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Pollution research in a
sorry state

Colin Norman, Washington

THE federal government’s rescarch and
development programmes for cleaning
up water pollution are starved of money,
poorly managed and badly coordinated,
according to a massive study carried
out by the General Accounting Office
(GAO). Unless the programmes receive
more funds, the GAO said in a report
made public last week, the goals sct by
the 1972 Water Pollution Control Act
will not be met. Charges of financial
undernourishment are commonplace in
Washington, but in this instance they
gain considerable eredibility from the
fact that the GAO, which is an in-
vestigative ageney of Congress, has no
axe to grind sinee it does not have a
direct stake in the matter.

The Water Pollution Control Aet,
which was passed by Congress in De-
cember 1972, specifies that waterways
in the United States should be clean
enough to swim in by 1983, and that no
pollutants at all should be discharged
into navigable waters by 1985. Those
are tough goals to meet, and they will
clearly require massive investment of
funds in sewage treatment plants. They
will also require a vigorous programme
of research and development on new
control technologies.

Far from pursuing a vigorous pro-
gramme, however, the Administration
has cut some research budgets and failed
to disseminate results from the studies
which are being carried out. Moreover,
the GAO charges that no overall sirategy
for research and development has been
worked out by the Environmental Pro-
teetion Agency, and the research is
therefore not sufficiently geared towards
meeting the goals specified in the Water
Pollution Control Act.

Between July 1969 and June 1973,
about $495 million was spent by twelve
federal departments and agencies on
water pollution research, some $238 mil-
lion of which was spent by the Environ-
mental Protection Agency (EPA). Al-
though the EPA ig supposed to be the
foeal point in the federal government
for pollution control research and for
enfereing federal environmental laws, its
water pollution research budget was
actually cut by the Administration in
the 1973 fiscal year, from about $50
million to $42 million. Meanwhile, the
water pollution research programmes of
other agencies doubled betwecn 1969 and
1972, increasing from $36 million to $71
million.

A prime objective of the EPA’s re-
search programme should be to mini-
mise the costs of treating municipal
sewage, because huge sums of money
will be spent in the next few years on

treatment plants—the 1972 Act, for ex-
ample, authorises expenditures of $18,000
million between 1973 and 1975 for
grantz to help in the construction of
sewage plants. A small percentage sav-
ing from research wonld clearly save
large sums of money.

But the GAO report points out that
although $3,000 million was earmarked
for municipal sewage grants in 1973,
only $9.5 million was earmarked for
the development of control technologies.
That translates to an investment of
only 0.3% in research, and compares
with a rate of 8% in the Department
of Trangportation’s urban mass trans-
portation programmes, and a rate of
about 4% in industry, the GAQ report
notes.

A similar situation exists n another
important EPA research programme—
research aimed at determining how pol-
lutants get into water, what happens to
them, and what their effect is (so-called
process and effects research). The GAQ
found that because of funding limita-
tions and poor management, important
research needed to establish water
quality standards has been delayed, and
research on thermal discharges has been
inadequate. As far as the latter pro-
gramme is concerned, the GAO report
notes that thermal poflution is likely
to be a rapidly growing problem as the
number of power plants increases, but
research is proceeding slowly, and ac-
cording to the director of one EPA
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lahoratory, the ageney haz not even
begun to solve the thermal polluition
problems likely to be present in 20
vears' time,

The GAO also found that there is a
lack of coordination between the govern-
ment’s research and that condueted by
industry, to such an extent that “we
were informed (by representatives of
indusiry) that industry was reluctant to
reveal to EPA the level of technology
developed to control pollution because
(EPA) might speed up its enforcement
action and industry might suffer a
financial loss”.

What needs to be done to alter this
sorry state of affairs? Apart from in-
creasing expenditures on research and
development, the GAQO report recom-
mends that EPA should draw up a
research and development strategy
which would estimate the amount of
money needed to meet the goals set
out in the Water Pollution Control Act.
The Office of Management and Budget
ghould designate a federal agency as
the foeal point for coordinating research,
and for disseminating research results,
and ensure that EPA gets full coopera-
tion from other agencies in drawing up
its regearch and development strategy.

As for the Congress, the GAO sug-
gests that since it 18 doubtful that
waterways will be cleaned up by 1983
with present research funding levels,
some thought should be given to in-
creasing Tesearch appropriations. The

Sherman quits NTH

Colin Norman, Washington

A Top official at the National Institutes
of Health has resigned in frustration
over the Administration’s policies for
biomedical research in general and for
NIH in partieular. Dr John Sherman,
Deputy Director of NITH since 1968,
and an NIH employee since 1953, will
be leaving early in March {0 join the
staff of the Association of American
Medical Colleges, a Washington lobby-
ing organisation.

Sherman said in a telephone inter-
view last week that he has resigned
“because of a number of tangible and
intangible things” which are eroding the
prestige of NIH and “making it a less
attractive place to do research in”. Chief
among Sherman’s complaints are the
fact that the Administration has cut
the number of personnel positions at
NIH, and because he finds a lack of
nnderstanding between officials in the
agency and administrators in the De-
partment of Health, Eduecation and
Welfare.

As far as staffing is concerned, Sher-
man pointed out that personnel have
been cut back at a time when the
budget has been expanding, and when
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greater emphasis is being placed on
contract research as opposed to grants.
Contracts take more time to administer,
and therefore require more staff.

For some time, there has heen general
discontent at NIH over policies dictated
by the Nixon Administration. Many of
the complaints have revolved around
budgetary problems, because the Ad-
ministration eut many of the institutes’
research budgets last vear, and also be-
cause Congress and the Administration
failed to agree on a budget for the
agency for almost 18 months. But Sher-
man’s complaints go deeper than simple
lack of money. “There is a sort of a sense
of negativity (in the Department of
Health, Education and Welfare), and a
lack of undersianding between us and
the decision-makers”, he said, and many
of the frustrations stem from the striet
management control that the Admims-
tration is trying to place on hasic bio-
medical research.

Sherman first joined NTH in 1953, he
has heen an Associate Director of NIH
for Extramural Programs, and was
appointed Deputy Director in Novem-
ber, 1968. When Dr Robert . Marston
resigned ags NIH Director a vear ago,
Sherman was appointed acting director
for some six months.
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