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A policy that set the 
world standard goes off track 
hy Ktnth Schneider 

I
n a revieiv of state spending, 
Michigiin last year took a close 
look at its enx-ironniental pro­
tection program. Apanel of citi­
zens, scientists and state Jigency 
officials spent eight months de-

lemiining which ecological risks tî uly 
posed the gravest dangers an 
whether environrneriLil laws were 
doing an>tJiing to reduce them. In 
July, the state published a report full 

^1 hazardous wastes were partly 
responsible. 

I Excessively costly toxic waste 
•;'•>! /cleanup regulations, it turned out, 
• j / \vere discouraging employers from 
• ••':[ / developing dowiitown industrial 

'Jtl'j/ thereby worsening the eco­
nomic and social condition of 
Michigan's impoverished urban cen­
ters. The toxic v/aste rules were also 
helping dnve companies to build 
new plants in uncontaminated for­
ests and farm fields beyond the sub­
urbs, thus expanding urban sprawl 
and contributing to air pollution 
f^on^ commuters driving there. 
Lastly, the toxic waste laws were 
draining coiporate and state money 
that could have been put to use solv­
ing more important environmental 
problems, such as restoring dam­
aged natural landscapes or improv­
ing urban parks. 

"If ever there was a textbook 
case of good intentions producing 
bad results, what's happened in this 

d Vj 

of siiiprises. _X.state with the toxicwaite laws are it. 
The patiel concluded diat the^jii said Dr. William K, ̂ '•"^per, nrrprnl-t 

environmental issues that had long ' ^ipft acMjchigan Siafi't yn;vf'rgii^jjj|2n 
caused the most feaj.- and atti-acted led-th^-ttydy. "We have a .situation 
the greatest govemment attentionj; Iwhere laws meant to lower risks to 
in Michigan—acid rain, hazaidous the environment and health are 
v/astes, radiation, toxic air polludon 
and electromagnetic fields—were of 
only modest concern. Instead, the 
priorities the panel considered most 
important were these: loss of fajTri-
lajid, forests and wetlands, expand­
ing urban sprawl and the deteriora­
tion of Michigan's inner cities. 

In short. Michigan's iTiost seri­
ous environmental problem was its 
decaying landscape. And as theydug 
deeper the panelists discovered 
something even more troubling. 
State and federal envircnmeni.aJ 
laws for cleaning up and managing 

Kciih Schneider is n r,alio-nal 
LCnTapinident fen The New York 
Times in Wasliineioa, D C. 

raising them. Laws meant to help 
people ai'e hurting them. It's a mi­
crocosm of a much larger problem 
this countiy is facing with environ­
mental protection." 

The plain-spoken Dr. Cooper, 
who.studies nature's biological bond­
ing not in a wiiite coat but in blue 
jeans and hiking boots, is far from an 
isolated voice in the backwaters of 
die upper Midwest .\ nationally rec­
ognized scholar who sits on the Envi­
ronmental Protection .Agency's Sci­
ence Ad\i so jy Bo ai d, t h e 5 4-ye ai'-o Id 
Michigan researcher says he hears 
similar complaints about environ-
nieiual regulations almost eveiy-
where he goes. A generation after 
[lie United States responded to d)"-

ing rivers and putrid air with a pro­
gram of einironmental protection 
that set tlie world standard, the dis­
maying conclusion now being 
reached by intelligent people at ev­
ery level of societ)' is diat much of the 
program i.s seriously off track. 

Public panics 
Specialists u-ace die problem's 

start back 15 yeais to the scare over 
Love Canal and contamination from 
toxic wastes. Since tlien, environ­
mental policy has too often evolved 
in reaction to public panics and not 
in response to soimd scientific analy­
ses of which hazards present die 
greatest risks. The unhappy result is 
diat often a program designed to 
respect the land is destroying it. A 
program intended to be a skillful, 
thrifty and wakeful defense of public 
health is endangering it. Most dis­
turbing is that billions of dollars each 
year are wasted in battling problems 
no longer considered by sciendsts 
and ordinaiY-^nioricans to be espe­
cially dangerotis, leaving more im­
portant environmental threats 
unaddressed for lack of money. 

