
Why would 
the EPA 
choose to 
override its 
own science 
advisers?”

Unite against this 
attack on scientific 
evidence
US environment agency must desist  
from a course that could harm the  
health of people and the planet. 

T
he US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
last week surpassed its own recent record of 
getting publicity for the wrong reasons. 

The New York Times revealed that the agency’s 
leadership is still actively discussing a rule that 

would require scientists to supply it with the raw data for 
studies if the findings are to be taken into consideration 
in the drafting of environmental regulations (see p. 420). 
The EPA announced its desire for such a rule, which it is 
calling Strengthening Transparency in Regulatory Science, 
in April 2018. It is needed, the EPA says, so that the agency 
can independently reanalyse and revalidate scientific data 
and models. The EPA says that it will not recognize studies 
unless scientists agree to supply such data. 

Let us consider the implications of such a rule, were it to 
be adopted. Many of the data that underpin public-health 
and environmental studies include information about peo-
ple who will not have consented to disclosing their confi-
dential data, including where they live; their travel habits; 
their age and gender identity; and the state of their health. 

Many such data were integral to the Six Cities study, 
published in 1993 by what was then the Harvard School of 
Public Health in Boston, Massachusetts. This work revealed 
that people living in polluted cities have shorter lives than 
people in cleaner cities (D. W. Dockery et al. N. Engl. J. Med. 
329, 1753–1759; 1993). The results of the Six Cities study 
led directly to the imposition of life-saving limits on fine 
particulate matter from emissions. But this research would 
have been inadmissible under the EPA’s proposed rule.

So the question has to be asked: is there a problem in how 
science is assessed that needs fixing? Why would the EPA 
wish to create a rule that could risk worsening human and 
planetary health? Why would the EPA’s leaders choose to 
override their own science advisers, who questioned the 
rule? Even the US Department of Defense said in August 
2018 that the absence of underlying data “should not 
impede the use of otherwise high-quality studies”.

Answers might be found by considering the rule in the 
context of the wider actions of the administration of Pres-
ident Donald Trump on the environment so far. Whether 
it’s cancelling the Clean Power Plan — the previous admin-
istration’s signature climate policy — withdrawing from 
the Paris climate agreement, weakening fuel-efficiency 
standards or cutting back on environmental research, the 
US administration is choosing to act against the consensus 

of the scientific community. The Strengthening Transpar-
ency in Regulatory Science rule needs to be viewed against 
the backdrop of this reality. 

The EPA has denied that the rule would be applied  
retrospectively, or to existing environmental standards. 
That might be true up to a point. But what would happen 
when existing standards needed to be reviewed — as most 
periodically are? Would the rule be applied because the 
reviewed version would be a future standard? And, if so, 
would any science — new or old — become inadmissible 
unless the underlying data and models were supplied? The 
EPA has yet to clarify what would happen in such a scenario, 
but last week’s revelations had the result of once again 
uniting the United States’ scientific, medical and health 
communities, and culminated in a crescendo of opposition.

The scale and volume of this response should rattle the 
EPA’s leadership, and the response needs to get bigger and 
louder still. That will compel the agency to conduct more of 
the discussion around its rule in public, as it is now doing. 
Institutions and individuals must redouble their efforts. 
They must write to their elected representatives to call out 
this attempt to undermine accepted scientific practice in 
public-health and environmental standards.

The EPA was created to protect the nation’s environment. 
As it approaches its 50th birthday next year, it must not be 
allowed to continue on a course of action that will weaken 
its ability to fulfil that role.

Germline editing 
needs one message
Science academies and the World Health 
Organization must speak with one voice 
on human germline genome editing.

A 
year ago this week, geneticist He Jiankui made 
the shocking announcement of the birth of 
twin girls in China whose genomes had been 
edited to prevent HIV infection. Undeterred by 
the global opprobrium heaped on He, Russia’s 

Denis Rebrikov told Nature last month about more experi-
ments involving gene editing of human eggs, to help deaf 
couples give birth to children who would lack the genetic 
mutation carried by their parents that impairs hearing. 

At the same time, every month seems to bring another 
gene-editing advance. The latest tool, a precision ‘search 
and replace’ technique called prime editing, was described 
in Nature last month by David Liu at the Broad Institute 
of MIT and Harvard in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and 
his colleagues (A. V. Anzalone et al. Nature http://doi.org/
dczp; 2019). Randall Platt at the Swiss Federal Institute of 
Technology (ETH) in Basel called it a “giant leap” towards 
the goal of making specific changes to the blueprint of life.

The speed of technological advance, coupled with some 
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