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PURPOSE
Despite California’s recognizing a human right to water in 2012, hundreds 
of thousands of Californians—mostly in low-income communities of color—
lack access to safe drinking water, in part due to nitrogen pollution.1 Only 
about 30 to 50 percent of the fertilizer applied to California’s croplands are 
used by plants, meaning that much of the nitrogen fertilizer applied is lost to 
the environment.2 The Nitrogen Pollution Reduction Act, A.B. 2447, requires 
California to protect clean water for people and ecosystems by reducing 
nitrogen fertilizer pollution.3

A.B. 2447—NITROGEN  
POLLUTION REDUCTION ACT

BACKGROUND
Excess fertilizer leaches into groundwater and 
contaminates drinking water with nitrates. 
Nitrate-contaminated drinking water is linked 
to “blue baby” syndrome and higher rates of 
leukemia, lymphoma, and childhood brain 
cancers.4 Blue baby syndrome is a condition 
that prevents infants from maintaining 
sufficient blood oxygen levels, causing them 
to suffer and sometimes die. Between 2011 
and 2019, an estimated 1,730 cases of blue 
baby syndrome were reported in California, 
clustered primarily in counties in the Central 
Valley with elevated nitrates in drinking water.5 

Excess fertilizer also runs off into lakes and 
rivers, fueling harmful algal blooms across 
California that sicken animals and children.6 
Seventy-eight imperiled species in the United 
States, including California’s Bay checkerspot 
butterfly and arroyo toad, are threatened by 
nitrogen pollution.7

Moreover, fertilizer overuse drives climate 
change through emissions of nitrous oxide 
(N₂O), a greenhouse gas 273 times more potent 
than carbon dioxide.8 N₂O also depletes the 
ozone layer, which protects people from skin 
cancers and cataracts.9 The United Nations 
estimates that this ozone loss will cause 4 
million premature deaths around the world 
in the next decade and 20 million premature 
deaths by 2050.10

California officials have known about the 
dangers of nitrogen pollution since the 
1960s. More than two decades ago, the State 
Water Resources Control Board created the 
Irrigated Lands Regulatory Program to address 
the overapplication of nitrogen fertilizers. 
Unfortunately, the program is not working.11 
Wells continue testing above safe drinking 
water thresholds, harmful algal blooms are 
larger and more frequent, and nitrous oxide 
emissions from fertilizer continue unabated.12 
Every year of continued pollution adds decades 
to groundwater cleanup time frames.13

SUMMARY OF THE ACT
The Nitrogen Pollution Reduction Act directs 
state officials to establish clear limits on how 
much nitrogen fertilizer can be applied to 
croplands and leach into waterways. The act 
encourages the adoption of sustainable farming 
practices that reduce nitrogen pollution and 
allows for streamlined compliance pathways 
for smaller, diversified farmers. 

Other countries have shown that limits on 
nitrogen pollution work.14 Policies limiting 
overapplication in Denmark led to a 30 to 
50 percent reduction in nitrate pollution in 
streams between 1990 and 2018 and a 45 
percent reduction in coastal waters.15 

The act will establish California as a leader in 
protecting clean water and establishing more 
sustainable and climate-resilient farming 
systems. 
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