Program run amok 
Despite accuniuladng evidence 

of an environmental program n.m 
amok, conseivationisis in Congress 
seem frozen, unable or imwilling to 
respond. In public. Senator Max 
Baucus, a Montana Democrat and 
chairman of the Sen.̂ te Committee 
on Environment and Public Works, 
says that while policy needs adjust­
ment, he is far from convinced an 
overhaul is ncccs.saiy. In pri\'ate. 
Senator Baucus' aides say lawiuakers 
are waiung for signals from the top 
national en\ironmenul group.s. 

The rclation.ship berv\-een Sena­
tor Raucus and die national environ­
mental groups is among Capitol 
Hill's most intriguing Miv Baucu.s is 
lauded bv the National Wildlife Fed-
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eration, the Sierra Club, and other 
national groups for being a staunch 
supporter of laws to reduce toxic 
pollution and for balding big bmi-
ne&s, especially the oil industry-. In 
1991, he helped bar the industry and 
die Bush Administration from open-

. ing the untouched Arcdc Nadonal 
Wildlife Refiige in Alaska to oil ex­
ploration and development. Mr. 
Baucus' efifort earned him undying 
loyalty from several national 
groups. 

In return, tliese same groups 
supp<jrted the Montana Senator's 
proposed legislation last year that 
would have allowed over one million 
acres of magnificent v îldemess in 
Montana to be cut to the ground. 
The legislation was blocked after re­
gional environmental groups in the 
Northwest accused their larger 
brethren of selling out. In Washing­
ton, though, such quid-prcKjuo rela­
tionships are the stuff of politics, and 

Most disturbing is that billions of dollars 
each year are wasted in battling problems no 
longer considered by scientists and ordinary 
Americans to be especially dangerous. 

Mr. Baucus maintiiins an almost 
unassailable reputation among tlie 
most influential environmental 
lobbyists. 

On Capitol Hill, where symbol 
and substance merge to form pecu­
liar beliefs that substitute as uxilh, 
the emironmcnt is a near-sacrosanct 
issue among the Democrats who 
count, and feared by the rest To be 
painted as a skeptic of environmen­
tal protection is not the same as 
being accused of sexual harassment, 
but it's close. Thus, the environmen­
tal movement, which long ago mas­
tered the art of hailing friends and 

embarrassing foes, retains its consid­
erable influence. And the leaders of 
tlie largest groups are not yet ready 
to acknowledge that laws they helped 
enact arc backfiring. To do so means 
important changes iji how they do 
business. 

By almost any measure, the 
most influential national group is 
the New York-based Natural Re­
sources Defense Council, which was 
extraordinarily efiTectrve during the 
1980s in defining the debate over 
exposure to toxic chemicals in the 
environment. The NUDC's cam­
paign, taken up by sympathetic mem-

et 

• û"e d^Inl^^Ilg $:dir^'ct .result bf 
federal ^ergy antl .fcnvuoftmentai 

'• policy. Traces of merauy, a toxic 
heavy metal that causes nervous syv 

: tern disorders, are contained in toxic 
wastes, light bulbs, electrical switches, 
batteries and other products. Fed­
eral waste disposal laws that bar or 
restrictwastesfroiri being buried have 
encouraged a huge indnemtion in­
dustry diat is putting thousands of 
tons of mercury into the air each 
year. Mercury then falls back to earth 
where it washes into lakes and 
rivers. 

Trace amounts of mercury aLso 
are found in coal. Thus, the nation's 
growing reliance on coal for electric­
ity Ls pjuring ever greater q'.ianritics 
of mercury into die atmosphere. In 
1990, Congress liad an opjxjrtunity 
ill the Qean Air Act to recjuire utili­
ties to install smokestack controLs to 
red ucemercu.'~y con tani illation. TTie 
lawinakers, though, did not act bc-

jtaiisethey ytilitles 
V) iipcdi. $5 bilUpq | i }^^j-to cpritrol •• 
j i j ^ add 
m i l , ?ut in dpiiigiw, Congress ig­
nored ;jBndings in ii $540 million, 
tcn^adT'̂ tiiidy finished in 1990 that 
stated ecological damage from acid 
rain was not nearly as severe as com­
monly thought . 

