesigning products to eliminate PFAS additives, as evidence of health and environmental 
impacts—and the cost and liability for remediation—grows (Toxic-Free Future 2025).   
5 For example, the adoption of electric vehicles in the light-duty vehicles sector or electrification in the buildings sector.  
6 Other major chemical producing regions have managed to successfully adopt strategy frameworks. In 2020, The European 
Commission adopted a Chemicals Strategy for Sustainability, which guides action on improving chemical safety and 
sustainability, as well as research investments to decarbonize and improve the efficiency of chemical production processes.  

https://www.aceee.org/policy-brief/2025/06/building-more-competitive-and-lower-emissions-us-chemical-sector
https://echa.europa.eu/hot-topics/chemicals-strategy-for-sustainability
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Chemical Description 

Primary 
production 
pathway 

Example end 
market 

Ammonia Inorganic chemical manufactured from hydrogen and 
nitrogen through the Haber-Bosch process. In the U.S., most 
of the constituent hydrogen is produced from natural gas 
(NG). Over 85% of ammonia is used by the agricultural 
sector, primarily as a fertilizer.  

Steam methane 
reforming (SMR) 

Agriculture 

Ethylene One of the highest volume chemical products in the U.S. 
and a precursor to polyethylene, the most widely used 
commercial plastic. The dominant production feedstock is 
natural gas-derived ethane, and expanded production of 
ethylene is expected to be a major driver for the gas 
industry.  

Steam cracking Packaging 

Propylene Precursor to polypropylene, which is the second-most 
widely used commercial plastic.  

Steam cracking Packaging 

Butadiene A byproduct of ethylene production, used to produce 
synthetic rubber products, mainly for the transportation 
and industrial sectors, and plastics.  

Steam cracking Tires 

Benzene A precursor to nylon, several thermoplastics, detergents, 
and others. A part of the BTX (Benzene, Toluene, Xylenes) 
group of aromatic hydrocarbons.  

Catalytic reforming  
Steam cracking 

Clothing 

Toluene Used in gasoline to raise octane levels, as an intermediate 
chemical to make other chemicals, including benzene and 
polyurethane, and as a solvent. Part of the BTX group of 
aromatic hydrocarbons.   

Catalytic reforming  
Steam cracking 

Transportation 

Xylenes Used to make polyester, plasticizers, and other chemicals. 
Part of the BTX group of aromatic hydrocarbons.   

Catalytic reforming Packaging, 
clothing 

Methanol  Simple alcohol manufactured from natural gas. Used as a 
solvent and as an intermediate for other chemicals, like 
acetic acid, plastics, and as a drying agent for fuels.  

Steam methane 
reforming (SMR) 

Pharmaceutical  

 

Flow of Chemicals  
Bulk chemicals are the building block material for over 90% of higher-value chemical products,7 
including many plastics, that make their way to consumers. These bulk chemicals are also the source of 
most of the products’ emissions—often as high as 70%. Thus, for consumer-facing companies to 
substantially reduce emissions, engaging with their suppliers to reduce the emissions-intensity of bulk 
chemical production will be essential. 

 
7 Examples are ethylene- or propylene-based insulation used in construction, or nitrogen-based fertilizers used in the 
agricultural sector.  
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Unique Challenges in the Chemical Industry 
The chemical industry faces significant hurdles that set it apart from other industrial sectors with high 
emissions. Policymakers will need to consider each of these challenges:  

1. Fossil-based feedstocks, like natural gas and natural gas liquids, are the building blocks for most 
chemical products. As a result, the growing demand for chemical products is predicted to be the 
largest driver of fossil-based demand growth by 2030 (IEA 2018).  

2. The sector’s legacy of pollution will require rebuilding trust with communities. Any national policy 
strategy should include commitments that any forward-looking investments into the chemical 
industry do not perpetuate existing environmental harms, particularly in vulnerable fenceline 
communities.  

3. Emissions, energy, and economic data across each stage of the supply chain from initial feedstock 
to final product are limited. Most production processes and datasets are proprietary, which 
impedes the development of sectoral strategies and the ability to model the impact of process 
changes.    

4. Most chemical products trade as commodities. This means the high-volume, low-value economics 
of the market limit the ability of companies to differentiate and charge a green premium for lower-
emission chemicals, making the business case riskier for investing in costly new technologies.   

