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Latest mistake adds to
EPA record of shoddy science

When a blue-ribbon panel warned federal
regulators Tuesday that a fuel additive they’ve
pushed poses a health risk, the response was
superficially soothing. '

EPA administrator Carol Browner accepted
the decision. She said her agency would find a
better ingredient to limit auto pollution.

But the report is a marker of a wider, more
dangerous problem. With little public notice,
the EPA time and again has used slipshod sci-
ence to justify new anti-pollution rules, then
defended the rules to the hilt, even if that de-
fense came at the expense of its own scientists.

In the latest case, a special EPA panel said
that MTBE, a potentially cancer-causing gaso-
line additive, was increasingly contaminating
water supplies through fuel spills and leaks.
But the report didn’t contain new research.
The panel just collected studies long available
to the EPA. The agency either was too busy
cheerleading the fuel additive to examine that
research seriously or willfilly ignored it.

That follows a pattern that has turned up
over and again:

» In May, the prestigious National Re-
search Council reported that fuel additives
didn’t cut air pollution nearly as much as the
EPA claimed.

» Independent audits of car-emissions tests
find pollution reductions well below what the
EPA promised.

P Last spring, reports emerged that the
agency withheld studies undermining its own
public claims of environmental racism.

Back in 1992, another expert panel appoint-
ed by the EPA summed up the agency’s short-
comings in a blistering report, saying “the in-
terpretation and use of science is uneven and
haphazard . . . (sometimes) leaving EPA initia-

Signs of trouble

Tuesday’s report that a govermment-man-
dated gasoline additive is dangerous is only
the latest of several setbacks for the Environ-
mental Protection Agency. In recent months,
the validity of the agency’s work has been
called into question repeatedly:

» May 26: The U.S. Court of Appeals tem-
porarily blocked EPA smog rules govermning
Midwestemn states.

» May 14: A federal appeals panel threw
out the EPA’s new national smog and soot
standards on the grounds that they were arbi-
trarily set.

» May 11: A National Research Council
report found fuel additives designed to cut
smog likely to “have little air-quality impact.”

tives on shaky scientific ground and affecting
the credibility of the agency.”

But the problem continued. Four years later,
in a June 1996 article in the journal Nature,
then-EPA scientist David Lewis said science at
the agency was “reaching a state of crisis.”

Rather than address Lewis’ concerns, agen-
cy officials retaliated against him with
trumped-up ethics charges. He filed a whis-
tleblower complaint, which the EPA settled for
more than $100,000 and an apology. Others
say they’ve suffered similar fates. A letter
signed by several EPA scientists last June com-
plained that “retaliation against whistleblowers
occurs at every management level.”

That’s a far cry from the 1992 report’s rec-
ommendation that scientists “feel free to ex-
press conflicting opinions and judgments
without fear of reprisals.”

That expert panel knew what the EPA has
apparently yet to learn: namely, that sound en-
vironmental rules require sound science.
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Leaving science out of acrimonious environmental debate

ALSTON CHASE

he nice thing about the holi-
day season Is that for this
- brief period, politics take a
back seat to the spirit of giving.
- But come January, when the
mew Congress begins to consider
seemingly Innocuous subjects
'such as clean air and natural
| tion, . the acrimony will
'begin agair. For no contest is
!more destructive of protherly love
\than the environment. Each side
iis driven by a consuming desire tao
'make hamburger out of its oppo-
\nent’s sacred cow.
' What then, exactly, is this fuss
rover the Earth about?
! Politictans say it concerns “jobs
ivs. the environment.”
" Greens insist it's about good
{guys (themselves) against bad
| guys (the rest of us).
|~ Wise Users claim it pits valiant
'defenders of property rights
_-nn_...np the faceless phalanxes of
government.
ists aver it's free mar-
_ﬁ.u nst federal regulation.
_ everybody claims that sci-
' ence is on their side.
" And everybody is wrong. Envi-
" ronmental controversies mirror so-
', clety. They're complex, not simple,
“nan involve clusters of questions
i that pertain to three different is-
;coo Two of these Issues are
political and therefore ad-
=.= no rational resolution.