i^ccording to die Depanment of 
the Interior, more than a century of 
niining coal, gold, silver and copper 
has left immense toxic piles of mine 
wastes lying like sprawled beasts in at 
least 25 states. Siich piles coiiunonly 
contain lead, sulfur, arsenic and cya­
nide. Wicn exposed to rain or snow 
these contaminants form an acidic 
sliury that has seeped into drinking 
water aquifers and destroyed tens of 
thousands of miles of streams across 
Appalachia, the Midwest and the 
West. The govemment also has re­
ported that at least 162 people have 
been killed, and hundreds more 
injured since die late 1970s in falls 
dov.Ti improtected mine shafis and 

,xjdier acdck^ts at'abiidqu^ 
'^(i.haixl:n3cl(. niinev;p;:^"i:^Wt^ ̂  

,: : ;Altpge^er, the c s t i m i ^ cost 
of reclaiihing lands torn tip jby min­
ing is more tlian $100 billion, put­
ting the problem in the sarne cat­
egory as the cost of cleaning up ra­
dioactive and toxic wastes at military 
bases, nuclear weapons plants and 
chemical dumps. But eveii as scien­
tists ask nev>' questions about the 
relative risk to die environment and 
health from these sites, the federal 
govenmient this fiscal year will pour 
$10 billion into cleaning them up. 
That is more than a quarter of die 
roughly $38 billion the govemment 
will spend on cnvironment;il protec­
tion programs. Yet the states and die 
federal government will spend less 
than $500 million this year to close 
abandoned mines and restore ru­
ined mining lajids, even though the 
con&nned risks to healtJi and the 
en\ironment appeal to be at lca.>;t as 
important as die threat from radio 
actr,'c and toxic wastes, and perhnp."; 
more so. • 
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bersot die ;'.ieflin,ci«( cliernica! com-
prtnir;;. as '.viiHijI \icil.ii<".'r? ofihe piil> 
lie '.n.isi. o.ii \ ili:ii.;ij who pollu/.e ui i l i -
oLi L re II u:)r>c:. 111.. N H \̂ C. .:iJs<:i .';.v.eried 
with gri;H! .<i;v(:e<s, Aiicl nol much 
scicn'Jfic r'.ideiii.o.', th.it exposuic. lu 
Lir.y traco^ r.;rc!i>;nii'Mis in i'ood and 
K;i:.ei' \v;i.̂  caiisiiiL^ ."i "cance;' epi-
ciemic" in i\\r: L.'.S. 

The groLip s cD.oiis were: lO-
^̂ "ardc'.d b'- groivine rnt^nbeiiliip 
l:sis r; •; i;g di:'ii.itio;i? (ron\ K>un-
d:iLio:i.';. \-j\f iiic- iftratesi pnzr; CMne 
(•; GUI Corigi c's.̂ u iiicli uinei'.nd :igain 
dtiring L'IC l98iJs inviicd .N'RDC ex-
po: t5 to h.c-lp \\iite pi ovision^ in air, 
waiei" and loxic waste lav.̂ s intended 
to restrict tl'C piest'i;."!!• of chenacal 
ccimpour.eij in tlii:- eiisirt/nnieiii. 

h's MO accideiit diat rnr.ch of 
theS14(1 hi• ;ion ui,'.: the l.'nited States 
will spen.'i yrar oi-: en^Trrjiiviicn-
lai proieeiioM is diwoiea rna'^ir.g 
sere th;n ;ct.v;ir cheti'acal.s are not 
preseni rit Irvi-i.; exci.'edin)^ i'. tew 

on. coiiceiiu atioiistiiat 
oiii\ w i h die mi'st 

pniL-^ptT Oil 

CJJ'; be •.Yii:i: 

ic.'phist.ien[f'd |;'iTicr:'.. 