5. There is still a pressing need to research new, innovative production technologies. The sector does 
not yet have the technology necessary to reach net-zero emissions or to eliminate toxic additives 
and releases from the production of materials. Most chemical value chains still require substantial 
public and private investment in research, development, and demonstration (RD&D), and clearer 
market signals that demand safer products.  

6. Each chemical value chain may require its own combination of strategies and technologies to 
reach net-zero. Unlike other industrial sectors like cement or aluminum, which are largely dealing 
with variations of the same product, the diverse array of chemicals means that progress in one 
family of chemical products, like plastics, does not necessarily translate to emission-reduction 
efforts in other chemical products, like fertilizers.  

Policy Recommendations 
Chemical industry operations, feedstocks, and energy sources need to evolve to retain a sustainable 
business model in the coming years. Plant operations must become more efficient. New feedstocks need 
to become commercially viable. The energy that powers each facility and the chemical products used by 
customers must change to meet the demands of a changing market. Chemical plants are costly and 
designed to last for decades, making it critical to expedite the creation of a national strategy to avoid 
locking into a business-as-usual path of high-emission production. 

Furthermore, a national strategy should engage the rest of the economy to shift toward smarter, more 
efficient chemical usage, including identifying certain markets willing to pay for lower-emission and 
safer chemicals, like pharmaceutical or tech companies. The chemical sector’s workforce, fenceline 
communities, and the industry’s customers deserve chemical products that are safe and won’t carry 
serious financial risks in the future, like communities now footing the bill to remediate PFAS 
contamination.  
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Advancing Chemical Industry Competitiveness 

Deploy New Feedstocks 
Readily available and cheap gas has helped power the chemicals sector to its position in the United 
States today. In fact, lower feedstock costs are a significant business advantage for domestic producers 
when compared to facilities based in Europe and Asia. That cost advantage cascades throughout the 
value chain, since almost every chemical produced in the United States relies on fossil fuel as both the 
precursor feedstock and as the fuel to power the production process. Unfortunately, that cheap natural 
gas also poses a risk—locking our domestic chemicals sector into older, less efficient technologies, even 
as global chemical businesses operating in the United States instead invest in new process technologies 
overseas in Europe8 or Asia (CEFIC 2024). This is setting up the American chemical sector to fall behind. 
 
As more countries and organizations commit to reducing carbon emissions, chemical companies have 
realized that they will need to change their emissions profile to remain competitive in the global market. 
If U.S. chemical companies do not make the needed transformative investments, the sector risks losing a 
global leadership role on cutting-edge technologies at a time when there is a rising risk of being overly 
reliant on an overseas supply chain. 
 
Alternative feedstocks derive their carbon from biological sources, are captured as waste from other 
industrial processes, or are a product from recycling chemical products at the end of their life. With the 
right market signals and support, building out an alternative feedstock supply chain for the chemicals 
sector could also be a boon for communities across the United States engaged in agriculture, forestry, 
waste management, and other potential sources of bio-based feedstocks. 
 
• Increase research and deployment funding for new alternative feedstock technologies 

o There is an existing network of federal programs and research on alternative feedstocks, 
including those run by the DOE’s Bioenergy Technologies Office, the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture’s (USDA’s) suite of biomass crop and bioeconomy programs, and Idaho National 
Laboratory’s bioenergy research, but more should be done, particularly to support 
diversification beyond fuel ethanol to industrial feedstock applications. In addition to 
funding, the federal government should increase coordination across programs to send a 
strong market signal linking the more heterogenous industrial sector.  

• Create a new production tax credit (PTC) for products with alternative feedstock content 

o A targeted PTC for alternative feedstocks would help businesses overcome the cost of 
scaling from pilot production to full commercialization of suitable feedstocks for the 
chemicals sector. It would also unlock additional revenue sources for sectors with 
underused biomass that isn’t currently economical to collect and utilize, like residue from 
logging and agricultural activities. Because bio-materials remain the most cost-
disadvantaged compared to traditional materials, focusing credits on bio-feedstocks rather 
than recycled feedstocks may be the most critical policy support mechanism. 

