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D-Day: June 6, 1944
80 years ago
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Michigan Rule 901

Regulating Odors

• Mich. Admin. Code R. 336.1901

• Rule 901. Notwithstanding the provisions of any other rule, a 
person shall not cause or permit the emission of an air 
contaminant or water vapor in quantities that cause, alone or in 
reaction with other air contaminants, either of the following:

• (a) Injurious effects to human health or safety, animal life, 
plant life of significant economic value, or property.

• (b) Unreasonable interference with the comfortable 
enjoyment of life and property.

• Mich. Admin. Code R. 336.1901

• 1980 AACS; 2002 AACS; 2015 MR 11, Eff. May 20, 2015
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Agenda

• Odors and health

• Challenges of regulating odors

• Reporting odors

• Odor investigations

• Enforcement actions

• Recommendations
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Odors and Health

• Most people breathe 10,000 to 20,000 liters of air 
a day and can distinguish more than 5,000 odors.

• Yes, certain groups of chemicals that produce 
odors are potentially harmful and can cause 
health problems.

• Effects from exposure to chemical odors can be 
an immediate health threat, a long-term threat, 
or may post no health threat at all.
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Regulating Odors

Odors and Health

• Smells bad, e.g., rotten egg smell from 
hydrogen sulfide (H2S): can smell at level of 
1.0 microgram per cubic meter.  Level 
considered harmful is 50 micrograms per 
cubic meter.

• Smells sweet but dangerous: benzene.

• No smell but deadly: carbon monoxide.
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Regulating Odors

Challenges of Regulating Odors

• “Measuring” the odor: perception of subjectivity 
vs objectivity.

• Determining if a violation occurred (intensity, 
duration, frequency).

• Escalated enforcement of violations, especially 
continuing or re-occurring.

• Communicating with the public and the company 
about the rule. 
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Complaints Reported July 2021 –
September 2022

• 105 complaints in this time-
period. E.g.: “a strong 
chemical odor in the air that 
burned their eyes and 
caused an instantaneous 
headache. Mostly reports of 
a paint smell.”

• Investigations conducted by 
EGLE, DHHS, EPA, and City 
of Detroit.

• RTO2 installed.

Stellantis Mack Ave. Plant
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Michigan Rule 901

Regulating Odors

• Complaints come from:

– Commercial composting

– Landfills

– Trash incinerators

– Sugar manufacturing

– Oil companies

– Refinery
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Reporting Odors

• Pollution Emergency Alerting System (PEAS) 
hotline at 800-292-4706.

• This hotline is staffed 24 hours a day, 7 days a 
week.

• Note: many incidents reportable to EGLE also 
warrant reporting to the federal National 
Response Center (NRC):  Federal NRC 
hotline: 800-424-8802
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Odor Investigation

• Intensity: overall strength 
of the perceived odor.  Even 
“pleasant odors” can be 
annoying at high densities.

• Duration: elapsed time of 
each separate odor 
episode.

• Frequency: how often; the 
more frequent, the more 
annoying.

Complaint form 
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Odor Scale

• 0 – non-detect

• 1 – just barely detectable

• 2 – distinct and definite odor

• 3 – distinct and definite 
objectionable odor

• 4 – odor strong enough to 
cause a person to attempt to 
avoid it completely

• 5 – odor so strong as to be 
overpowering and intolerable 
for any length of time 

Odor Characteristic Examples

• Paint-like

• Musty, moldy

• Burnt, smoky

• Tar-like asphalt

• Cut grass, citrus fruit

• Sulfur-like

• Fecal
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Odor Investigation

• Call to PEAS line.

• PEAS forwards call to appropriate District 
Office

• Staff is assigned and responds ASAP (if 
possible)
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Odor Investigation

• Staff may contact complainant before, during, 
or after onsite visit

• Determine odor character

• Meteorology data checked

• Staff investigates the types of facilities/work 
that is going on in the local area
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Odor Investigation

• Onsite visit
– Check upwind & downwind

– Attempt to determine the source of the odor

– What is the history of frequency, duration, and 
intensity of the odor

– If a company is the source of the odor, visit the 
company and discuss the issue(s)

– If violation notice (VN) is issued to company – 21 days 
to respond
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Odor Investigation

• Follow-up

– Most times more than one visit is involved

– Many times, more than one VN issued

– Staff may revisit sites numerous times as part of 
their route

– Refer to enforcement may occur
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Recommendations

• Public

– Call the PEAS line

– Be as descriptive as you can with the investigator

• Industry

– Take odor complaints seriously

– Be proactive about investigations
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Questions

April L. Wendling

Detroit AQD Office

313-588-0037

wendlinga@michigan.gov


