
The required height for an emissions stack at an aluminum recycling plant in a valley—

specifically to comply with EPA Good Engineering Practice (GEP) guidelines and to limit the risk

of pollutant downwash into the valley or river—typically relies on formulas set by the EPA. The

primary goal of these regulations is to ensure that the emissions do not result in excessive

concentrations of pollutants near ground level, especially in complex terrain or near water

sources.

The EPA defines "good engineering practice" (GEP) stack height as the greater of:

Valley Parameters:

The EPA generally treats terrain like a building for GEP calculations if the terrain (valley wall) is

nearby and taller than the source (the plant and its stack).

How high would an emissions disbursement stack
have to be if an aluminum recycling plant was set
in a valley with one river for runoff, the plant will
be at the river elevation, the valley is 19 miles wide
and the height of the valley from the river bottom
is 600 foot into the valley and 1200 foot out of the
valley as prevailing wind goes

EPA Stack Height Guidelines

65m (213ft) above the ground at the base of the stack,

OR, for new or un-permitted stacks:

Where:

$ Hg $: Required GEP stack height above base elevation,

$ H $: Height of nearby "structure" or terrain feature above base,

$ L $: Lesser of the height or width of that feature .[1] [2] [3] [4] [5]

Applying to Your Valley Scenario

Valley is 19 miles wide.

River is at the valley floor; plant is at river elevation.

Slope rises 600ft upwind; 1,200ft downwind (prevailing wind direction).



EPA GEP Calculation Example:

But, the EPA stipulates that stack height should not exceed that needed to avoid excessive

pollution concentrations and specifically states that a field study or fluid model might allow for a

lesser height than this theoretical number. It also mentions that, for most cases (even with

nearby terrain), a stack of 65m (213ft) meets "de minimis" standards unless terrain is

significantly complex and a field/modeling study demonstrates that more height is necessary

.

A site-specific air dispersion modeling (following EPA guidelines) would determine the minimum

required stack height considering valley effects, wind, topography, and proximity to the river.

The theoretical maximum using EPA's formula is 3,000ft in your case; however, real stacks

typically range from 65m up to a few hundred feet unless modeling shows more is needed

.

References:

⁂

The stack at the river would be below both valley walls (600ft and 1,200ft), and is thus

subject to the terrain influence.

For stack height, the "nearby structure" is the valley wall in the direction of prevailing wind:

1,200ft high.

If the upwind terrain (1,200ft high) is considered "nearby," use the formula:

Where both $ H $ and $ L $ could be 1,200ft (if the height is less than or equal to the width

considered).

So, for a conservative estimate:
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Key Notes:

In complex terrain like your scenario, an air quality model or fluid field study is often required

to justify either a lower or higher stack than the basic formula.

Default minimum GEP stack is 65m (213ft) unless terrain modeling demands taller

.
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The theoretical stack height based just on 1,200ft terrain is up to 3,000ft, but this is almost

never constructed due to engineering, modeling, and cost constraints—the real-world stack

would be justified by EPA air quality modeling.

Practical Next Steps
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Valley terrain significantly affects pollutant dispersion through several key mechanisms related to

the valley’s unique topography and meteorology:

Overall, valleys often experience higher pollutant concentrations due to limited dispersion

capabilities caused by terrain-induced flow alterations and thermal effects. This phenomenon

makes emission control and stack height considerations critical in valley locations to mitigate

pollution build-up .

⁂

Effects of valley terrain on dispersion

1. Flow Channeling and Stagnation: Valleys act like natural channels where wind flow is

constrained by the valley walls, limiting lateral dispersion. This channeling can lead to air

stagnation in the valley bottom, trapping emissions near the source and increasing pollutant

concentrations.

2. Thermally Driven Local Circulations: Valleys experience mountain and valley breezes

caused by daytime heating (anabatic winds) and nighttime cooling (katabatic winds). These

circulation patterns can recirculate pollutants within the valley, enhancing accumulation

especially during stable atmospheric conditions.

3. Temperature Inversions: In valleys, especially during nighttime and winter, temperature

inversions commonly form. These inversions create a “lid” that suppresses vertical mixing of

air, trapping pollutants close to the valley floor and exacerbating pollution episodes.

4. Recirculation Zones: Complex valley terrain induces zones where airflow recirculates or

becomes stagnant. These zones can cause pollutants to accumulate more heavily

compared to areas with better ventilation.

5. Reduced Vertical Mixing and Ventilation: The combination of stable atmospheric

conditions, flow blockage by terrain, and limited cross-valley winds reduces the mixing and

dispersal of emissions, leading to prolonged pollution events.

6. Impact of Synoptic Winds: Larger-scale synoptic wind patterns can either enhance or

diminish valley effects depending on their direction and strength. Favorable winds can

ventilate the valley, while opposing winds can reinforce stagnation.
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