 
8 BASF’s electrically heated steam cracking furnace is the world’s first demonstration-scale project of the technology at its 
Verbund site in Ludwigshafen, Germany.  

https://www.basf.com/global/en/media/news-releases/2024/04/p-24-177
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Innovate New Technologies and Energy-Efficient Processes 
Chemical production is the most energy-intensive subsector within U.S. manufacturing. Enhancing 
access to clean electricity, electrifying process heating, improving energy efficiency, and developing 
transformative new manufacturing technologies can reduce carbon emissions from this stage of 
chemical production. These technologies can also have positive effects for the communities and regions 
located near facilities (Galluci 2023). For example, electrified heat technologies can reduce local air 
pollution and more efficient operations can help meet grid load demand and improve productivity 
(Rissman and Gilman 2023).  
 
• Create additional funding programs to support more first-of-a-kind (FOAK) pilot programs in the 

chemical sector 

o Given the diverse range of chemical products and production methods, FOAK projects are 
still needed in the chemicals sector to keep the United States a leader in the global 
chemicals market. Policymakers should support the continued co-investment in FOAK 
programs that build on DOE and National Lab expertise and private sector capital.  

o Another market-based approach to launch FOAK projects would be the creation of a federal 
clean product contracts-for-difference (CCfD) program to invest in cleaner products while 
reducing the cost differential between incumbent technologies and less carbon-intensive 
alternatives. Companies in selected sectors (in this case, chemicals) would submit bids for 
lower-emission alternatives and the most economic proposals (i.e., least cost per ton of CO2 
avoided) would then enter contracts for these subsidies. This program would be an efficient 
and tech-neutral way to encourage innovation in the sector. Internationally, a contracts-for-
difference program has been used successfully for years to expand the offshore energy 
sector in the United Kingdom, and Germany has also recently begun a program to expand 
low-carbon industrial technology deployment (Agnieszka and Dal Poz 2024). 

• Increase federal RD&D funding to improve process efficiency and advance new technologies  

o There are still significant efficiency gains that the chemical industry has not yet realized 
(Brennan et al. 2023). The DOE should continue coordinated RD&D efforts like the Industrial 
Heat Shot to advance cost-competitive and more efficient industrial heat technologies, and 
it should consider opportunities to formalize these crosscutting research efforts under one 
program—like the creation of an innovative chemical process technologies center.9 There is 
also a need for continued appropriations to support DOE programmatic funding for process 
technologies, like RD&D to develop new membrane or catalyst technologies that can 
improve chemical sector process efficiency.  

• Create a new technology-neutral clean heat tax credit to support the adoption of more efficient 
process heat technologies 

o This tax credit, either as an investment (ITC) or production (PTC) tax credit, would be 
available to industrial customers that adopted and used new process heat technologies that 
greatly reduce CO2, particulate matter, nitrous oxides, or other pollutant emissions. For 
many of the sector’s low- and medium-temperature needs, there exist electrified 
technologies, like industrial heat pumps and thermal batteries, that are already deployable. 

 
9 The congressionally created Industrial Technology Innovation Advisory Committee has recommended the establishment of a 
“center of excellence for chemicals technology development and scale-up” to accelerate the commercial deployment of newer 
chemical process technologies, like electrified reactors.  

https://www.energy.gov/sites/default/files/2025-01/itiac-preliminary-recommendations-jan2025.pdf
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For higher-temperature processes, this credit would ease some of the capital risk and 
accelerate pilot deployment (Rissman 2024).  

Improving Health and Safety 

Build a Market for Low-Emission and Safer Chemical Products  
The federal government’s purchasing power can be used to create a larger market for safer chemical 
products. In addition, the federal government should act as a market facilitator and create a labeling and 
data system that can support purchasers’ ability to discern which bulk chemicals are manufactured 
sustainably, and with less hazardous production methods, feedstocks, and additives. 
 
• Use federal procurement to support low-emission, made-in-America chemical products  

o Federal agencies can be encouraged to procure low-emission, made-in-America chemical 
products, like insulation, piping, and other building materials when sourcing materials for 
federal infrastructure projects. Showcasing the performance viability of these products 
across a variety of buildings can also help catalyze the rest of the market to choose these 
lower-emission materials. The General Services Administration (GSA) has already piloted a 
procurement program10 to purchase low-embodied-carbon asphalt, concrete, glass, and 
steel for construction of GSA projects, which could be used as a model when constructing a 
program targeted at chemicals.  

o Create a new program to survey the federal supply chain and identify opportunities where 
high-emitting chemical products could be replaced by lower-emitting and more efficient 
alternatives in the federal procurement and contracting process.  

