Environmental Close-Up:  Science Versus Policy

Scientific knowledge and government policy do not always agree.  The scientific community can advise governments but cannot insist that certain policies be adopted.  Governments may halt some scientific research because they control funding sources, or they may introduce regulations that make continuing the research difficult.  For example, much federal money was spent on alternative energy research during the Carter presidency, but many of these projects were not in favor during the Reagan and George H.W. Bush presidencies.  Funding was reduced and much of the research into alternative fuels stopped.  Conversely, the passage of the 1990 Clean Air Act during the Bush presidency mandated that alternative-fuel automobiles be used in some cities with severe air pollution problems.

Government policy may be contrary to prevailing scientific opinion for economic or political reasons.  For many years during the Reagan administration, most scientists in the United States and Canada agreed that the burning of high-sulfur coal and other acid-producing fuels was responsible for acid rain, which was leading to the deaths of lakes in parts of Canada and the northeastern United States.  The administration continued to insist that the information was not conclusive and that the problem should be studied in greater detail.


The Clinton and, to a larger degree, the George W. Bush administrations faced a similar dilemma regarding the debate over global warming.  While the scientific community strongly supported the position that global warming is for real and that it is due in large part to human causes, Clinton, and especially Bush were cautious in moving too fast to reduce emissions in the United States.  This is in part due to the potential economic consequences involved.  It is difficult to separate scientific knowledge, governmental policy, and economic policy.  Can you identify similar examples of this debate in your community? Can you explain how industry, government, consumers, and environmental issues are interrelated? Why is this the case?
