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  More Science news
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Political science

Bush administration's relationship with researchers has been contentious
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July 31, 2008

Early in the Bush administration, James E. Hansen recalls being invited to brief Vice President Dick Cheney on 
the subject of global warming.

Hansen was a veteran NASA scientist, director of the Goddard 
Institute for Space Studies in New York and a widely respected 
expert on climate change.

In 1988, in testimony before Congress, he had declared himself “99
percent” certain humans were to blame for global warming. His
words carried weight, helping elevate climate change to front-page
news and fueling the first international efforts to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions.

“So I thought the White House invitation meant the vice president
and his advisers would be responsive to the information I had, that
they were actually interested in hearing the data,” Hansen said
during a visit to San Diego to receive the 2008 Nierenberg Prize for Science in the Public Interest from the Scripps
Institution of Oceanography.

But Hansen was wrong. He said Cheney and others barely paid attention. “I was naive. They only listened to the
things they wanted to hear. It seemed like they had already made up their minds. The science was irrelevant.”

Politics and science butt heads in every administration, but the conflict has been particularly notable in recent 
years. Almost from the beginning, relations between the Bush administration and the scientific community have 
been strained, beset by problems and controversies far worse than just not paying attention.

Critics have repeatedly accused the White House and federal agencies operating at its direction of ignoring, 
misrepresenting or suppressing research. They have complained of censorship and of science policy corrupted by 
political ideology.

“This administration, in my view, has been the worst for science and medicine in the last 100 years,” said Dr. Evan
Snyder, a renowned stem cell researcher at The Burnham Institute in La Jolla.

In its defense

Is it really the worst in a century?

Other administrations have also been guilty of putting politics ahead of science:

Physicist Robert Oppenheimer, who oversaw the development of 
the atomic bomb during World War II, lost his security clearance 
after publicly opposing the development of more powerful bombs 
in 1954.

President Clinton refused to support controversial 
needle-exchange programs, even though research indicated they 
effectively reduced HIV infections.
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John H. Marberger, a physicist and 
President Bush's science adviser, 
said scientific controversies have 
proved mostly baseless.

Francesca Grifo of the Union of 
Concerned Scientists said political 

The list of specific charges and complaints against the Bush administration is long and diverse, but does it 
represent a significant change from the past? Has science become political beyond all precedence?

Bush administration officials and supporters generally say no, arguing that the whole issue has been overblown by 
opponents with their own political motives and agendas.

John H. Marburger III, a respected physicist and President Bush's science adviser since 2001, said past 
controversies have proved mostly baseless. Many arise, he said, from long-standing, polarizing issues such as 
embryonic stem cells or climate change, both fraught with emotion and contentiousness.

The media and the Internet haven't helped, often exaggerating or exacerbating the situation, Marburger said.

In any event, Marburger has said where errors have occurred, they have tended to be isolated incidents, minor in 
nature and quickly corrected.

“I don't think they're in any way undermining the strength of American science,” he said in 2006.

Maybe so, but Marburger would seem to be in the minority, at least among his scientific peers. Thousands of 
scientists around the country (including dozens of Nobel laureates) have signed a petition calling for a restoration 
of scientific integrity in government policy-making. Their angst is fueled in part by various reports of science 
abused by politics.

In 2003, for example, White House officials demanded that references in an 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) report showing sharp increases in global 
temperatures be replaced with citations from a study financed in part by the 
American Petroleum Institute. The API-funded study questioned those increases. 
White House officials said they wanted the report to reflect what they viewed as 
critical differences of scientific opinion.

But making the switch, many observers said, would have meant the report no 
longer accurately represented the actual scientific consensus. EPA officials declined 
to make the change. Instead, they simply deleted the whole section on global 
warming.

In 2005, a survey of fisheries scientists at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA) by Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility 
(PEER) found that almost one-quarter of the researchers said they had been 
directed at one time or another to alter or exclude information from a scientific 
document. More than half of the scientists said they were aware of cases in which 
commercial interests resulted in scientific conclusions or decisions being changed, 
withdrawn or reversed.

PEER describes itself as a watchdog alliance of local, state and federal employees in 
environmental management and law enforcement who monitor the natural 
resource management agencies they work for.

In 2007, the nonpartisan Government Accountability Office reported that 
communications policies at agencies such as NASA, the EPA and NOAA had 
effectively gagged some scientists, keeping them from freely discussing 
controversial research.

Hansen, the climatologist, is perhaps the most notorious example. His prescient 
warnings about human-induced climate change prompted NASA officials to clamp 
down on his public appearances.

“They started limiting my exposure, reviewing my papers and lectures, substituting
other researchers for interviews or conferences,” Hansen said. “I had experienced
some of that in the past, but never to such a degree.”

Subsequent publicity forced government officials to back off and alter their overall 
public relations policies, but Neal Lane, the science adviser to President Clinton 
and now a professor of science and technology policy at Rice University in Texas, 
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pressure is felt primarily at the 
regulatory level, not in basic 
science.

said the clamp-down still caused damage.

“The efforts to silence Hansen were not successful, but they likely caused other
government scientists to refrain from speaking publicly about scientific findings that in any way were not likely to
be popular with the White House.”