S< are suaiegy ri.sk.s 
BiK \\?:> ti l i i Mi.iprcnch made a 

nir.i.ii.iraWe eliil'.rtn'.e i'.i d'le inei-
denee cifc^Micc; ."' The ans^ver is no, 
aceoreling' vli'.' N,"-:ii(y.i?J CM.iecr 
!ii.?u•.'.:(-.':,; Cei i lei." i'..): !.>i.̂ eii ;c Con-
Qol anei l-'/evere.ior.. and die Na-
uon.il Ce'i.L.jr toi liealdi Stau>u;:s. 
\VTiile sor'u.- i.'pci. ••Aid) as- lung and 
i3i"easl ereieer, ajc bccon^.Ini; ir;c5i"e 
[:•'. e\aleni. Cnhers a; e deere^-sing, 
most ni.Mi-.eai.il'-' sr.-'.>mj<ch caticer. 
0\c rail, .Teee-rdiiig i-J federal siaus-
i.ies, the c;i. ."eJ; '̂au:?!; eaiu..e:' l';a\"e 
tnl'en since 1':':-l>--̂ ?xcep: livrioiii^Li^e 
e!de;-!v, ;:u'd ii is a di^cjse olei 
people. 

'Si;.-|; <-.id<--r-.>. r.h...v;ile Ivji not 
diisur'-dcd die .N'RDC froie p.ainiing 
ivn.ny chr'n^ii:;il eeiiiij-iciieids :i p-i-
'.entii^l e,iu>e^ oi eaneei. i j i ' i ' lenir 
years ago :.he NRDC and "6*3 Min-
• j.es' :(-a;:iee eip i ' . ' e.iu.'i.' a ieiod 
•XnT': l.>\' .e;.;:ekj;;^ .Alar, a e!;e:;uca] 
y;: .:<wi.h rcfc tor >,>vd on yppl!:s. a« 
die '.ing'e ^i"e;;;'-.v ^aiirMi- !.!e-:'a: 
.:hi!d;a-i-| i ; : iht; s;M..pi;>-. Th..; 
ereiel'.isiein ^a.-;sii::je l.'-;<.ai ribeei 
a'; cij;iipleLei • leii: - i ; \ ' 1 n:i'. e;'.;;I',-, 
icdrnd p.ni! ;:a:iv IttMiih e.vperts 

'/•'/if iiiiivnifumt CUa NatiomilFotrsi in Catron Countv, A'.A-/. 
/v-,-;r.V>;.i V fejjK? .-tshd the Pfesiiien! for control oi'cr the ttvihiv arid gmz/ng lamh. 

••.c\'<:i\'> i.lie eoeiiin'. 
\\'l!eri n.vl-̂ e'd whetlie;' die eiii:>r-

i'.ii.is<Ms; i.i! tJie roxics ;es we as 
'•videnee ;liai dieie is no cancer cp;-
e iii'e, mi-:lii ca;.ise the N'RDC to 
rei I'Si'lei its >u;ii.egv. j i ihn H. 
'\' lai. i<. i;e gi '. ' i ip'.^ e.Neeiitivc elii i.-;:-
•-. iinv>r:vering. ".All i-\id<;:'ice. 

!'•. iciU -.lie dia.L vvile;'! si!i;''.l': 
. i! lov';" f|ic:in;(.:a'.'; eni.c-r 
• I"; i a i ; \ \ \ ' : ' j : -x f r " . : i f i . 

!;. ;";v a.:i r l l re ' . " he ssici. 
1 cic' move- I'.i ].j:eee.'it 

. . • I , i l l ' 

diesc CiicniieeJs fiotn eiuerina tiie 
ei";',iro;uncnt, not les;.'' 

Mr. .Adams' oitie.';. ;ri'",'e;.;h, 
scruing die pnhlu; '.di.h ijv;agiriL^.r\ 
ri.sLs has pi;i ihe N'RDC in jeojjaieiv 
C)f losing iL^ ei odibili;\ "j'-'hai .Ad2i);s 
and the .NRDC Ignore die haghcsi 
pi''.!\vii to iierrli.li; !:ki smoKa-.L^ 
and fat in ihe diet, anc.l i'een.s liieii-
eiiergie' on risLs th.a; arc xm\ in 
coie.pali.sC':!.' said I.")r Mi<.'':a<'l 
Gfi'jjvii, a -.iioleeiilar hi and 
risk-asS(.-s>ment suc-eialist ,-i :he (. .ow-



JU.LM2-93 nUN 1 /;"oi ^HA NU, dUd. 4Uti OUt̂ l r, uo 

gressional Office of Technology As­
sessment ill Washington. "It's a cam­
paign designed to attract donations, 
not to improve public health." 

