
Releases
When to Report

Sometimes it can be difficult to know when to report chemical releases to federal and local regulating 
agencies as there are typically many things occurring while the release is taking place. There are two 
regulations that require the reporting of chemical releases to both local/state and federal regulators.

• Emergency Planning and Community Right to Know Act (EPCRA) – STATE and LOCAL
• Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA) - FEDERAL

EPCRA

According to Section 304 of EPCRA, the State Emergency Response Commission (SERC) and the Local 
Emergency Planning Committee (LEPC) must be notified if the chemical release exceeds the reportable 
quantity (RQ), immediately. Specifically, the "owner or operator" of a facility is required to report 
immediately to the appropriate SERC and LEPC when there is a release of a CERCLA hazardous 
substance or of an extremely hazardous substance (EHS) at or above the RQ.

CERCLA

Under Section 103 of CERCLA, the National Response Center (NRC) must be notified immediately if a 
chemical release exceeds the reportable quantity. Specifically, “any person in charge of a facility or 
vessel, as soon as he or she has knowledge of a release (other than a federally permitted release or 
application of a pesticide) of a hazardous substance in an amount equal to or greater than a reportable 
quantity in any 24-hour period, must report the release immediately to the NRC. The NRC number is 
1-800-424-8802, or (202) 267-2675 in the Washington, DC area.” In other words, the timing for immediate 
notification begins once the person in charge of the facility (Emergency Coordinator/Management) is 
made aware of the release.

NOTE: For facilities located in California, state law does not specify reportable quantities for notifying the 
SERC and LEPC / CUPA. Instead, the state regulations are written such that these agencies must be 
notified immediately in the event of a hazardous chemical release of any amount. Additional states have 
similar requirements. In order to ensure you are satisfying both the federal and local requirements for your 
area, check your state’s regulations.

EPA's Emergency Planning and Notification Requirements (40 CFR 355) list the following 
definitions:

Release: Any spilling, leaking, pumping, pouring, emitting, emptying, discharging, injecting, escaping, 
leaching, dumping, or disposing into the environment (including the abandonment or discarding of barrels, 
containers, and other closed receptacles).

Environment: Water, air, and land and the interrelationship which exists among and between water, air, 
and land and all living things.

“Immediately” has not been defined in the rule however according to case law, it has been interpreted as 
“not to exceed 15 minutes after the person in charge has knowledge of the release.” If notifications do not 
occur within the 15 minutes timeframe, large fines can be incurred based upon how late the notification 
took place, how much chemical was released, and the size of the facility.
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Reportable Quantities
The list of Extremely Hazardous Substances and their reportable quantities is included in 40 CFR Part 
355. On the other hand, the CERCLA hazardous substances and their reportable quantities are delineated 
in 40 CFR Part 302.  To make this simpler, EPA has created a Consolidated List of Chemicals. See the 
table below for a couple examples.

Chemical EHS RQ CERCLA RQ
Ammonia 100 lbs 100 lbs
Chlorine 10 lbs 10 lbs

Examples
Below are a few examples of releases that could occur at a facility and what the reporting requirements 
would be.

Leaks:

• Seal or gasket leak: Notification may be required based upon the quantity released.
• Line break: Notification may be required based upon the quantity released. If the release is not 

quickly isolated, then it is advisable to make the notification as the release quantity may be 
unknown until the release is stopped.

• Cylinder valve failure: If the cylinder is smaller than the chemical reportable quantity, then 
reporting is not necessary. If the cylinder is larger than the chemical’s reportable quantity, then it is 
advisable to report as the entire contents of the cylinder may be released unless the site has an 
onsite Emergency Response Team and cylinder repair kits.

Pressure Relief Valve Over-pressurization:

• Venting to the atmosphere: Notification may be required based upon the quantity released. If the 
relief valve fails to reseat, then it is advisable to make the notification as the release quantity may 
be unknown until the release is stopped.

• Venting to the diffusion tank or scrubber: Notification is not required as the chemical was not 
released to the environment. This assumes that the diffusion tank or scrubber is designed 
appropriately. Note that some additional reporting may be required based on the overall quantity 
release and if additional chemical had to be ordered (EPCRA Section 313: Toxic Release 
Inventory reporting).

Near Misses:

• As both EPCRA and CERCLA only require notifications if a release exceeds the threshold 
quantity, notifications are not required for near misses. 

NOTE: All of the above release scenarios would require notification to both the state and local regulators 
under the California law. Check your state regulations as some of the above examples may be reportable.

Even though it can be difficult to know when to report, it is always suggested that when in doubt to make 
the notifications to be on the safe side. There is a large concern with over reporting, however the 
alternative can potentially result in significant fines due to late reporting or failure to report. For additional 
information on reporting under CERCLA and EPCRA, see the EPA’s Reportable Quantities Guidance and 
the EPA’s EPCRA Section 304 Requirements. 

If you have questions about the above article or regarding the PSM, RMP, or CalARP regulations please visit our website 
at http://www.psmrmpsolutions.com or contact us by responding to this email or calling us at 949-207-3397.
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