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Hazy reasoning behind clean air

Science alone can't determine how regulations are written,

argues David Goldston.

ast month, The Washdsgton Posi reported
Llhsl President George W, Bush had
personally intervened to weaken new
regulaticns to control smog just asthey were
about to be annaunced by the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA). In response, advo-
cates of tighter standards predictably charged
that the president had overtumed a scientific
judgernent. Caral Browner, whoheaded the
EPA under President Bill Clinton, put the
matter starkly, telling the Posithat the Clean
Alr Act creates "a moral and ethical commit-
ment that we're going tolet the stience tell us
what to da”

But does it? This conceit that science alone
shouldandcan dictate clean-sir gandardsis
propagated by political figures of all stripes
and often by scientists themsebves. Politicians
always want to angue that ary regulatory meas-
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areas iurn oidt to vidate the standard because
ozemelevelscan vary sgnificanty within a given
day. Forexample, ifbeing above the allowable
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‘Science alone

unanimeusly recammended a spacific range of
ogone standards, a nmber within that range
can hardly beseen asthe cnly justifiable sand-
ard under the law: Indeed, the EPAs own sci-
encestaff bad recommended a slightly different
range. Critics are free to attack the number
chosen by the president, which will keep scme
rural counties in compliance with clean-air
mules. What they cannaot legitimately argue is
that the presidents selaction runs courter to
the science. The debate is about what kinds
of damage harm the public welfare and what
kindsafuncertainty can betolerted as a basis
far decision-making.

Thedebate over the new ozone gandardsis
just beginning, bat the detrimental impact of
confusing science with policy can be seen by
locking back at what happened in 1997, when
the EPA last changedthe ceone rules. The fight
then was overthe primary ozone standard. the
cnedesigned to protect public health. The EPA
proposed tightening the standard, and Browner
ithen EPAs chief) repeatedly argued that the
decision was dictated by the scienca.
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S science
panel found that

“quantitative evidence
[---] must *** be
characterized as having
high uncertainties.”
What to do in the face
of uncertainty is a
policy question, not a
scientific question. [..]
The debate i1s about
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Industry groups are fighting
government regulation by
fomenting scientific uncertainty

By David Michaels
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Science and Teghnology .

Heat and light

“It 15, nevertheless, doubtful that these
papers will end the mather. Studying the
climate is a hard problem for three reasons,
The system itself is incredibly complex.
There is only one such system, so
comparative studies are impossible, And
controlled experiments are equally
impossible, So there will always be ;
uncertainty and therefore room for dissent, =
How policymakers treat that dissent is a
paolitical question, not a scientific one”

The Economist August 13th 2005, pp. 52
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Weinberg A M. Science and trans-science. Minerva 10:209-22, 1972,
[Oak Ridge National Laboratory, TN]
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RIO DECLARATION ON ENVIRONMENT AND DEVELOPMENT
Rio de Janeiro, 3-14 June 1992

Principle 15

In order to protect the environment, the precautionary
approach shall be widely applied by States according to
their capabilities. Where there are threats of serious or
iIrreversible damage, lack of full scientific certainty shall

not be used as a reason for postponing cost-effective

measures to prevent environmental degradation.
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