The NRDC's intransigence is 
emblematic of a broader problem 
that affects all of die national en\i-
ronmcnial groups. Having success-
frilly usedscare tactics over the la t̂ 2.5 
years to push their concerns to tfie 
top of the political agenda—and to 
build multimillicjn dollar organiza­
tions—the N'RBC and odier groups 
are reluctant to change what's 
worked. Buifaced with growing pub­
lic resentment, se.me of Mi. Adams' 
colleagues in the movement are be­
ginning to criticize die old mediods 
and talk about new approaches, 
though for now they confront the 
issue only in off-the-record remarks. 

President Clinton is not nearly, 
so reticent. An unmistakable signal 
of tfie President's distru-st of the na­
tional en\ironmenul movement 
has been his obvious reluctance to 
tap specialists from the NRDC and 
other groups to be top policymakers 
in his administTe-Uon. Mr. Clinton 
did not chdose a single staff profes­
sional from such a group for a cabi­
net post, somediing even George 
Bush did when he named William K. 
Rcilly, fomier World Wldlife Fund 
head, to be EPA Administi-ator. And 
Mr. Clinton has named only a hand-
hil of emironmcnt:il leaders to sub-
cabinet positions. 

Creative alternatives 
As the President ."aid in April, 

when he held a day-long conference 
on the fate of the \irgin forests of the 
Pacific Northwest, die time for mak­
ing poliit)' on die basis of hyperbole, 
scare tacticsand intolerance was over. 
Togetherv,e can ;Tiovebeyond con­
frontation to build a consensus on a 
balanced policy to presersejobs and 
to protect our enrironment," said 
Mr. Clinton. Hi: addedr T'his con­
ference ha.s established diedialoguc. 
It 's got to COI'llj.'UlC." 

Mr. Clinion's ER.A .'\dniiniHia-
tor, Carol M Bieiwiier, has sounded 
the .same theme during IK.T short 
tenure at the agency. " I want px ojilc 
to understand diat 1 haw a role in 
seeing we have n!i honest and com­

plete debate about all die.sc tough 
issues,"slie sa.:d in an inteniew. "We 
have toinove !> • ( iud the posturing." 

Of all die F. -sid.'iu's environ­
mental advisors, it is Im-'rior Secre­
tary Bruce Babbi tt who has • ndicated 
the most willingness to broker cre­
ative alleniauvcs. In his first me nths 
in ofticc, Mr. Babbitt's efforts hi-."e 
been aimed piimarily at defusing 
the economic tensions between en-
vironmeni.alists, workers and busi­
ness owners that has made die 1973 
Endangered Species Act a focus of 
political attack. 

Mr. Babbitt's goal has been \D 
prove that a law that has long been 
considered to be a rigid safeguard 

to invoke tlie requirements of the 
Endangered Species Act on die rest 
of its four million acres of timber-
land. 

During iheBu.sh administration, 
Mr. Reilly also won a reputation for 
blading new padis. In 1991, he con­
vinced dozens of industrial compa­
nies to voluntarily cut toxic plant 
cmi.ssions in half by the mid-1990s. 
Tlie annual Toxics Release Invcn-
t,,;ry', a nationwide accounting cf 
such pollution, reflects steady dc-
cUnci in the ainounts of chcmiculs 
released into the air and water. 

Stili, few environmental groups 
ha\e eiiQ.irsed die voluntary pro-
giams, and the reasori is obvious. 

