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F*""Environmental
Protection:
Politics and
Reality

The Honorable

William D. Ruckelshaus

Administrator, Environmental
Protection Agency :

FRIDAY OCTOBER 26

SOME OF THE strangest bedfellows in all
nolitics are found together on environmen- .

\_al issues — people with patches on their

sleeves and shoulders who shoot ducks
joined with people who grow pot and live
on bean sprouts. And, with few exceptions,
the environmental bateles played out in the
national political arena have been nonpar-
tisan in nature, consistent with this broad
and eclectic public support.

When you examine the characteristics of
acrual environmental dilemmas, you can see
why this nonpartisanship is not only a fact
but is ultimately sensible. Typically, envi-
ronmental problems are a long time devel-
oping, are enormously complex technically,
require for their solution substantial ad-
vances in science and engineering, are ex-
pensive to solve, and call for the creation of
novel institutional mechanisms to control
them.

These characteristics suggest that a soci-
ety set on solving such problems should
make the long-term commitments of re-
sources and attention appropriate to a pro-
cess that is expected to take a considerable
length of time. That length of time will be
governed less by the goadings of politicians
. than by ¢he slow and painstaking discovery

of facts end techniques and by much-ma-
ligned but indispensable grinding of public
institutions. )

By and large, the- American public has
accepted this view of things, incidentally,
supported by the real accomplishments of
the past 14 cra.rs We knew that correcting
gross air and water pollution, from cars and
industrial sources and sewer systems, was
going to require massive investment and
considerable time; we were confident that it

" could be done, and by and large it has been
done. Beyond question, although pollution
remains a problem, it is manifestly under
competent social control. The evidence is,
literally, all around us.

Partisan Bashing .
That being the case, we may ask why
the environment has emerged more recently
8s a partisan issue, and what are the impli-
cations of that change. First of all, I think

the environmental problems of the present
are both more frightening and more diff-
cult to understand than those of the past.
This situation arises from the insidious and
apparently universal presence of toxic chem-
icals in our environment, chemicals that
have been associated with dreaded diseases.
These substances appear to sct in such 2
way that it is impossible to guarantee that
they will not cause harm, even at vanish-
ingly low levels of concentration. Thus, al-
though most people are probably in less
danger than they were & dozen years ago, it
has become much harder to convince them
of that fact. ‘

Public fear scts as fuel for a certain type
of partisan discourse; few politicians can re-
sist the temptation to act as saviors of the

Partisan assaults that
attack the trustwor-
thiness of EPA also
damage our society’s
ability to deal with
pollution.

people, especially 2t the expense of the op-
position party or, almost as good, a bunch
of bureaucrats. We have developed as a re-
sult & minor tradition in which members of
Congress vic at being cleaner-than-thou by
proposing stringent deadlines for the
achievement of environmental goals and by
building specific directives and prohibitions
into the body of environmental law.

That preexisting propensity was, of
course, encouraged by the turmoil at EPA
during the early years of this administra-
tion. These early problems have been cot-
rected, but EPA remains a convenient
target for partisan bashing.

In the recent debates over the reauthori-
zacion of the Superfund law, for example,
number of people in Congress tried to
make the case that if a reauthorized bill did
not pass before the presidential election
then the pressure would be off, and this
administracion, if returned to office, would

not support it in 1985, when it was due to
expire. The odd thing about this proposi-
tion is that the Superfund law had, in facr,
no important political enemies. The Presi-
dent supports it; his opponent supports it;
the environmentalists support it; Congress
overwhelmingly supports it; and even the
industry it taxes admits its necessity. One
can grgue about how large the Superfund
should be and what it should include, but
direct opposition to it, given public atti-
tudes sbout hzzardous waste dumps, would
be the political equivalent of hang gliding
in & hurricane. .-

Flogging the EPA

This sort of bogeyman politics is under-
standable in an election yezr, snd everyone
will discount it at the usual rate. But 1 be-
lieve that it represents & more general and
ultimately dangerous attitude that does not
need elections to flourish. That is the pre-
sumption that the EPA must be constantly
flogged into doing its job, a presumption
that has been embodied in environmental
law since the inception of modern environ-
mentalism in the late sixcics.

How this presumption is sustained is
something of a puzzle. There are about 12
thousand people st EPA. They are not get-
ting rich, nor are they in it for the luxuri-
ous accomodations. They can’t spend the
entire day having lunch with polluters.
What do agency critics imagine they do
with their time? .