. Shoving contests
" Only the third might be settled
: by environmental science. So nat-
" urally, it is seldom discussed at all,
“allowing debates to devolve into
. shoving contests between greens
' and free market economists.

These three issues are:

@ Identifying the “public inter-
est.” Greens belleve that environ-
mental protection takes prece-
dence over all competing social
goals and that their duty is to
impose this agenda by every legal
means. But many economists ar-
gue that the free market is best for
determining what people want,
since it measures what they will
pay for, and that the market re-
veals the environment Is not al-

Each side is driven by a
consuming desire to
make hamburger out of
its opponent’s sacred
cow.

ways top priority among consum-
ers. Hence, fights often break out
between these two when it's time
to decide national priorities.

B Implementing protection and
preservation strategles. The sec-
ond great area of conflict between
m_.onau and economists concerns

eciding how to implement specif-

ic prescriptions. For example, if
scrubbers are the most effective
way to reduce smokestack emis-
sions, how can government best
ensure that utllity industries in-
stall them? Economists argue that
incentives are best. Environmen-
talists favor fines and penailties.

B Deciding what is the best en-
vironmental strategy. The first
two questions — setting national
priorities and deciding on the rela-
tive value of rewards and punish-
ments — require making subjec-
tive judgments about.what one
thinks is most impoitant. They
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don’t have “right” or “wrong" an-
swers.

The public interest is merely
the sum of many competing pri-
vate interests, no one of which

necessarily has a higher value-

than another. Desiring to drive a
snowmobile through wilderness is
neither more nor less justified
than wishing to restrict trails for
hikers and horses.

Likewise, debates over whether
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incentives or coercion are the
most effective tools for implement-
ing policy invite ideological re-
sponses — concerning the value
of liberty and the “goodness” of
government — and will never be
fully resolved.

And however important, they
don't address the crucial ecological
questions. Fashioning rational
preservation laws, for example, re-
quires answering such quystions

as: How is biodiversity best sus-
tained — by letting “nature take
its course™ or by more active man-
agement? What role should gov-
ernment biologists play in this de-
cision-making and how do we
insulate these scholars from politi-
cal pressures?

Most important step

Solving such queries — relating
to how government should develop
its scientific strategies — is the
single most important step iIn
framing successful policy, yet it is

almost entirely _n_x!& by all B-.
ties.

' mzq__.a:_:u:pm:u_u run ma_s the

question because they don't want '
to insulate scientists from their
own lobbying and because they
prefer pop ecology to hard science.
And their adversaries Ignore the
question in part because most are
economists who have neither
knowledge of, nor interest in, the
finer points of ecology.

In this way, the content of envi-
ronmental law and policy is deter-
mined by default, and the critical
question — how to prevent the
politicization of ecological science
— goes unaddressed.

Environmental politics ignore
the only matter that could con-
ceivably be resolved by science
and instead focus almost exclu-
sively on ideological matters that
will never be settled. Debates be-
come name-calling contests be-
tween interest groups that both
falsely claim to speak for “the .
public interest” and that both er-
roneously profess to occupy the
scientific high ground.

So let's enjoy the osw_m:sﬂu
season while it lasts.

Crestors Syncicate .




A ban on that life-threatening water

JAMES
GLASSMAN

ASHINGTON — The
w::hemlca] compound dihy-

drogen monoxide (or
DHMO) has been implicated in the
deaths of thousands of Americans
every year. mainly through acci-
dental ingestion. In gaseous form,
it can cause severe burns. And
according to a new report, “the
dangers of this chemical do not
end there." -

The chemical is so caustic that

it “accelerates the corrosion and
rusting of many metals, is a major
component of acid rain and has
been found in excised tumors of
terminal cancer patients.” For
those who have developed a de-
pendency on DHMO. complete
withdrawal means certain death.

Yet the presence of the chemi-
cal has been confirmed in every
river, stream, lake and reservoir in
America. Judging from these
facts, do you think dihydrogen
monoxide should be banned?