But more injurious, according to Lane, was the fact that Americans did not have all of the information available, 
and thus were less able to make fully informed decisions.

Still, Lane and others concede politics is part and parcel of modern science.

“At the level of political appointments,” said Naomi Oreskes, a professor of history and science studies at the
University of California San Diego, “it is expected that members of the administration support administration
policy.”

And given the breadth, depth and necessity of government funding for basic research, the melding of science and 
politics is probably unavoidable and inextricable at every level. Indeed, it's foolish to think otherwise, said Daniel 
Sarewitz, director of the Consortium for Science, Policy and Outcomes at Arizona State University.

“What has concerned me most about the way this issue has played out is the illusion that science can be separated
from politics when it is being mobilized on behalf of questions that are inherently political,” he said.

“This is bad for both science and politics: Bad for science because it creates expectations about how science works
that are impossible to meet; bad for politics because debates about values get carried out as if they were debates
about facts.”

Ultimately there's no way to draw a strict dividing line, said Steven Epstein, a sociologist and director of the
Science Studies Program at UCSD. “Values inevitably influence what things get studied by scientists and how they
get studied,” he said. “However, what seems distinctive about the current administration is its more
thorough-going commitment to imposing a specific ideological vision when assessing scientific facts and
findings.”

Epstein cited examples: the FDA initially overruling its own advisory panel and in-house staff and banning a 
morning-after contraceptive pill; the CDC supporting a scientifically dubious link between abortion and breast 
cancer; and the muzzling of Surgeon General Richard Carmona when he attempted to promote condom use on 
scientific grounds.

“The reality is that the nation's doctor has been marginalized – with supervisors who are political appointees with
partisan agendas,” Carmona told the House Committee on Oversight and Governmental Reform last year.
“Anything that doesn't fit into the political appointee's ideological, theological or political agenda is ignored,
marginalized or simply buried.”

Carmona resigned his post as surgeon general in 2006, after serving four years.

Working the system

What seems to rankle critics most is how deeply politics has become embedded in science. “What is different now
is the degree and extent, in that it has been official policy during the Bush administration to 'vet the science,' ” said
Jeff Ruch, executive director of PEER, the watchdog group.

“So that what was an occasional event under Clinton has become routine under Bush.”

To be sure, there's no evidence that administration officials have purposefully subverted actual research, or that
they are “anti-science.”

Marburger recently noted that federal funding for research and development has increased 42 percent since 2000. 
Critics note, however, that the biggest beneficiaries by far of federal science dollars are the U.S. departments of 
defense and agriculture.

Francesca Grifo, director of the scientific integrity program for the Union of Concerned Scientists, a liberal 
advocacy group that has long been critical of Bush's science policies, said Bush politics are primarily felt at the 
regulatory level, not in basic science.
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“When you look at purely scientific efforts, such as those at the National Institutes of Health or the National
Science Foundation, we don't see politics as a major issue. Where we see problems is at the regulatory level, in
places like the EPA and FDA (Food and Drug Administration).”

For example, Grifo says the Bush administration has made it harder to add new organisms to the endangered 
species list, which grants greater federal protections that are often opposed by interests such as development, 
ranching, mining and logging.

“Policies have been put into place limiting scientific information that supports a listing, while adding information
that refutes a listing,” she said.

Bush officials vigorously dispute that characterization. They say changes make listings more relevant and fairer to 
all affected parties, not just the endangered species.

Moreover, they contend environmentalists use endangered species listings for their own political goals. In May,
for example, Interior Secretary Dirk Kempthorne – under court order to make a decision – designated the polar
bear as threatened with extinction because of shrinking sea ice. But he also issued special rules designed to protect
offshore oil and gas drilling in prime polar bear habitat off Alaska's north coast.

Kempthorne said environmentalists were attempting to use the Endangered Species Act (ESA) to indirectly stop
development of energy projects in Alaska and alter U.S. policy on climate change. Listing the bear as threatened,
he said, “should not open the door to use the ESA to regulate greenhouse gas emissions from automobiles, power
plants and other sources. That would be a wholly inappropriate use of the Endangered Species Act.”

Whatever the reality, this fact does stand out: According to the Center for Biological Diversity, an average of 9.5 
species have been added each year to the U.S. endangered species list under George W. Bush, compared with an 
annual average of 65 during the Clinton administration and 59 during the administration of Bush's father.

“Over time (Bush officials) have become very clever at looking at how regulatory agencies work, the little places
they can tweak to cut off the process,” said Grifo.

Yet it is the little things that add up and horrify, said Daniel S. Greenberg, a longtime health and science journalist
and author of “Science, Money and Politics.”

“There is no centralized Bush policy of always subordinating science to the administration's political preferences,”
Greenberg said. “The White House has adopted the practice of trampling on science when it suits its purposes.
Ignoring findings on climate change, misrepresenting the health risks of abortion, restricting federal support for
stem cell research – these actions are of a grandstanding nature to appease the conservative right.

“In general, however, the administration has let science proceed along its normal courses, except when some
political advantage might be obtained by intervention. The untoward events are more connected to policy than
(presidential science adviser) Marburger acknowledges, but they are not part of a blanket policy to bend science to
political purposes.

“Science is not important enough for this administration to go to that length.”
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