Hazy reasoning behind clean air

Science alone can't determine how regulations are written,

argues David Goldston.

ast month, The Washdmgton Post reported
I_lha( President George W. Bush had
personally intervenad to weaken new
regulations to control smog just as they were
abot to be announced by the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA). In response, advo-
cates of tighter standards predictably charged
that the president had overtumed ascientific
Judgement. Carol Browner, who headed the
EPA under President Bill Clinton, put the
matter starkly, telling the Postthat the Clean
Alr Act creates “a moral and ethical commit-
ment that were going to let the science tell us
what to do”

But does it? This conceit that science alone
showldand can dictate clean-sir standardsis
propagated by political figures of all stripes
and often by scientists themsetves. Politicians
always want to argue that any regulatory meas-
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The debate over the new ozone standards is
just baginning, but the detrimental impact of
confusing science with plicy can be seen by
locking back at what happenad in 1997, when
the EPA last changed the ozone rudes. The fight
then was over the primary ozone standard, the
onedesigned to protect public health, The EPA
propesad tightening the standard, and Browner
(then EPAs chief) repeatedly argued that the
dacision was dictated by the science.
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EPA’s science panel
found that “quantitative
evidence |- | must -+ be
characterized as having
high uncertainties.” What
to do 1n the face of
uncertainty i1s a policy
question, not a scientific
question. [..] The debate
1S about |---] what kinds
of uncertainty can be
tolerated as a basis for
decision—making.



Eisenhower's Farewell Address to the Nation January 17,
1961
http://www.informationclearinghouse.info/article5407.htm

Today, the solitary inventor, tinkering in his shop, has been overshadowed by task
forces of scientists in laboratories and testing fields. In the same fashion, the free
university, historically the fountainhead of free ideas and scientific discovery, has
experienced a revolution in the conduct of research. Partly because of the huge
costs involved, a government contract becomes virtually a substitute for
intellectual curiosity. For every old blackboard there are now hundreds of new
electronic computers.

The prospect of domination of the nation's scholars by Federal employment,
project allocations, and the power of money is ever present — and is gravely to be
regarded. Yet, in holding scientific research and discovery in respect, as we
should, we must also be alert to the equal and opposite danger that public
policy could itself become the captive of a scientific-technological elite.



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 irreversible
damage, lack of full scientific certainty shall not be used as a

reason for postponing cost-effective measures to prevent
environmental degradation.




The Scientist Qua Scientist Makes Value Judgments
Richard Rudner
Philosophy of Science, Vol. 20, No. 1 (Jan., 1953), pp. 1-6

...Clearly the scientist as scientist does make value judgments. For, since no
scientific hypothesis is ever completely verified, in accepting a hypothesis the
scientist must make the decision that the evidence is sufficiently strong or that
the probability is sufficiently high to warrant the acceptance of the hypothesis.
Obviously our decision regarding the evidence and respecting how strong is
"strong enough", is going to be a function of the importance, in the typically
ethical sense, of making a mistake in accepting or rejecting the hypothesis.
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