Ibe time for making polio on the basis 
of hyperbole, scare tactics iund 
intolerance is over. 

for the nation's most imperiled 
plants and animals can be made to 
work with considerable flexibilit)'. In 
March, Mr. Babbitt signed an agree­
ment with developers and environ-
memalistx in Califoniia to settle a 
fight over the habitat of the Califor­
nia gnatcatcher, a tiu-eatened song­
bird that lives along the Pacific 
CoasL Nfr. Babbitt proposed to di­
vide die coastal scrub and lands fa-
voredbythegnatcatcher. Halfwould 
be set aiside to protect the bird, and 
the other half would be open to 
development In April. Mr. Babbitt 
took a second step to prevent tur­
moil over die Eî dangered Species 
Act, this time in the South. He signed 
an agreement with the Georgia Pa­
cific Corporation to sa\e. roughly 
100 colonies of endangeied rcd-
cockadcd woodpeckers that l i \ " on 
die com[iany's forest lai ids in Arkan­
sas and several more states in the 
Deep South The company agreed 
to h:di all cutting on at lea.si ten acres 
\)\:\\ immediately sunotiuded each 
ol die coloniei and to Linit logging 
on .'iilO more acres that cir.rled die 
v/(>od).xxker nests. In exeliange for 
redi.iciiig the cut on .̂ •,e'nv- .S.5,000 
acres in ail, (Georgia Pac iii ' earned a 
promise from the gnvei nment not 

They aistn SI industry. That could 
change, however, as business execu­
tives begin to gi .ipple widi their own 
past in confronting environmental 
issues, a past marked by belliger­
ence, denial and thi.^ais to close 
plants and put people o u of work. 
In headquarters across the r.ountr)', 
executives ever)' day confront die 
huge costs of having lost credi'. ility 
on the subject 

Business faces up 
"We were slow to react and \-e 

were not as responsible in our k':.'. 
tudes as we should have been," sai-.i 
Alfred C. DeCraneJn, the chainnan 
of Texaco, Inc., which now spends 
$900 million annually on environ­
mental controls. That is not uuc 
today. We are readv' to help :iiid h.̂ \ c 
a lot to offer. But first we needed to 
establish our bona fides and 1 diink 
now that's been done." 

If this is true, then American 
industry can thank a neve facte)!' in 
the debate in the 1990s: the troubled 
economy. 

"One reason we got to w here we 
are ispxfople believed that diereisno 
price too high to pay for prciening 
fJie environment," .said Richard J 
Mahiiiiev, cliHirnian and CEO (.)f 

WVX). /;,•.. 
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Mon.s;uito, die chemical giant based 
outside St. Louis. "Now the costs are 
finally becoming uniiidden and 
people are looking at diis .NVSteiri in a 
new light, There is a price for ever) -
tiling and people are beginning to 
ask, finally, what are we getting for 
our money?" 

In too many ca.ses, the answer is 
notplcasam, Byfar die most graphic 
example of America's environmen­
tal policy incs.s is the 1980 Supcrflind 
law for cleaning up abandoned toxic 
waste-sitesanddie 1984 amendments 
to die Resource Conservation and 
Recovery Act, which set strict stan­
dards for waste disposal. Wlien Con­
gress passed diem, both laws were 
regarded as triumphs of Democratic 
government. Now the two laws are 
probably the most feared and hated 
of all die environmental statutes. 

The newest trend in the politics 
of hazardous wastes is not communi­
ties balding to start cleanups, but 
cities and tovviis in 30 states fighting 
with the Government orpiivate com­
panies to halt them. 

Why? 
First, in setting strict limits for 

digging up and disposing of chemi­
cal wastes, both laws required mil­
lions of tons of contaminated mate-

"No'w the costs are finally becoming 
unhidden and people are looking at this 
system in a new light What are we getting 
for our money?" 

to die Resource Couseivation and 
Rccovei^ Act prohibited most haz­
ardous chemical vvastes from being 
buried in die land. Though intended 
to prevent chemicals from seeping 
into underground water supplies, 
the most lasting effect of the rule was 
to spur a national commercial haz­
ardous waste incineration industry. 
Opponents are batding to halt the 
construction or operation of such 
plants in 20 states. Incinerator own­
ers and die governmentsay the tech­
nology is safe, but local leaders assert 
that incinerators increase risks to 
health and the environment by al­
lowing tons of toxins and heav)' met­
als to pour into the atmosphere. 

