
 

Leaf-blower Regulations 
Transitioning away from gas-powered leaf blowers to support 
environmental justice, public safety and environmental protection 

(Photo courtesy of iStock by welcomia) 

The Impact 
Regulating gas-powered leaf blowers (GLBs) can transform communities by reducing 

environmental pollution, improving public health, and enhancing quality of life. GLBs are major 
contributors to smog-forming emissions, producing more air pollution than cars in California, and emit 
fine particulate matter (PM2.5), volatile organic compounds, and carbon monoxide, which cause severe 
health issues, including cancer and neurological damage. Additionally, GLBs generate noise levels 
between 90 and 112 A-weighted decibels (dBA), which can cause hearing loss in minutes, disrupt daily 
activities, and increase the risk of hypertension, stroke, and heart attacks. Sensitive populations, such 
as children with Sensory Processing Disorder or individuals with Autism and PTSD, face severe 
distress from the loud noise and low-frequency sound waves that penetrate walls.  

Landscapers, who are often low-income workers, endure the worst effects, with prolonged 
exposure leading to long-term hearing damage and other health risks. Transitioning to quieter, cleaner 
electric-powered leaf blowers (ELBs) would not only cut harmful emissions but also create a healthier 
and more accessible environment for everyone—protecting vulnerable residents from noise-related 
distress, reducing health risks for workers, and improving overall quality of life. 
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Description 
Regulation of gas-powered leaf blowers aims to modernize landscaping practices by 

encouraging the adoption of quieter and cleaner tools that align with broader sustainability goals. ELBs 
offer a significant improvement, not only by eliminating emissions but also by reducing noise pollution. 
Many ELB models have similar noise ratings and perceived loudness as GLBs. However, GLBs 
produce low-frequency sound that travels farther and penetrates buildings more effectively than the 
noise from ELBs. As a result, GLB noise is more disruptive across a community, and an ELB rated at 
75 dBA impacts significantly fewer homes than a GLB with the same noise rating.  

Exhaust emissions are particularly concentrated at the point of origin and noise is the loudest 
the closer to this equipment a person is. Modern protective equipment is not sufficient to protect 
workers from those hazards. Many of the individuals operating GLBs are low-income workers, and a 
significant portion may be undocumented immigrants. Estimates suggest that of the 937,000 workers in 
the U.S. landscaping industry in 2022, approximately 300,000 were undocumented immigrants. These 
workers  typically have fewer resources to access healthcare or mitigate the long-term impacts of these 
hazards, such as hearing loss, respiratory issues, and cardiovascular problems.  

Where It's Been Implemented  
More than 150 U.S cities have implemented regulations on GLBs. As of January 1, 2024, 

California banned the sale of new GLBs, gas-powered lawn mowers, and similar equipment, though 
existing machines can still be used. However, this statewide measure is expected to have a limited 
impact on pollution reduction, as small off-road engines are durable and easily repaired, allowing them 
to remain in use unless outright banned. 

In California, more than 70 municipalities have enacted leaf-blower restrictions based solely on 
noise concerns. Among them, at least 60 cities have specifically prohibited gas-powered leaf blowers. 
These include Bay Area cities, such as Berkeley, Los Altos, Oakland, Palo Alto, Los Gatos, and San 
Anselmo as well as the San Mateo County cities of Atherton, Burlingame, Hillsborough, Menlo Park, 
Portola Valley, San Mateo and Woodside. 

Some cities have gone further by banning all leaf blowers, including electric models. This stricter 
policy has been adopted in Southern California cities such as Santa Monica, Manhattan Beach, 
Hermosa Beach, Laguna Beach, and Del Mar.  

Key Drivers 
The push to regulate GLBs is driven by concerns over public health, environmental justice, and 

climate change. GLBs expose workers and communities to harmful emissions and excessive noise, 
with landscapers—often low-income or immigrant workers—facing the greatest health risks.  

A study conducted in 2018 by acoustic engineers from a firm called Arup determined that 
gas-powered leaf blowers produced much more sound in the low-frequency range than electric 
blowers. Low-frequency sounds can travel farther distances than high-frequency sounds, making 
gas-powered leaf blowers a greater hazard to hearing health than battery-operated alternatives. The 
noise from a gas-powered blower can affect up to 15 times as many households as a battery-powered 
blower with the same 75-decibel rating.  

Reducing smog-forming emissions and combating climate change are key drivers behind 
regulating GLBs. Such equipment relies on two-stroke engines that burn a gas-oil mixture, releasing up 
to one-third of it as unburned aerosol. Although two-stroke engines are banned in most applications, 
they remain prevalent in lawn and garden equipment. In 2020, California ranked 5th nationally for 
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emissions from all lawn and garden equipment, with San Mateo County ranking 62nd in the United 
States. According to the California Air Resources Board, operating a GLB for just one hour generates 
as much pollution as driving 1,100 miles—roughly the distance from Los Angeles to Denver, over 15 
hours of driving. These emissions linger close to the ground, directly impacting neighborhood air 
quality.  