• Expand low-carbon emission labeling for chemical products 

o Chemical companies and their corporate customers need an easy-to-understand voluntary 
labeling process that verifies the progress they are making to produce safer and lower-
emission chemicals—like the USDA’s Certified Organic program for agricultural producers. 
There are some existing labeling programs that partially accomplish this, like the USDA’s 
BioPreferred program and the Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA’s) Safer Choice, but 
a more comprehensive system for the entire chemicals sector is needed. This could be built 
using existing federal statistical classification systems, like the North American Industry 
Classification System (NAICS), and would also serve the dual purpose of showing market 
demand for these products and viability at a commercial scale.   

Address Our Waste Crisis  
In the United States, less than a tenth of plastic is recycled. The bulk of plastic that makes it into the 
waste management system is either landfilled (75%) or incinerated (16%) (EPA 2024a). In 2022, the EPA 
estimated that 42% of all solid waste incinerated in the U.S. is fossil-based carbon, namely plastic (EPA 
2024b). Not all plastic is disposed of properly, and in many cases plastic ends up in the ocean or in 
terrestrial environments and breaks down into microplastics (Royner et al. 2018). Policy packages that 

 
10 The Inflation Reduction Act of 2022 appropriated $2.15 billion for GSA to procure low-carbon construction materials for 
federal buildings.  

https://www.gsa.gov/real-estate/gsa-properties/inflation-reduction-act/lec-program-details
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only address the production side of the chemicals industry miss an opportunity to incentivize designing 
for circularity and developing better end-of-life solutions.  

• Expand RD&D for recycling, circularity, and product replacement 

o Chemical producers do not typically bear the cost of end-of-life waste management of their 
products—local governments and the end customer pay for disposal. That cost mismatch 
incentivizes design and investment decisions that underprioritize recycling and the circular 
economy. For example, chemical additives in many finished products can actually hinder 
mechanical and chemical recycling because the products are not designed to maximize 
reuse or refurbishment. In the case of toxins, the cost of cleanup can dwarf the budget of 
local governments and wastewater facilities. In 2023, a report from Minnesota found that 
PFAS can cost as much as $18 million per pound to remove from municipal wastewater, but 
it only costs $1,000 per pound for customers to purchase and use alternatives (MPCA 2023). 
Policymakers should work to fix this disconnect between end-of-life costs and producers. 
This includes supporting continued appropriations for federal RD&D programs working on 
circularity and end of life, including DOE programs like the BOTTLE Consortium and REMADE 
Institute. We also need to expand product replacement strategies and research into less 
toxic alternatives that don’t generate immense remediation costs for taxpayers and local 
governments.  

• Expand federal efforts to reduce plastic and other waste 

o A recent federal report, Mobilizing Federal Action on Plastic Pollution: Progress, Principles, 
and Priorities, coordinates federal agencies to identify new and ongoing efforts to reduce 
plastic pollution across the product lifecycle (Interagency Policy Committee on Plastic 
Pollution and a Circular Economy 2024). Policymakers should expand the identified 
programs and provide durable funding for organizational efforts. The threat of microplastics 
and plastic waste throughout our ecosystem is only growing more apparent. Crosscutting 
and coordinated waste management strategies throughout federal agencies are needed to 
solve this challenge.  

Conclusion 
The chemicals industry is a key part of our national economy, and its products are critical to the 
expanding domestic manufacturing sector. Recent federal investments into our national industrial base 
have been significant drivers of growth, but policymakers cannot afford to let up on national 
investments in the sector. Without the proper framework to drive the sector’s progress, the United 
States risks building out a chemicals industry that’s overly reliant on last century’s technologies and not 
able to keep pace with the new investments made in Europe and Asia.  
 
From chemical companies, there is strong interest in making these investments, but these firms need 
the federal government to act as a coordinator and market maker for lower-emission and safer chemical 
products. Without this support, first-movers will not be able to justify the significant but necessary 
capital investments. As other countries and regions around the world begin to require chemical 
companies to account for their emissions, companies with the most efficient and lowest-emission 
operations will become market leaders.  
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