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SUBJECT: APPROVAL OF PLAN AND INCENTIVES TO REDUCE NOISE AND 
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS OF LEAF BLOWERS IN PASADENA 

RECOMMENDATION: 

It is recommended that the City Council: 

I. Approve the Public Health Department plan to reduce noise and environmental 
impacts of leaf blowers in Pasadena through enhanced training, community 
outreach and increased enforcement of the existing leaf blower ordinance; and 

2. Authorize incentive payments not to exceed the amount of the business license tax 
paid for any gardener evidencing use of a low-emission, low-noise leaf blower. 

BACKGROUND: 

Over twenty years ago, Southern California faced extreme drought conditions and the 
City of Pasadena was confronted with the issue of conserving water. One of the many 
areas of concern was the use of water by professional and home gardeners to clean off 
their properties after conducting yard work. Leaf blowers, if used properly, are a 
reasonable alternative to help clean up a property quickly and save water. In response, 
the City Council pioneered a set of ordinances to establish parameters regarding the 
use of motorized leaf blowers. The current Pasadena Municipal Codes relating to leaf 
blower use are included as Attachment A. 

Over the years, the use of leaf blowers has increased dramatically in the city as well as 
the number of residents' complaints related to excessive noise, time use violations and 
over blowing of debris and machine emissions into the air and adjacent properties. The 
Public Safety Committee reviewed the leaf blower regulations and directed staff to 
assess means to reduce the number of leaf blower related complaints from the 
community. 
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Current Certification Process 
The Public Health Department's Environmental Health Division conducts the 
certification of leaf blowers. The current annual Public Health Department certification 
fee charged to professional gardeners is $61 and gardeners must certify their leaf 
blowers on an annual basis. Approximately $6,000 in annual certification fees is 
generated from nearly 100 licensed professional gardeners operating in the City of 
Pasadena. The certification process consists of a trained Environmental Health 
Technician conducting a sound test of the leaf blower machine to evaluate noise levels, 
a demonstration of the acceptable maximum noise levels for the particular leaf 
blower(s) being used, a review of the current regulations related to leaf blower 
operation and brief instruction on the preferred technique for using a leaf blower. Upon 
certification, the gardener can proceed to the Business License Division for an annual 
business license. The cost of the business license for gardeners in Pasadena is 
$1 91.20 per vehicle. 

Current Enforcement Process 
Enforcement of the leaf blower ordinance is complaint driven. Noise complaints 
regarding leaf blowers received by the Environmental Health Division are computer 
logged and a City of Pasadena Health Inspector, trained in noise monitoring, is 
dispatched to investigate the complaint. The Health lnspector is usually successful in 
locating the offending gardener if the times of operation reported on the complaint are 
accurate. 

Upon locating the gardener identified in the complaint, the Health lnspector requests 
proof of current business license and leaf blower certification. In these situations, the 
gardeners are usually unlicensed and operate uncertified leaf blowing equipment. If a 
violation is observed, a written notice is issued to the gardener to certify the leaf blower 
and to secure a business license within a specified number of days. A sound test is 
conducted at the complaint site and is noted on the written notice as a noise and/or 
business license violation. Health Department staff then follow up with the Business 
Services Section to verify compliance. Other common violations are operating before 
or after the allowed times or the high speed blowing of debris into the air affecting the 
air quality of the surrounding area. Currently, there are no monetary citations being 
issued by Health Department staff to gardeners using leaf blowers in violation of the 
Pasadena Municipal Code. The City's Business Services Section also separately 
enforces business licensing requirements for gardeners using their own inspection staff. 

