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President Obama today scrapped U.S. EPA efforts to strengthen national air quality standards for ozone, handing a major victory to industry groups and
Republicans who had blasted the plans as too costly and crushing the hopes of environmentalists who had pushed for the toughest yet limits on smog.

Obama advisers swiftly defended his withdrawal of the ozone rule as motivated by concern over duplicative regulations rather than the condemnation EPA
faced from the GOP and industry groups that had pushed hard in recent months for an abandonment of the air standards.

"This is not a product of industry pressure -- this is a judgment on the merits," said one White House official, addressing reporters on a conference call on
condition of anonymity. Pressed about a statement from House Speaker John Boehner's (R-Ohio) spokesman that the administration had done "the right
thing on one job-killing regulation," the official added: "This has nothing to do with politics, nothing at all."

The ozone rule proposed by EPA would have set national smog standards at between 60 and 70 parts per billion (ppb) -- a level identified by the agency's
science advisory panel but nixed by the George W. Bush administration in 2008 in favor of a limit of 75 ppb. The Obama administration's new rule was
aimed at rectifying that move and heeding the counsel of EPA scientists, making its withdrawal a painful blow for environmentalists who continue to long
for stronger signs of support from the president.

"The Obama administration is caving to big polluters at the expense of protecting the air we breathe," said League of Conservation Voters President Gene
Karpinski in a statement on the ozone move. "This is a huge win for corporate polluters and huge loss for public health."

As green groups lambasted the White House move, the president released a statement attributing the about-face to his administration's stated goal of
"reducing regulatory burdens and regulatory uncertainty" and defending his environmental record. The administration officials who briefed reporters today
echoed that argument, touting the president's work on auto fuel efficiency and power plant emissions before even addressing the ozone reversal.

"I want to be clear: my commitment and the commitment of my administration to protecting public health and the environment is unwavering," Obama said
in a statement on his request that EPA chief Lisa Jackson withdraw the proposed new ozone standard.

"I will continue to stand with the hardworking men and women at the EPA as they strive every day to hold polluters accountable and protect our families
from harmful pollution. And my administration will continue to vigorously oppose efforts to weaken EPA's authority under the Clean Air Act or dismantle the
progress we have made."

Obama and his aides noted that the ozone standard is currently set for a revisit in 2013 -- after his re-election race is done -- based on an updated review
of the science behind the air rules that was last conducted in 2006. But that assurance of later consideration was cold comfort to disappointed
conservationists who had hoped to see the Bush-era decision, which lowered ozone limits from an 84 ppb level set under former President Clinton.
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The letter seeking a withdrawal of the draft ozone standard sent to Jackson by Cass Sunstein, regulatory affairs chief at the White House budget office, did
not sign off on "the Bush administration's judgment of the scientific evidence," an Obama administration official told reporters today.

The coming reconsideration of ozone limits in 2013 "may very well end up producing a different judgment from the judgment that would be made today ...
the point is to rely on current science rather than 2006 science," the official added.

Yet that context also failed to deter Republicans from claiming victory amid the ozone rule's demise, particularly given its singling out by the administration
as one of the more costly regulatory rules in the works. The new limits carried a price tag of between $19 billion and $90 billion, according to White House
estimates.

"I applaud the President's move to withdraw the EPA's proposed ozone regulations, dispensing with one of the most harmful regulations we identified,"
House Majority Leader Eric Cantor (R-Va.) said in a statement today. "This is a step in the right direction."

American Petroleum Institute President Jack Gerard, whose oil-industry trade group had led a private-sector push against the ozone proposal, joined top
Republicans in praising Obama's choice as "good news for the economy and Americans looking for work."

Jackson, meanwhile, issued a statement vowing to "revisit the ozone standard" and joining Obama in accentuating the greener aspects of the
administration's agenda.

"This administration has put in place some of the most important standards and safeguards for clean air in U.S. history: the most significant reduction of
sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxide air pollution across state borders; a long-overdue proposal to finally cut mercury pollution from power plants; and the
first-ever carbon pollution standards for cars and trucks," she said.

Senate Environment and Public Works Chairwoman Barbara Boxer (D-Calif.) said she was "disappointed" by Obama's announcement but also appeared
to give him the benefit of the doubt.

"I strongly believe that protecting air quality based on science leads to more job growth because it brings so many positive health benefits to our workers,"
Boxer said in a statement. "Although I am disappointed with this decision to delay action, I am heartened by the President's commitment to vigorously
oppose any efforts to dismantle the Clean Air Act and the progress that we have made."

Click here to read Sunstein's letter to Jackson.
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