Seems like an open-and-shut
case — until you realize that this
chemical compound is plain old
water {two hydrogen molecules
bonded to one oxygen, or H20),
which can drown you, scald you or
make you go to the bathroom.

Last spring, Nathan Zohner, an
enterprising 14-year-old student at
Eagle Rock Junior High School in
Idaho Falls, Idaho. conducted his
science fair project on just this
theme. Nathan distributed a
tongue-in-cheek report that had
been kicking around the Internet,
Dihydrogen Monoxide: The Unrec-
ognized Killer, to 50 of his class-
mates.

These are smart kids who had
studied chemistry. Nathan simply
asked them to read the report
(which is completely factual) and
decide what. if anything, to do
about the chemical.

Los Angeles Times Syndicate

In the end, 43 students, or 86
percent of the sample, “voted to
ban dihydrogen monoxide because
it has caused too many deaths,”
wrote Nathan in the conclusion to
his project,

Nathan's project, which won the
grand prize at the Greater Idaho
Falls Science Fair, was titled, How
Gullible Are We? But ninth-grad-
ers aren't the only gullible parties.
Says David Murray, research di-
rector of the non-profit Statistical
Assessment Service in Washing-
ton, “The likelihood is high that 1
could replicate these results with
a survey of members of Congress.”

Murray, whose organization

" “looks out for misleading science

that's driving public policy over a
cliff,” ran across the Zohner story
a few months ago on the Internet.

The implications of Nathan's re-
search are so disturbing that I've
decided to coin a term: “Zohner-
ism,” defined as the use of a true
fact to lead a scientifically and
mathematically ignorant public to
a false conclusion.

Environmental hysterics —
Vice President Al Gore springs to
mind — and ideologues in such
fields as race, women’s issues and
economics are adept at using Zoh-
nerisms, with help from the me-
dia, to advance their a<endas. A
few examples: .

- claims that they're

M The breast-implant mania.
Dow Corning was driven into
bankruptcy th lawsuits over
its silicone implants — even
though science doesn’t support
dangerous.
Marcia Angell, executive editor of
the New England Journal of Medi-
cine, says that research has con-
sistently failed to find a link be-
tween silicone and disease. Yes,
women who have implants get
sick, but in a typical study, “the
implant group was no more likely
to develop connective-tissue dis-
ease than the group without im-
plants.” '

B White flight. In the headline
above an article about population
growth in rural areas, the New
York Times claimed, “Hint of Ra-
cial Undercurrents Is Behind
Broad Exodus of Whites.” Steven
A. Holmes, the reporter, wrote _
that studies by demographer Wil-
liam Frey “show that of the 40
fastest-growing rural counties, vir-
tually all are at least 70 percent
white." - {

Shocking? Well, according to -
the Bureau of the Census, 83 per-
cent of the U.S. population is
white.

Finding Zohnerisms in the
press, Congressional Record and
speeches of administration offi-
clals makes a great parlor game.
One place to start is the collected
speeches of the Environmental
Protection Agency's Carol
Browner, who has used Zohner-
isms ‘masterfully to promote ex-
pensive, disruptive new standards
for particulate matter and global
warming — despite evidence from
scientists that is, at best, incon-
clusive.

That's a shame. In a land where
technical ignorance reigns and
susceptibility to Zohnerisms is
high, it's the duty of politicians,
Journalists and scientists to pre-

~sent facts responsibly, \

Special to the Washington Post
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_ " peer-review article in the journal Nature last' g
! “ October, EPA Assistant Administrator Norine gg;iﬂ:ﬂa&zﬂﬂu
: Noonan fired off memos that “clearly’ dis- _ 5~8a252&w5§.u_8.8o. o

vE.mn:mp:m toward Dr. Russo over the »In June 1998, several EPA scientists |
o R R -, .,_,_.._.._u_.._;___.__.._...___,.. article,” according to the Labor Department. - complained publicly of the hostile treatment
X o 4 Aearind S S A ok Tt TR A Noonan later 1 downgraded Russo's perfor- - whistleblowers receive, saying the problem
S esidentind Publisher: R mance rating, denying her a 5% bonus. Then " was *pervasive™ uﬁﬂﬂﬁdﬂg

