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Quiet Neighborhoods and Leaf Blower Noise 
 

by John Herron 
 
There is a problem caused by the overuse of leaf blowers in our neighborhoods because they 
make too much noise. One recent weekend, my family was exposed to more than eleven hours of 
loud leaf blower noise exposure in our home. We are not alone. Peace and quiet has become a 
rarity.   
 
Cities across the nation are establishing rules for leaf blower use because there is increased 
public awareness about the dangers of noise, particulate matter, and air pollution. Responsible 
policy makers are considering new research and recognize the overall health risks created by leaf 
blowers, especially gas-powered leaf blowers. Accordingly, they implement sensible rules to 
eliminate or mitigate those risks. Nearly all commercial landscapers in Pensacola continue to use 
two-stroke gas-powered leaf blowers that generate chronic noise far exceeding health and safety 
standards. They create excessive noise and particulate matter pollution in our neighborhoods, 
near our schools and around our parks. Chronic noise produced by leaf blowers is a public health 
issue that should be mitigated by policy makers.  
 
The noise 
 
The CDC recognizes leaf blowers as a source of hazardous noise and tells us “continual exposure 
to noise can cause stress, anxiety, depression, high blood pressure, heart disease, and many other 
health problems,” and people at higher risk are those who “are exposed to loud sounds at home 
and in the community.” More specifically, the CDC recognizes leaf blowers cause too much 
noise that can cause permanent hearing loss.1 
 
The Department of Labor says commercial leaf blowers create noise in the range of 102-112 
decibels (“dBs”) at the ear of the operator, well above levels deemed safe without hearing 
protection. Numerous federal agencies declared noise levels above 85 dBs harmful.2 Noise level 
is measured on a logarithmic scale, so an increase of 17 dBs or more represents a huge change in 
the amount of noise and the potential damage to a person’s hearing.3  
 
University of Michigan researchers estimate more than 100 million Americans are at risk for 
noise-related health problems, and over 145 million at risk of hypertension due to noise, and 
even more at an increased risk of heart attack.4 The researchers said: “I can’t think of any other 
environmental hazard that affects so many people and yet is so ignored. … There are a lot of 
assumptions that noise exposure is self-inflicted, which is often not the case. We’d like to have 
people see connections beyond hearing loss and expand the conversation.”5 The researchers 
advise “[t]here is a clear need for policy aimed at reducing noise exposures.”6 (See Attachment 
1, Effects of noise). 
 
The EPA says children are particularly susceptible to chronic environmental noise because 
unwanted noise, often dismissed as a “nuisance”, can become particularly harmful while growing 
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and it poses a serious threat to a child’s physical and psychological health.7 Researchers 
identified learning and behavioral difficulties from too much environmental noise, and adverse 
health effects include heart disease, hypertension, and decreased school performance.8 They 
found strong evidence uncontrollable noise significantly impairs cognitive performance because 
it can induce learned helplessness, increase arousal, alter the choice of task strategy, and 
decrease attention to a task.9 Important effect-modifying factors are anxiety and a feeling the 
noise is unnecessary.10 This explains why noise is more irritating to unwilling recipients than its 
creator. (See Attachment 2, Adverse effects of noise exposure). 
 
The World Health Organization strongly recommends 53 decibels or less for general outdoor 
noise and warns continuous noise above this level is associated with adverse health effects. It 
recognizes environmental noise is an important public health issue and in its latest report found 
stronger evidence of cardiovascular and metabolic effects from loud environmental noise.11 Most 
leaf blowers are powered by loud and inefficient 2-stroke engines, and a recent and important 
study of sound metrics reveals leaf blower noise is higher than the World Health Organization 
recommendation of 53 dB out to a distance of 800 feet. Of significance, there is a low frequency 
dominance of gas-powered leaf blowers. This is concerning because of the ability of the low 
frequency sound to travel over long distances, penetrate construction walls, and negatively 
impact health, productivity, and/or quality of life. This low frequency characteristic is an 
important metric for policy considerations, and it is very important to understand the impact this 
has on surrounding communities.12 (See Attachment 3, Frequency characteristics of leaf 
blowers). Acoustic experts explain the low frequency characteristic (100 to 125 Hz) of gas-
powered leaf blowers has a greater impact on people and the surrounding community because the 
low frequency sound travels further, is audible over greater distances, and transmits most easily 
through windows and glass doors of homes. Accordingly, it’s more audible inside surrounding 
homes and has a greater impact on communities.13 
 
Particulate matter blasted into the air, and our lungs 
 
Leaf blowers blast dangerous contaminants called particulate matter – dirt, dust, pollen, 
excrement, mold, fungus spores, pesticides, herbicides, etc. – into the air after high-velocity and 
high volume air disturbs the topsoil. Particulate matter is then absorbed into our lungs and can 
increase the number and severity of asthma attacks, bronchitis, and other lung diseases, 
particularly among children and the elderly as well as landscapers.  
 