The simple answer is that we are ad-
vancing environmental protection at pretty
close to the maximum rate it can be ad-
vanced given current resources and the fact
that environmental progress is locked into
the pace of developing science, technology,
and institutional development. But the pol-
iticians who make our national environmen-
tal palicy, and never have to turn their
pronouncements into action, &re not so re- .
stricted. They can demand an instant end
to longstanding problems. They can pick

- the scientific evidence that supports their

position and ignore the rest, which we
can't do. Above all, they can promise more
than EPA can reasonably deliver.

When such promises are embodied in
law and become the formal goals of the
EPA, failure is foreordained. This failure
then becomes’an excuse for bashing the
Agency sgain and establishing even more
restrictions and directives. The result of
this cycle is the conviction grows in the
public mind that the Agency cannot or will
not do its job. The credibility of the
Agency is therefore lost, and then it really
cannot do its job. )

Inspiring Trust

One of the most important things EPA
does is to establish “safety"” as an opera-
tional concept. Safery is not, as sometimes
thought, an absolute removal of risk.
Rather it is a social construct, an agree-

continued on page 381
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ment, a way of directing social resources
and attention toward reasonable levels of
protection. If we could not establish safery
in terms of acceptable levels of exposure for
the hundreds of pollutaats we control, envi-
ronmental profection mld be nmtrly
paralyzed. .
But since safecy is 2 social agreement, it
cannot be equivocably demonstrated by any
calculations. It is ulcimately a mateer of
trust. If you believe me as administrator of

watet, then you can do so and get on with
your life. If you don’t believe me, then you
mopentofcarsofs:ckness.andofcm-
spiray, and are vulnerable to anyone selling
a fantasy of absolute purity in a risk-free
world. We have all seen in recent years
communities terribly harmed by the inabil-
ity of some governmental agencies to in-
spire trust on matters of

This is why the establishment and
maintenance of credibility must be the ov-
erriding goal of EPA, and this is why par-
tisan assaults that attack che truse-
worthiness of EPA also damage the
ability of our society to deal with the com-
plex problems of environmental pollution. I
do not mean to imply by this that EPA
should be above criticism or that debates on
the direction and goals of environmental
policy are in any way to be deplored. What
I do object to are the claims that there are
hidden items on our 2genda that are higher
than our commitment to health and envi-
ronmental protection. Such partisan flailing
about at agencies like EPA is a dangerous
game, for while policies, approaches, and
resources may vary with administrations,
credibility, once destroyed, is not easily

toxic substances varies radically with loca-
tion; toxic problems are preponderately local
problems. Retaining credibility thus re-
quites very close coordination with the af-
fected communities,

There is no better example of this than
whar is now taking place in the South Bay-
&nanmV:lkyarca As you know, con-
cern in the South Bay centers around leak-
ing underground storage tanks, a problem
we have found €0 be of mtional scope. It is
a novel problem here because it does not
involve waste products of the sort we have
typically controlled as pollucants. Instead,
the tanks in question contain virgin chemi-
cals, most often the solvents used in build-
ing computers; scme of these substances
have been associated with cancer in
animals,

This is cause for concern because about
half of the 1.4 million people in the Valley
drink at least some ground watet. To date,
13 public water supply wells have been con-
taminated with solvents. The Mountain
View area has been particularly hard-hit, -
with 46 wells shut down.

Vigorous

The state, the Jocal communities, and
the computer industry have responded vig-
orously to this challenge. The industry has
already spent around $70 million to drill
monitoring wells, contain contaminant
plumes, clean up ground water, and replace
leaking tanks with others representing the
newest and most secure technology. The
California Regional Water Quality Board
has mounted a major effort during the past
three years aimed at detecting contamina-
tion. About 90 sites have been found in
Santa Clara County, 16 of which have

have passed a Hazardous Materials Manage-
ment Ordinance to regulate the storage and
handling of these substances to avoid com-
pounding the problem in che future,

These are remarkable achievements. The
task for the federal agency is to figure out
how to develop a credible response without
interfering with what is already going on. I
believe that a credible federal fesponse is
possible for the South Bay and that it must
have three components: it must demonstrate
action where warranted under our available
authority; it must be part of a coordinated
long-term areawide plan; and it must in-
volve the public to an extraordinary degree.

Immediate Action
The action has already started with the

proposal of 19 leakage sites on the Super-
fund National Priorities list, more than in
any other county in the nation. This make\r)
these sites eligible for funding of long-term
cleanup activities. It also enables us to re-
quire responsible parties to pay for that
cleanup. EPA Region 9 will receive addi-
tional resources so that planning for such
action can proceed immediately. Of course,
we are fully committed to take emergency
action on any site in the Valley that poses
an immediate threat to human health. For
example, when we have found contaminated
wells, they have been closed and an alter-
nate drinking-water supply provided.