One of the angriest fights is in 
Jacksonville, .Arkansas, 15 miles 
northeast of Litde Rock. It stai ted 
in 1979, during Mr. Clinton's first 
term as governor, when the EPA 
confirmed local reports diat thou­
sands of bai rels of dioxin-contami-

American industry can thank a 
new factor in the debate in the 1990s: 
The troubled economy. 

rials to be dumped in new commer­
cial installations. Most were built in 
low-income minority communities. 
Across die counuy, minority groups 
have joined hands in a new social 
justice movement aimed at ending 
what diey say is inequity in how envi-
ronmental laws are carried out.. 
"VMien it comes to toxic wastes, fed­
eral policy is like a bad chess game. 
Problems are being shifted from 
more affluent communities and be­
ing dumped on one poor commu­
nity after another," said the Rever­
end Benjamin F. Chavisjr., the new 
executive director oftheN.AACF and 
a founder ijf die movement. 

.Serondlv,the 1984amendnients 

nated pesticide w?jtes were stored 
and buried at a chemical plant in the 
center of town. In the niid-1980s, die 
plant was abandoned by its owner, 
Vertac Chemical Company, and 
came under die joint control of die 
federal Superfund program and die 
state. After more ditm a yeai" of study, 
the EPA and the state determined 
that the safest appi c>ach for clearing 
the site was to burn the wastes. Mr. 
Clinton supported die decision, said 
his former aides, because lie vvas told 
that incineration was the best solu­
tion. 

Some residents of Jacksonville 
challenged the young governor, ar­
guing that incineration was die riski­

est, luosi complex and most expen­
sive of the options the government 
could have chosen to clear the site of 
toxic chemicals. If it was the only 
choice, said the residents, it prob­
ably would be better to do notliing. 

Chemical "catch 22" 
The opponents turned out to be 

right. The federal hazardous waste 
law requires dioxin to be burned 
with 99.9999 percent efficiency, a 
destruction standarddiatnotasingle 
incinerator in the country is capable 
of meeting, the EPA now acknowl­
edges. The law also forbids dioxin-
contaminated wastes from being 
buiied in the gi-ound, despite new-
evidence diat the compotuid is less 
risky to human health than the gov­
ernment once thought. Neveidie-
less, die suict destruction and dis­
posal requirements for dioxin now 
lie at the heart of a cleanup project 
that has become a bureaucratic 
fiasco. 

Eaiiier this year, the company 
hired to burn the wastes revealed 
that its incinerator was not capable 
of meeting the efficiency standard 
of 99.9999 percent. As a result, 
for eveiy one barrel of dioxin-
contaminated wrastes burned, two 
barrels of dioxin-contaminated ash 
and salt were produced. .And be­
cause the conu actor was barred from 
buiying the new wastes or taking 
them anywliere else to be buried, the 
only remedv was to halt die cleaiuip 
orindefinitelyplace thenewash and 
salt wastes in a new $300,000 storage 
building. Not leady to accept com­
plete failure, the government a.p-
proved the new' building. 

The mot al of the tale injack^on-
\ille would be laughable if it weren't 
so glim. Already $2') million has been 
spent. Unless the laws arc changed 
or die pioject is shut down, say gov-
eriinietu autliorities close to the 
cleanup, more ihtui $150 million 
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more could be spent literal!)' to pro­
duce twice a.s much dioxin wastes as 
there were inJacL^onville when the 
work began. 

Leaders of the ensir onmental 
movement complain diat such ex-
aniplesof mismanagement and waste 
ai e an exception, and not emblem­
atic of a structuj-al failure in policy. 
Their fear, of course, is diat such 
evidence will undermine a program 
they have worked so hivd to estab­
lish and which, they argue, has been 
a worthwhile endeavor for the coun­
try and die w'orld. Govemment offi­
cials also are nervous, especially 
wlicn die administration is slowly 
beginning to thin out die bureau­
cracy to save money. 

But outside Washington,,New 
York and San Francisco, a new con-
senation movement is building 
among farmers, propert)' ovmers, 
scientists, community leaders and 
small businesspeople. This move­
ment, the newest wave of modern 
environmentalism, has been anias.v 
ing the evidence indicating that 

If these issues are not addressed by 
G>ngress and the national environmental 
movement, ordinary Americans may 
begin to reject the goals of conservation. 

