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Mr. Bush’s Broken Government continued . . .  


As the presentation of the Center for Public Integrity’s Broken Government report unfolded, a very ominous theme reached the “impossible to overlook or ignore” threshold:  Regulatory government has failed the American people and the environment on such a monumental scale, it reaches a level that can only be described as reprehensible.  The Bush/Cheney Administration set safety and quality of life back for Americans by decades, especially the vulnerable segment of the population.  
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and Office of Management and Budget (OMB) Slow Toxic Chemical Risk Studies:  Hundreds of new chemicals enter the marketplace every year.  The EPA maintains the Integrated Risk Information System (IRIS) data base – the government’s process for assessing the potential danger and risks of toxic chemicals to humans.  


According to the Government Accountability Office (GAO), changes to the process by the EPA and the White House Office of Management and Budget delayed not only the process but “swept away transparency.”  How?  

· New rules allow other executive agencies to sit in on the assessment process; for example, the Department of Defense (DOD) which has it own multi-billion dollars interests, is allowed to sit in on the process;

· New rules allow agencies to perform and sponsor their own research, even suspend the assessment process for up to 18 months; 

· OMB uses a practice it identifies as the “deliberative process” which undermines the overall process; and
· OMB has authority over the interagency review and thus withholds changes from the public that are made during the assessment process “because the OMB considers them to be executive branch communications.”  

The White House OMB’s control means the process “lacks transparency” and “limits credibility,” according to the GAO.  


The government watchdog group, OMB Watch, was even harsher, summarizing the approach as “extending the OMB’s role from making decisions based on risks to also assessing those risks themselves.”  OMB still maintains the EPA has final authority.  


Follow-up by the Center for Public Integrity in a December 2008 report by the National Research Council found that the “EPA’s risk assessment process was bogged down by unprecedented challenges,” and should be streamlined to ensure the appropriate use of available science, technical accuracy, and tailoring to the specific needs of the problem.”  

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Misleads on Air Quality After 9/11 Attacks:  Five years after the terrorist attacks of 9/11, a study by Mountain Sinai Hospital found seven out of ten first responders had new or worsened lung problems.  


Two years after 9/11, the EPA’s Office of the Inspector General (OIG) reported that the EPA “did not have sufficient data and analyses” to make the announcement made just days after the terrorist attack that the air was safe to breathe.  The OIG discovered other despicable acts of White House “meddling:”  
· The White House Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) significantly revised the EPA press releases “to add reassuring statements and delete cautionary ones;”  

· CEQ edits defined the sample results of asbestos as slightly above the danger limit, when the levels were actually between double and triple EPA’s danger limit; 

· The EPA was instructed to “clear all statements to the media through the National Security Council (NSC), which translates to Condoleezza Rice, NSC Advisor, having final approval; and 

· The Office of Inspector General found that the EPA’s basic overriding message to the public was “the public did not need to be concerned about airborne contaminants”  Former EPA Administrator Christine Todd Whitman attempted to clarify that her assurances “referred to lower Manhattan in general and not the Ground Zero site.”  

As follow-up, the CPI found congressional inquiries of the EPA concluded:  “We never got the information we needed,” and “We are left with a federal agency that is completely unprepared if this kind of air quality disaster were to happen again.”  


The 9/11 Health and Compensation Act failed to make it through the House in 2008.  The State of New York did pass legislation that allowed “uninformed municipal workers with health problems caused by 9/11 to exit their jobs with three-quarters disability or file for it if they had already left.”  

Occupational Safe and Health Agency’s (OSHA) Laissez-Faire Attitude:  The investigation by the Center for Public Integrity found that more than a dozen proposed regulations were killed in the first year of the Bush Administration, which set the course for an emphasis on voluntary compliance over enforcement and inspection.  


During his first year in office, former President Bush signed legislation overturning a new ergonomics bill pushed through by former President Clinton before he left office.  

According to OMB Watch, OSHA has seen its funding cut, when adjusted for inflation, every year since Fiscal Year 2001.”  (Note Bush term was 2001-2008.)  The budget cuts correlated to a similar drop in the enforcement budget.  Not only were budgets cut, but in 2007, OSHA cut the penalty for willful violation to $36,720.00, “about half of the maximum allowable penalty.”  


Public health groups and unions challenged reports by OSHA of reduced fatalities, saying companies were underreporting and taking advantage of the cut in staffing levels – “half the staffing levels that existed in 1980!”  


Follow-up uncovered a fast-tracked proposal near the end of the Bush Administration that would have taken the workplace-risk assessment away from OSHA scientists to policymakers at the Department of Labor.  Such a move would have meant sabotage of OSHA’s “future ability to regulate workplace dangers,” and was viewed as an “attempt to make it harder for the next president to regulate toxins in the workplace.”  The Center for Public Integrity reiterated President Obama’s pledge to “increase OSHA’s funding, provide more health and safety training for employers and workers, and reinstate the ergonomic standards.”  


The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
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