
The Sound of Silence at the Environmental Protection
Agency

Author: Kelhart, Megan Debranski

Source: BioScience, 58(10) : 924

Published By: American Institute of Biological Sciences

URL: https://doi.org/10.1641/B581005

BioOne Complete (complete.BioOne.org) is a full-text database of 200 subscribed and open-access titles
in the biological, ecological, and environmental sciences published by nonprofit societies, associations,
museums, institutions, and presses.

Your use of this PDF, the BioOne Complete website, and all posted and associated content indicates your
acceptance of BioOne’s Terms of Use, available at www.bioone.org/terms-of-use.

Usage of BioOne Complete content is strictly limited to personal, educational, and non - commercial use.
Commercial inquiries or rights and permissions requests should be directed to the individual publisher as
copyright holder.

BioOne sees sustainable scholarly publishing as an inherently collaborative enterprise connecting authors, nonprofit
publishers, academic institutions, research libraries, and research funders in the common goal of maximizing access to
critical research.

Downloaded From: https://bioone.org/journals/BioScience on 19 Apr 2024
Terms of Use: https://bioone.org/terms-of-use



The Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) was created on 2 December

1970 to “establish and enforce environ-
mental protection standards, conduct en-
vironmental research, provide support to
others combating environmental pollu-
tion, and assist the White House Council
on Environmental Quality in developing
and recommending to the President new
policies for environmental protection.” In
its early years, the EPA made sweeping
changes to improve the environment and
health of the United States and its citizens.
In the 1970s, the EPA, among numerous
other accomplishments, banned the use of
DDT, set the first national standards limit-
ing industrial water pollution, and banned
the use of chlorofluoro carbons in most
aerosol cans.

Yet 38 years after the inception of the
agency, its funding and morale have un-
der gone severe declines, and its adminis-
trator has been accused of allowing
partisan politics to overshadow science.
Some interested observers go so far as to
say that instead of the EPA advising the
president, the White House is advising the
EPA. 

Gag orders and a decided lack of re-
sponse to staff proposals for regulating
emissions are at least in part behind the
plummeting morale. EPA administrator
Stephen L. Johnson, in particular, has
come in for harsh criticism: former EPA
scientist Evaggelos G. Vallianatos wrote in
an editorial in Nature on 6 March: “Listing
examples of alleged bad faith by Johnson,
the unions [representing EPA staff] essen-
tially refused to work with him until he
cleans up his act.” And in June, Robbi 
Farrell, head of the EPA Office of Enforce-
ment and Compliance Assurance (OECA),
issued an e-mail message instructing
managers to remind their employees not
to speak with the agency’s Office of 
Inspector General or the Government 
Accountability Office, the investigative
arm of Congress. 

Nevertheless, some EPA scientists are
speaking up. On 17 July, despite the Bush
administration’s decision not to regulate
greenhouse gas emissions, the EPA re-
leased a new report, Analyses of the Effects
of Global Change on Human Health and
Welfare and Human Systems. The report
found it “very likely” that more people will
die in coming years because of climate
change. It further warned of greater dan-
gers from hurricanes, dwindling water
supplies, and increased food- and water-
borne diseases. Prepared under the EPA’s
leadership, the report was released by the
US Climate Change Science Program. 

“If you read between the lines, this EPA
report on the health effects of climate
change provides further evidence that our
families and communities are seriously
endangered by global warming, and that
we must act now,” said Senator Barbara
Boxer (D–CA), chair of the Senate Com-
mittee on Environment and Public Works
(EPW). 

After the report’s release, a group of
EPA employees sent a letter to Adminis-
trator Johnson expressing their disap-
proval and disappointment over the
agency’s decision in July to delay federal
action on greenhouse gas emissions, and
over Johnson’s public refusal of staff pro-
posals for regulating emissions. Senator
Boxer also publicly criticized numerous
recent EPA decisions made during John-
son’s tenure. In sharp contrast to the ac-
com plishments made by the EPA to
protect the health of the American people
in the 1970s and 1980s, Senator Boxer
said, “Mr. Johnson has consistently chosen
special interests over the American peo-
ple’s interests in protecting health and
safety. He has become a secretive and dan-
gerous ally of polluters, and we cannot
stand by and allow more damage to be
done.” Johnson has refused to appear be-
fore the EPW committee and the Senate
Judiciary Committee regarding White
House interference with the EPA.

President Bush invoked executive privi-
lege in June in order to withhold docu-
ments from a congressional investigation
into whether Johnson was pressured by
the White House to weaken a decision on
greenhouse gases and smog. Johnson also
claimed executive privilege when he was
asked to provide testimony to the Senate
EPW committee.

The EPA’s problems go beyond the ad-
ministration’s alleged tampering in regu-
latory matters, note some science policy
experts. The agency’s budget has declined
over the past six fiscal years, and so too
have the budgets for the scientific research
programs administered through the EPA’s
Office of Research and Development. The
steadily diminishing budgets have not
gone unnoticed by the EPA Science Advi-
sory Board, which has repeatedly asked
Administrator Johnson to revitalize eco -
system research and put more resources—
financial and otherwise—into ecological
research. M. Granger Morgan, chair of the
Science Advisory Board, wrote to Johnson
in March 2006 expressing concerns about
funding declines and “systematic bias
against ecosystem research,” stating that
ecosystem research at the EPA had “sus-
tained a decrease of nearly 26 percent
since 2004.” Morgan said the board was
distressed that funding has been cut and
work has declined.

What does the future hold for the EPA?
Regardless of the outcome of the 2008 US
presidential election, it is difficult to see
how the EPA can fulfill its mission to pro-
tect environmental quality and human
health unless its scientists are allowed to
work free of political interference, and its
budgets are sufficient to support that work. 
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