In most of these cases, follow-up compliance has been successful. Once non-licensed 
gardeners are identified and leaf blowers are certified, repeat noise complaints at the 
same location are rare. Many of these gardeners are not aware of the time restrictions 
and must be advised. Rarely, a second inspection is conducted for non-compliance 
and/or a hearing notice issued for second violations. One of the main challenges of 
enforcement and compliance is the fluidity of the gardening industry: turnover is high 
and new gardeners and gardening crews continually enter the Pasadena area. 
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Plan to Reduce Noise and Environmental Impacts of Leaf Blowers in Pasadena 
Staff has evaluated the components of the current leaf blower ordinance and no 
modifications are recommended to the ordinance. Several cities in California have 
instituted bans on the use of gas powered leaf blowers with success. Attachment B 
lists the cities that have banned leaf blowers and describes issues of enforceability of 
leaf blower bans. Although there is increasing availability of low noise and low emission 
leaf blowers, along with incentives for their purchase, an outright ban on standard gas 
powered leaf blowers could potentially have an impact on the cost of both public and 
private landscaping maintenance. In addition, a ban could lead to increases in water 
usage as an alternative to using leaf blowers. As an alternative to a complete ban on 
leaf blowers, the Pasadena Public Health Department proposes the following measures 
to reduce noise and environmental impacts of leaf blowers: 

1. Enhance training and communitv outreach. The certification process has been 
successful in showing gardeners how to properly operate their leaf blowing 
equipment and experience has shown that repeat complaints are reduced 
dramatically when the gardeners are appropriately trained. The Environmental 
Health Division will provide enhanced individual or group training to the 
professional gardeners in coordination with the Stilh Company, which has offered 
their assistance. The Southern Coast Air Quality Management District (AQMD) 
currently works with leaf blower manufacturers that produce low noise and low 
emission gas engine leaf blowers and offers discount incentives to professional 
gardeners willing to switch out old equipment. The AQMD also provides discount 
incentives to municipal Public Works Departments that purchase the new 
equipment. The Public Health Department will increase awareness of these 
programs amongst the public and professional gardeners through community 
outreach and during training sessions. 

2. Formalize enforcement through citations and fines. The Environmental Health 
Inspectors are being trained in enforcement of health ordinances and regulations 
and staff will be ready to issue citations upon approval of this plan. If a 
professional gardener is caught operating without a valid business license, using 
an uncertified leaf blower or violating the noise ordinance, a $100 infraction 
citation will be issued to the violator. Within one calendar year, subsequent 
citations to the same violator will result in a $200 fine on the second offense and 
a $500 fine for each offense thereafter. The monetary citation process will 
spread the news within the professional gardening community that the Public 
Health Department is actively penalizing operators who violate the Pasadena 
Municipal Code. Based on past experience and discussions with other 
jurisdictions, stricter enforcement should result in a noticeable reduction in the 
amount of leaf blower complaints and increase compliance with the certification 
and business licensing process. Implementation of a complaint driven system of 
enforcement can be incorporated into the existing scope of work of the 
Environmental Health Inspectors. Additionally, the Public Health Department 
plans to conduct periodic sweeps throughout the community similar to the 
process currently used for street vendor monitoring. 
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Authorize incentive ~ayments not to exceed the amount of the annual business 
license tax paid for any gardener evidencing use of a low-emission, low-noise 
leaf blower. As an incentive to improve the air quality and reduce leaf blower 
noise levels in the City of Pasadena, staff recommends that an incentive 
payment equivalent to the cost of an annual business license fee be issued to 
gardeners who use low-emission, low-noise leaf blowers. A list of leaf blower 
models that meet industry criteria for low-emission and low-noise standards will 
be maintained by the Public Health Department. Machines will be inspected and 
qualified for the incentive program during the annual certification process. 

FISCAL IMPACT: 

The enhanced training, outreach and enforcement of the leaf blower ordinance can be 
accomplished utilizing existing Health Department staff capacity, but will have a nominal 
cost that will be absorbed by the Health Department budget. Increases in compliance 
with the certification and business licensing process will generate additional revenue for 
the city and help to offset the costs of enforcement. There is a potential loss of revenue 
to the general fund as a result of the incentive program. This impact to the City general 
fund would be dependent upon the number of gardeners who take advantage of the 
new incentive program by switching to low-emission, low-noise leaf blowers. The 
proposed incentive payment is equivalent to the cost of an annual business license for 
gardeners, currently $191.20. There would be a nominal cost related to developing and 
marketing the incentive program. 
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