I have no illusions that we will be able
to avoid emotions and tensions during this
process. People are exquisitely sensitive
about ground water.

I want to leave you with one final
thought, and it’s 2 hopeful one. We didn't
know five years ago that leaking under-
ground storage tanks in Silicon Valley were
an environmental problem. But between

cleanup operations under way. The county continued on page 382
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ment, 8 way of directing social resources
and srtention toward reasonable !evels of
protection. If we could not establish safery
in terms of acceptable levels of exposure for
the hundreds of polluraars we control, envi-
tonmc::ll protection would be wererly
yzed.
Panl!ut since safety is 8 social agreemznt, it
cannot be equivocably demonstrated by any
calculations. It is ulcimately a matter of
trust. If you believe me as administrator of
EPA when ] tell you that you can drink the
water, then you can do so and get on with
your life. If you don't believe me, then you
are open to fears of sickness, and of con-
spiracy, and are vulnerable to 2nyone selling
a fanzasy of absolute puricy in a risk-free
world. We have all seen in recent years
communities terribly harmed by thie inabil-
ity of some governmental agencies to in-
spire trust on matters of safety.

This is why the establishment and
maintenance of credibility must be the ov-
erriding goal of EPA, and this is why par-
tisan assaults that attack the truse-
vorthiness of EPA also damage the
ability of our society to deal with the com-
plex problems of environmental pollution. |
do not mean to imply by this that EPA
should be above criticism or that debates on
the direction and goals of environmental
policy are in any way to be deplored. What
I do object to are the clains that there aie
hidden items on our 22¢nda that are higher
than our co:nmitment to health ard envi-
ronmeatal protection. Such partisan flailing
about -t agencies like EPA is a dangerous
game, ‘ot while policies, approaches, and
resourc:s may vary with administrations,
credibility, once destroyed, is not essily
recovered.
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South Bay Grotr Tater Pollution

We have found 20 astual risk from
toxic substances rivs redically with loca-
tion; toxic probl-n: wre nreponderately local
probleras. Retzininy; o bility thus re-
quites very close cos ination with the af.
fected communities.

There is no better sxample of this than
whart is now taking place in the South Bay-
$osra Clara Valkey area. As you know, con-
cemn in the South Bay centers around leak-
ing underground storage tanks, a problem
we have fourd to be of national scope. It is
& novel problem h=re because it does not
involve waste products of the sort we have
typically controlled =s pollutants. Instead,
the tanks in questicn contain virgin chemi-
cals, most often the solvents used in build-
ing compurers; scme of these substances
have been associated with cancer in
animals.

This is caure for concern because about
half of the 1.4 million people in the Valley
drink at feast some ground water. To date,
13 public water supply wells fave been con-
taminated with solvents. The Mountain
View acea has been particularly hard-hi,
with 46 wells shut down.

Vigorous Responss

The state, the local communities, and
the computer industry have responded vig-
orously to this chalicnge. The induscry has
already spent around $70 mitlion to drill
monitoting wells, contain contaminant
pluries, clean wp ground water, aad el
leaking tanks with others representiny <
newest and roost secute technology. 7o
Califernia Regionzl Water Quality Beaza
has mouned a major effort curing the past
three vi £ 2imed at detecting contamina-
tion. About 90 sites have been found in
Santa Clara County, 16 of which have
cleanup operations urkier way. Tie county

and many of the municipalities in the arca
have passed a Hazardous Materials Manage-
ment Ordinance to regulate the storage and
handling e these substances to avoid cem-
pounding the problzm in the future.

These are remarkable schievernents. The
task for the federal agency is to figure out
how to develop a credible response wichcut
interfering with what is alteady going on. |
believe that a credible federal response is
possible for the South Bay and thar ic must
b 2 three components: it must demonstiate
action where warranted under our avail>ble
au . hority; it must be part of a coordinarad
long-term areawide plan; and it must in-
volve the public 10 an extraordinary dagree.

Immcdiate Action

The action has already stazted with the
proposal of 19 leakage sites on the Super-
fund Nationzl Priorities list, more than in
any othsr county in the naticn. This makes
these sites eligible for funding of long-teem
cleanup activities. It also snables us to re-
quire responsible parties to pay for that
cleanup. EPA Region 9 will receive addi-
tional resoutces so that planning for such
sction can procesd immiediately. Of course,
we are fully committed to take emergency
action on any site in the Valisy that poses
an immediate theeat to human healch. For
example, when we have found contauinazed
wells, they have been closed and an aleer-
nate drinking-water supply provided.

