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Sizing Up the Environmental Protection Agency


You walk outside and look up into the Texas sky. You see the clouds and admire the beauty of the nature around you. Then you take a breath, filling your lungs with fresh clean air. But who makes sure that the air you breathe is clean. Or the water you drink from a fountain is clean. Prior to 1970, the United States government did not have a means of regulating the damage done to the environment by businesses. The automobile industry and others could spew any amount of toxins into the air or water which lead to acid rain and other problems. But in 1970, the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) was formed and they began work to maintain clean air, water, and land so that we all have the opportunity to enjoy them. And since then the EPA’s domain, power, and responsibility has expanded. But has the effect of the EPA’s work been beneficial to us enough to warrant this increase? Has the EPA improved the quality of the air more than it has damaged our economy through its regulations for businesses? Examining the effects of the work of the EPA will show that their work has not been very successful in keeping a clean home and minimizing the economic cost to businesses.

Last year, the General Accounting Office analyzed the management and performance of the EPA. In its evaluation, the office stated that the EPA needs to “further improve its environmental information, fill significant data gaps, and incorporate better scientific understanding into its performance measures.” (US, GAO, Management). The EPA had not undertaken its responsibility to reliably maintain information on the Environment. How can the Environmental Protection Agency protect the environment if the information they are using is not high quality, or has gaps? The EPA did not address this until 2003, when it began in 1970. That is 33 years before the EPA started working on its informational resources. Had the EPA addressed this earlier would the new information have suggested more appropriate actions that the EPA would then take? Actions that might have been more beneficial to the environment and to businesses. 
In a different analysis, two years ago, the General Accounting Office reported on the pollution from vehicles. They said, “The annual cost to manufacturers is approximately $210 million” and that “the social gain is approximately $550 million.” This demonstrates that the government is helping at least twice as much as it is damaging. The report continues by saying that the EPA predicts relatively little damage to businesses related to vehicles. And this chart shows that since 1988 there has been an overall decrease in disposal. 
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There is no doubt that the EPA has done a lot of work to improve the environment. The Chairman of the Committee of Environmental and Public Works, Senator James Inhofe said in a report on the EPA, “I am pleased to see the EPA encouraging better accountability in environmental programs at every level of government.” (US, SCEPW, Fiscal). He means that the EPA has correctly determined how to incorporate states and communities into their efforts. 

In the next paragraph of the same report, Senator James Inhofe states that the EPA gives out a large amount of money to “grants programs.” (US, SCEPW, Fiscal). But then he comments, “However we found that in the discretionary grants in the past several years, they have been doing this without competition, without oversight, without any measurable environmental outcomes.” Sen. Inhofe is showing that the way that the EPA is operating could be largely improved in the way it spends its money. 

After Sen. Inhofe speaks, Sen. James Jeffords talks about the future of our water systems. He comments on the Bush Administration’s attempts to decrease the funding for the EPA to keep America’s waters clean. But he says, “more money is needed for water infrastructure.” (US, SCEPW, Fiscal). In attempting to demonstrate that the EPA needs more money to properly take care of America’s waters, Sen. Jeffords articulates that there are still many problems with our water supplies. He shows that the EPA has not been very successful in this. Also in regards to water problems, the EPA still has not solved the problem with oil tankards that wreck in the ocean. On the news, we periodically hear of a ship off the coast of Alaska crashing into an iceberg, and we see the images of a black sea dotted with floating fish, whales, seals, and other sea animals unable to escape from the devastating spill. Other than just large numbers of fish and mammals dying in the ocean, the ecosystem is in complete ruin for the next several years.

Another well-known problem is air pollution and acid rain. The EPA has done an excellent job of reducing the pollutants that cause acid rain. As can be seen in the chart below, there has been a drop of 8.7 million tons in emissions of the two oxides that are the chemical cause of acid rain.
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And since the formation of the EPA in 1970, America has increased in people and consequently industries and usage of vehicles. But there has been a decrease in the emissions of these products. There are many factors against lower emissions in the United States, but due to regulatory standards determined by the EPA the level of emissions from vehicles has decreased on the whole by 25%. 





In the past few years there have been several reports on American businesses moving elsewhere, particularly to impoverished countries. We hear about Nike and their sweatshops in Asia and other companies doing similar things. And a natural question is why do the companies leave? Senator Voinovich concludes that the reason is, “We are in a global marketplace today. I have jobs moving overseas. I have companies closing down because of the fact that we just have not figured out harmonizing our environmental and our energy and economic needs in this country.” (US, SCEPW, Fiscal). The predicted loss to American vehicle producers is $210 million (US, GAO, Emissions). In comparison to the gain by society this is not much but to the vehicle industry this is a large loss. Why would you stay here and take losses like $210 million dollars when you can go to another country and not lose the money. Sen. Voinovich is not just talking about the vehicle industry, but about numerous American industries.

The EPA is a great idea, monitor companies so they do not destroy the world we live in. And the EPA has been doing just that. However, they have not done the best job of this. The EPA has not worked on the accuracy and maintenance of its information until recently and the EPA’s regulation have resulted in many companies moving to other countries in order to increase profits by decreasing the costs of keeping a clean environment. A clean world is very important, but so is having jobs for the people that live in the world. If the EPA could properly resolve these issues then they would have a much larger and more significant effect on the environment. 
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