Russo was forced by the EPA to relocate to ' rﬁwiﬁog

Washington, D.C, a gnﬁ_&ﬂg » At a House hearing Wednesday examin-

. cluded was “retaliatory in nature.” " edm?au.ﬁw.rﬂ&siﬂ_rgs
ﬁﬁwgwnsmﬁﬁannlm_#g of the NAACP Federal Sector Task Force, said
isﬂuigﬁ%és&g__.nﬁ.dﬁaﬂaaiugug

— .
A EPA paid him $115000 in a settlement,: wrote a response to a USA TODAY editorial

: along with a gg _ %:ﬁnum?ﬁ “tough health stan- |
* - » Brian- Rimar, maiunncﬂ.&&& ‘dards” &qgu&nﬁnggé
mﬁgﬁa&ﬁnggg gﬂﬂﬁn:a_ﬂniikg
cleanup plan and claimed that in response, .- . But the EPA's own inspector general con-
%ggua ussnﬁo?ﬁaa gsgzmnnsmm,sﬁga

N ~that the sludge rules protect human health
_ ~ because EPA “does not have an effective pro-
,m_.>BxREa_=8__E gram for ensuring compliance™ with the
" The Environmental Protection Agency rules. .
EmInER R | o the sy b ke e s
omt mre Ghee E?E_aazﬁ .gimﬁgsg_anﬁﬁ
of cases heard by the D.C, Circuit of the ' | who testified in a deposition earlier this
. US. Court of Appeals during the past .‘month, the academy review likely would
-y _.-Eunuﬂa with the existing program.
i% |'s Russo's story might have a happier ending

“ | if there was reason to believe the EPA haa
| learned from its mistakes. _
B © | " To the contrary, an internal EPA report is-
: sued back in 1992 warned the agency that it
should improve its treatment of scientists,
3 & ensuring they “feel free to express conflict-
pi:|  ing opinions and judgments, without fear of
)| reprisals” _ _m
7~“| - . So far, there’s no indication that the EPA
| _has heeded that call. If the EPA hopes to re-
pair its battered reputation and live up to its
promise to protect the public’s health, it will
..EﬁB&?:ﬁHnﬁ:ﬁﬁwﬁSzﬁr@
" " to'her old office. -

m,:
nan off an e-mail complaining
that Rus aa 't alert her to the article,
ésm _Psmoaa_u :: _ E
it nai ; i




EPA supports its scientists #

Opposmg view:
Sound science involves listening to
all points of view.

Bme-h\.eNoonan_
Put simply, the Environmental Protection

Agency (EPA) is committed to sound science. .
This involves listening to all points of view, .
extracting the strongest consensus among : ¢
dshsbrapdﬁcmmbydnmh

experts. .
. The agency has madeamcmm Lty
ment to peer review to ensure that only the .

best science forms the basis for our ded-
sions. While our insistence on a rigorous

peer review of science may impose an in- -
to which some object,”

stitutional
the results are clear: The American public
and the scientific community have a greater
confidence in the integrity of EPA's scientific

Our peer-review process has been lauded
by the National Research Coundil. It is de-
signed to consider a wide spectrum of scien-
tific thought.

diverse opinions among our scientists. Every
scientist is encouraged to make his or her
opinions known, of course. EPA scientists, for

mhawmﬂedbeﬁemwessm J

matters strictly reflecting their own opin-
ms.mddnyhawdardnswﬁ:ﬂubl&ss— .i

Whileitkmleﬂmhmagmcywﬂh&
mlMsdutm.muwmtbeable :

m‘“"“"w'”‘“‘“ """“““m""““a
community as

bﬁtaﬂmstmrdmmnm:au;e
available amywhere today. “J]
And we remain committed mnmm

- to improve it in every way possible.
Weamemuﬂyconunmedtomnagm- :