I have no illucions that: we will be able
to avoid emciions an? tensions during s
process. People are exquisitely sensitive
abour ground water.

I wazat to leave you with one firud
theught, and it's a hopeful one. We didn't
know five vears ago that leaking under-
ground storage tanks in Silicon Valley were
an environmental problem. But berween

omnrived on page 382
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1981 and now we have recognized the
problem, largely characcerized it, set up so-
cial mechanisms for correcting it, gotten
four levels of government, industry, and
community activists to work together on it,
and begun to expend public and private re-
sources to reduce harm to health. No more
decades of neglect. No long court battles
while the problem goes unsolved. The way
ahead holds difficulties, of course, but on
the evidence to date we should take heart
and go forward with confidence that we can
cope with our own complexities. In a sense,
what has been done here may yet prove as
remarkable as any eleceronic miracle ever
fashioned in Silicon Valley. &

Answers to Written
Questions from the Floor:

Q. How many toxic waste dumps have
been cleaned up?

A. There have been 6 sites completely
cleaned up. There are about 800 sites on or
proposed for the Superfund national priority
list. We started this list in 1983, but a
good percentage of the sites will not come
off the list for 20 to 30 years because they
involve a constant pumping and monitoring
of ground water to ensure no ongoing con-
tamination. Some sites will never come off
the list. We have taken action at 400 sites
to alleviate an immediate health hazard.
The figure 6 only pertains to resolving the
Jong-term, chronic problems of contami-
nated ground water.

Q. What is the EPA doing about hahh
risks of poliution in Louisiana? -

A. There has been a lag in the state and
‘federal enforcement program in that part of
the country. We are being assisted by citi-
zens’ groups, which will accelerate the pro-
cess by which existing permit violations
will be brought into line. We have insti-
tuted a very aggressive enforcement pro-
gram. We gre trying to get a more
comprehensive look at the problem in order
to better address it.

Q. How are we handling nuclear waste?
A. Thete are two kinds of nuclear waste,

" high-level and low-level. There are low-level
waste disposal sites in Washington, South
Carolina, and Nevada. Most wastes are
being stored at the sites where they were
produced because there aren’t adequate fa-
cilities to take care of chem. The EPA is
working with the states to get them to
work out agreements between themselves
regarding disposal or storage of low-level
waste. The process of finding proper ulti-
mate disposal of high-level waste will
stretch through the end of this and the be-
ginning of the next decade. The Depart-
ment of Energy is working on finding three
states that will be the repositories of high-
level waste.

A MESSAGE FROM -
THE PRESIDENT -

AS MANY OF you know, the Monadnock Building in which the Club’s offices are
located is being completely renovated. That is the reason for the forbidding barri-
cade outside Club offices. We are trying to operate as usual despite the partial
demolition and reconstruction of 10 floors down and around our heads. Enormous
confusion and inconvenience, but hopefully no health or physical safery risks, will
be our lot for the next year or so.

Legal steps are being taken to assure our continued right under our lease for
“quiet enjoyment of the premises,” somewhat ironic as we try to function with a
labyrinthine entrance, stacatto jackhammering, and falling plaster dust. While we
have not been able to enjoin these activities, we shall pursue further legal steps for
damages to protect your rights.

As already pledged, your officers and seaff continue to seek alternatives for a
peemanent Club home, which will protect us from another serious disruption of
Club operations. We are continuing to schedule in our offices interesting, informa-
tive Study Section speakers. These meetings are scheduled at noon and in the late
afternoon.

Meanwhile, all of us on the inside say to all of you on the outside that we are
alive and well amid the dust and din. Above all, we are fighting foc the legal
rights of each of you, our glmost 15,000 members.

m’.%k%@

SHIRLEY TEMPLE BLACK
1984 Commonwealth Club President
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JOURNEY TO THE LANDS

OF EASTERN EUROPE

Begin your 20-day Journey to Eastern Eu-
rope, departing April 19, 1985, in the di-
vided city of Berlin, alive with history and
art, and continue on to Dresden and Prague.
Traveling halfway between the Occident and
the Orient in the region of great Baroque
cities and castles and extraordinary natural
splendor, continue with us to the elegant city
of Vienna and enjoy the beauty of the Danube
on your river trip to Budapest. Continuing
across the rich Transylvanian plateau, explore
medieval Romanian towns on the way to lovely
Bucharest, then on to Belgrade and the fas-
cinating old walled city of Dubrovnik.

For reservations and itinerary please contact:

Gulliver's Travel

3625 Sacramento Street
San Francisco, CA 94118
Telephone: (415) 346-4400

Cost: $3575
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