Particulate matter (PM) is grouped into two categories (1) PM2.5 or “fine particles”, which are < 
2.5 micrometers in diameter and travel deeply into the respiratory tract and worsen medical 
conditions; and (2) PM10 or “coarse particles”, which are < 10 micrometers in diameter, can 
consist of chemicals, soil particles, and allergens (pollen or mold spores). An Integrated Science 
Assessment by the EPA explains particulate matter is easily inhaled, causing or exacerbating 
lower respiratory tract diseases, such as chronic bronchitis, asthma, pneumonia, lung cancer, and 
emphysema.14 15 (See Attachment 4, Particulate matter). “Conclusions regarding the 
relationship between PM2.5 and lung cancer risk [are] robust”, according to the International 
Agency for Research on Cancer, in a study published September 2014.16 
 
Particulate matter is harmful to our hearts too. The American Heart Association warns about the 
dangers of particulate matter that comes from sources such as windblown dust – like the fine 
particles shot into the air from a high-powered leaf blower. “Particulate matter … is a significant 
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source of heart-damaging air pollution. Of greatest concern is fine particulate matter … because 
PM2.5 is so small, when inhaled, it can reach deep inside the lungs leading to a wide range of 
health problems”, according to the AHA.17   
 
Doctors with the AHA explain the biological mechanisms linking particulate matter exposure to 
cardiovascular disease and identified three biological pathways.18 (See Attachment 5, 
Particulate matter effects). Popular Mechanics reports on new personal protection equipment for 
landscapers that includes protective masks specifically designed to filter fine dust that “can be a 
real danger to your lungs.”19 What about the rest of us?  
 
Air pollution 
 
Two-stroke engines burn a mixture of oil and gas that generates high levels of ozone-forming 
chemicals. In addition to kicking up particulate matter from the ground, leaf blower engines are 
their own source of fine particulate matter. These chemicals and particulate matter are then 
inhaled by leaf blower operators and passers-by. An independent research laboratory, Edmonds, 
compared emissions from a Echo PB-500T two-stroke gas-powered leaf blower with a 2011 
Ford Raptor. The leaf blower generated 23 times the carbon monoxide and nearly 300 times the 
non-methane hydrocarbons than the Raptor. In other words, to equal the emissions of a half-hour 
yard work with one two-stroke leaf blower, you would have to drive the Raptor 3,877 miles, or 
the distance from Pensacola to Whitehorse in the Yukon Territory.20 
 
Conclusion – educate; establish simple, balanced and reasonable rules; continuing education 
 
The good news is battery technology is evolving at a rapid pace and landscaping equipment 
manufacturers are adapting. After some resistance, businesses are responding positively to cities 
and clients who want less noise, less pollution, and less perfect lawns. Local retailers now 
display leaf blowers with rated noise levels and they are competitively priced. Improved battery 
technology and quieter leaf blowers are now readily available. Cities that have enacted gas 
powered leaf blower bans haven’t reported any substantial cost increases. Furthermore, leaf 
blower manufacturing representatives recognize the ability to adapt to quieter and less polluting 
methods and recommend landscapers to use quiet leaf blowers exclusively and responsibly.21  
 
Positive steps forward include, first, educate professional landscapers and residents about the 
dangers associated with excessive use of leaf blowers. Second, consider amending the City’s 
noise ordinance to address leaf blower use in light of new scientific research and increased 
policy-making awareness about the dangers associated with the dangerous environmental noise 
and hazardous particulate matter. An amended noise ordinance should address leaf blower 
machine noise ratings, days of use, and duration. It should distinguish between residential use by 
homeowners on their own yards and commercial use. It should perhaps exempt large land parcels 
greater than one acre, golf courses and athletic arenas. Also, blowing leaves and debris into 
streets should be addressed. Third, implement a continuing education process for commercial 
landscapers and residents as science and technology continues to evolve. We should encourage 
commercial landscapers to use best landscape practices.  
 
This issue of loud landscaping practices no longer belongs in the realm of neighborhood 
squabbling. A shift is underway, battery technology has evolved, and science and environmental 
evidence shows battery powered leaf blowers are a viable and cost-effective alternative to 



 4 

antiquated gas-powered leaf blowers. Also, innovative cities have shown reasonable limitations 
of leaf blower use are appropriate – like loud construction equipment such as pile drivers, 
pneumatic hammers, and other loud equipment. Peace and quiet will provide multiple benefits 
for our neighborhoods and enrich our communities.  
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• Children in noisy environments have poor school performance, which leads to stress and 
misbehavior. They also have decreased learning, lower reading comprehension, and 
concentration deficits. [p 116] 

 
• Estimate at least 145.5 million people [greater than 1/3] were at potential risk of 

hypertension due to noise in 2013. [p 117] 
 

• Direct regulation that sets maximum emission level for noise sources is the only 
intervention that guarantees population-level exposure reductions. The NPS supports 
noise source reduction as the most cost-effective intervention to protect health. [p 117] 
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Particle pollution illustration  
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