Key Factors for Success 
Successful regulation of GLBs requires a combination of public awareness, local government 

collaboration, community advocacy, and financial incentives. A key element is changing public 
perception. Many view GLBs as a mere nuisance without understanding the significant health and 
environmental hazards they pose. Educating residents about the dangers of air and noise pollution from 
GLBs can shift attitudes and build broader support for regulation. 

Engaging city governments is equally essential. Local officials must be informed about the 
harmful effects of GLBs and the benefits of electric-powered alternatives for both public health and 
small businesses. Collaboration between government agencies, community activists, and local 
gardening organizations can strengthen efforts to pass and enforce ordinances. A visible and vocal 
coalition of residents advocating for cleaner, quieter neighborhoods further increases the likelihood of 
success. 

Financial incentives and rebates play a crucial role in facilitating the transition. Cities like 
Atherton, and Redwood City offer rebates of up to $300 to residents who purchase electric leaf blowers. 
In 2022 the California Air Resources Board’s Clean Off-Road Equipment Voucher Incentive Program 
provided vouchers of up to $400 for commercial landscapers. However, the high demand for these 
programs often exceeds available funding, creating a need to expand them while also promoting their 
benefits to businesses and educating the public on the positive return of investing in electric-powered 
equipment. Local governments play a key role in both implementing and raising awareness of these 
initiatives.  

Key Obstacles 
Adopting regulations to phase out GLBs faces several obstacles, ranging from economic 

concerns to enforcement challenges. A major challenge is the perception that requiring electric leaf 
blowers disproportionately affects vulnerable populations, particularly low-income landscapers and 
recent immigrants. While this regulation aims to protect workers' health, the upfront cost of transitioning 
to ELBs can be a financial burden. To address this, some cities and organizations offer rebates and 
vouchers to ease the transition. Additionally, training programs, such as those provided by the 
American Green Zone Alliance, help landscapers adapt to the new equipment and techniques, ensuring 
productivity is maintained. 

Landscaping businesses may also resist the switch due to misconceptions about ELB efficiency. 
Some assume that GLBs are faster, but experience from businesses that have made the shift shows 
that ELBs, when used alongside hand tools, can perform just as effectively without compromising 
profitability. 

Financial barriers remain a concern, as the initial investment in electric equipment can be 
substantial. However, this cost is often offset by the long-term savings on fuel and maintenance, as well 
as the reduced risk of costly health problems associated with GLB use. Equipment financing and 
phased transitions can further mitigate the financial impact on small businesses. 

Similar to fuel surcharges that businesses apply when gas prices rise, a temporary sustainability 
fee could help cover transition costs. During the ELB phase-in period, landscaping businesses could 
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introduce a small, temporary sustainability fee to fund new equipment purchases, making the shift to 
electric tools more financially manageable.  

Enforcement is another key obstacle. Some cities hesitate to implement bans due to concerns 
over the cost and difficulty of enforcement. However, successful models in other municipalities rely on 
citizen affidavits, allowing residents to report violations under penalty of perjury. City officials then 
review the evidence before issuing citations, significantly reducing the burden on code enforcement 
officers. This approach has been implemented in cities with GLB bans, such as Washington, D.C., 
where the city website informs residents that violations may be reported online with appropriate 
supporting evidence. 

Fines place a significant financial burden on small landscaping businesses. To reduce this 
impact, cities can implement information campaigns and grace periods before enforcement to 
encourage voluntary compliance and minimize the need for fines. Additionally, shifting liability to the 
property owner instead of the landscaper helps ensure that small businesses are not unfairly penalized 
for using the equipment their clients request. 

Public awareness also plays a role in compliance. For example, Burlingame provides 
downloadable flyers on its official website that outline leaf blower regulations, allowing residents to 
share the information with neighbors and landscapers. Additionally, the city offers free yard signs to 
help raise awareness about the gas leaf blower ban. While these materials do not directly facilitate 
enforcement, they serve as educational tools to promote voluntary compliance. 

Positive Return on Investment 
Banning GLBs can lead to long-term savings. While ELBs may cost 35% to 45%  more upfront, 

their lower operating costs – about $0.20 per hour compared to $1.20 for GLBs – help recover the initial 
investment within a few months. Even if some tasks take slightly longer with an ELB, the overall 
savings on fuel and maintenance make the transition cost-effective over time. 

Timeline to Implementation  
Implementing GLB regulations typically takes about 12 months from the initial public meeting to 

enforcement. In San Mateo County, the city of Burlingame began discussing a ban in July 2023 and 
passed the ordinance in October 2023; it took effect in July 2024. Many cities offer a six-month grace 
period after passing the ordinance to allow landscapers and residents time to transition. This phased 
approach helps ensure a smoother adoption process and gives communities time to adjust to the new 
regulations. 
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