1960s when less >\-as known about 
what causes death, especially from 
cancer. This poliq' of prudence has 
resulted in excessively cosdy regula­
tions for reducing toxic compounds 
in air, water and on land and has not 
produced any measurable evidence 
that it is affecting rates of cancer one 
vs-ay or the odier. According to fed­
eral healdi sUidies, the incidence of 
cancer in most age groups has been 
steady over the past two decades. 

However, this approach to 
regulating toxic exposures also has 
resulted in leaving groups of vs'orkcrs 
and residents most at risk from dis­
eases caused by toxic chemicals 
laijely unprotectei Farmers and 
field-workers, for instance, are cor> 

High costs, specious science and a policy 
that is raising risks to human health and 
doling the economy has produced a 
backlash to environmentalism. 

America's environmental polic)- is 
resulting in mismanagement of the 
land, causing billions of dollars to be 
wasted, and raising public healdi 
ri.sks. 

The leaders of die movement, 
many of tfiem from rural regions, 
believe diey have identified die pri-
maiT causes of the problem. The 
first is a failure b)' Congre.ss, the 
press, environmental groups and 
federal agencies to react to nciv eco­
nomic and scientific inffirmation 
about wh.irh ecological risks really 
pose the graee.̂ t tl'ii eaL*;. 

The second is the 33-\ear-o!d 
policy of regulating toNLie agent'; tli.-;t 
is based on reducing lisk.̂  tei lie.-Jih 
and the environment to tero It viâ  
a woi'iliwhile goal in iJic 19T)0s and 

standy exposed to levels of pesticides 
in agriculture far higher than what 
most Americans encounter in food, 
water and air. 

The poliq' of sp)ending so much 
to reduce toxic compounds to trace 
levels also ignores the most impor­
tant causes of cancer. According to 
the .National Cancer Institute ajid 
other h eal di age n ci cs, high-fat, h igh-
caloiie diets, sniokin, and drinking 
alcohol arc the majorsources of can­
cer. Persona! bcliavior is killing die 
vast mnjorirv of.-V;neiicans, not tî ace 
levels of contaniinants in the 
envii'onni.cn!. 

Third, cities, towns and residents 
of nira! regioiT- have joined vridi 
biiiines? leader.̂  Iocill for more flex­
ible envnoiiiiu iital rules designed 

for specific ecosystems or environ­
mental regions, instead of uniform 
national standards that raise costs 
but do not lower risks. Cities have 
begun a campaign to convince Con­
gress to use the best scientific evi­
dence to set goals, instead of rigid 
standards, for how clean die air, wa­
ter and land needs to be. Cities cotdd 
then choose the least cosdy and most 
efficient way to achieve those goals. 

In Catron County, N.M., a mag­
nificent territory of steep mountains, 
crystal streams and ponderosa pine 
forests south of Albuquerque, ranch­
ers and timber industry workers have 
taken this idea all the way to the 
White House. They have asked Presi­
dent Clin ton to consider turning over 
the management of the Gila Na­
tional Forest, which covers 70 per­
cent of the count}''s area, to local 
control. They say the timber and 
grazing land in the forest would be 
managed more effectively at half the 
cost of federal control. The idea has 
attracted not only tlie attention of 
administration officials, it is being 
closely watched by more than 100 
other rural counties in the country 
and by the environmental move­
ment And for good reason. 

In Catron Count)'and elsewhere 
in the United States there is a recog­
nition of a new peril to the environ­
ment: a decline in credibility. High 
costs, specious science and a policy 
diat is laislng risks to human health 
and dogging the eeoiiomy |-|as pro­
duced a backlash to environmental­
ism. ff these issues are not addressed 
by Congress and die national envi­
ronmental movement, ordinary 
Amencans may begin to reject die 
go.ilsof conservation. A public dial is 
hostile to protecting resources would 
be die most threatening risk of all in 
a v\ orld that technologv and human 
indi.istry are so clcarlv' capable oi 
harming. • 
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