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CH: What was it like finding out you’d been tapped to run the Environmental Protection Agency? 
What were your ambitions for the job and for the new agency when you started? 
 
WR: I knew very little about it, to be honest with you. It had arisen, like a lot of these jobs, out of 
the mist. I had had some experience in helping to administer environmental laws in the state of 
Indiana when I was Assistant Attorney General. I helped write the Clean Air Act for Indiana, which 
was a starter piece of legislation, very weak, administered through the Attorney General’s office 
because the water pollution laws were stronger there. That had been the depth of my experience, 
not very much, prior to coming to EPA. I was in the Justice Department as Assistant Attorney 
General. A man from the Public Health Service named Jerry Hansler – who had been assigned to 
Indiana and had helped me bring enforcement actions against egregious polluters in the late ‘60s 
– talked to a friend of his from Newsweek and leaked my name into a column in Newsweek called 
“Washington Whispers.” That was the first I’d ever heard of this agency! I didn’t know any of this 
was going on.  
 
CH: [laughs] 
 
WR: I read that statement that I might be chosen as the Administrator and I had no idea where 
that had come from. Hansler called me and told me that he had suggested that my name would 
be a good one to float for this job. I went up to see John Mitchell, who was Attorney General, and 
said, “look, I didn’t put that thing in Newsweek. I’m not unhappy with what I’m doing here. But I 
think I know who did.” He said, “aww, forget about it.” And then about two or three weeks later, he 
called me up and said “would you like that job?” I said, “well, in fact, I’ve learned a little bit about it 
since and it’s quite intriguing.” So he sent my name over to the president and I was chosen.  
 
CH: [laughs] that’s quite a story. 
 
<6:28 min> 
 
CH: Describing the intended division of responsibilities between EPA and Russell Train’s Council 
on Environmental Quality, Nixon said that EPA would be what he called the “doer” while CEQ 
would be the ‘thinker.” But as it turned out, your agency quickly gained a central role in not just 
implementation but policy formation. How would you explain EPA’s emergence as what I and 
many people would argue was the key site where policies were conceived – the agency’s 
becoming a thinker and not just a doer? 
 
WR: I think that took place in the period before CEQ being formed and EPA opening its doors. 
CEQ was around for about a year before EPA was created. Russell Train was running CEQ and 
had recruited some really first-rate government officials – a lot of young people, thoughtful and 
policy oriented. He had wanted to be both CEQ Chairman and EPA Administrator. The 
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Administration did not go along with that. I had developed a very good relationship with Russ 
Train while we were both seeking the same job. We both agreed that there were only so many 
environmental assets inside the Administration and we’d better divide up our responsibilities 
carefully. If our staffs started getting in fights, or things of that nature, that would be a waste of 
time. Train agreed and we made the division along domestic and international lines. They had the 
international and we had the national side of things. That took place within six months after EPA 
was created and it worked fine. They did a wonderful job on the international side. Also, EPA had 
so many more people. CEQ had 40 people. We had 6,000.  
 
<9:12 min> 
 
CH: One of the main subjects I’m interested in for my dissertation is EPA’s development of a 
strong and very capable economic analysis program, a process that seems to have begun right 
away after the agency’s founding. Was having a strong economic analysis program one of your 
priorities when you stared? 
 
WR: Not immediately. But it certainly became one right after we announced the Clean Air 
standards. That triggered a response from the White House, with them saying “you’ve got to get 
some economists over there.” And we recruited a man named Bob Sansom, who led that effort to 
begin with. Sansom worked for Henry Kissinger at the time.  
 
CH: He was trained as an economist? 
 
WR: Yes, he was a PhD economist, a very bright man, a very young man. He’s since died, and I 
don’t know whether he’s left any papers or not. He was very instrumental in the initial formulation 
of EPA’s economic analysis and issuing standards.  
 
CH: Sansom’s arrival would have been April or so? After the standards were announced?   
 
WR: It was pretty quick. John Ehrlichman called me and said “what have you done? You’re going 
to shut the country down.” [laughs]. I said “I don’t think it’s quite that bad but I think we do need 
some economic help over here.” He certainly agreed and that’s where Sansom’s name surfaced.  
 
CH: So Sansom’s role was hiring up economists in the Policy Office and in the program offices?  
 
WR: Yes. I think we created a separate economic analysis office.  
 
CH: I know that EPA from the beginning had a responsibility to report on the Cost of Clean Air to 
Congress.  
 
WR: Yes 
 
CH: Did that work begin immediately with the agency’s founding? 
 
WR: I can’t remember whether it did immediately but it certainly did after the Clean Air standards 
were issued. I was there for less than thirty days before we issued those standards. They’d come 
over from HEW and I was assured by the career HEW officials that these standards had been 
vetted in Congress and by the economic agency in the White House and that everybody had 
agreed that they were reasonable standards. When I issued them, I found out that that was not 
exactly accurate. [laughs]. There were a lot of people that were upset. 
 
<12:21 min> 
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CH: EPA, despite having this strong economics program, seems to have shown little interest in 
economic incentive or tax based alternative regulatory approaches in the early years. The sorts 
that economists like Allen Kneese or Charles Schultze liked so much. That included the sulfur tax 
that Nixon’s advisors put out. Why was that? What was the resistance at EPA to these sorts of 
alternative regulatory approaches? 
 
WR: We were given regulatory responsibilities under the Clean Air Act. There were many parts of 
the first versions of the Clean Air Act in which we were prohibited from taking economics into 
account. Public opinion was so powerful at the time and so insistent on immediate progress. They 
didn’t want us horsing around balancing economic costs against the protection of public health 
(public health was a lot more important than protection of the environment). The agency was 
charged by statute with moving very quickly on a number of fronts. While I was personally 
intrigued with using economic interests to accomplish the same result more cost effectively than 
we were doing it under Best Available Technology kinds of approaches, we didn’t have the 
authority to do it! Eventually, several administrations just took the authority and did it, though it 
has never been changed completely in the laws they administer. But proponents of non-economic 
regulation don’t seem to challenge that kind of action through executive order. 
 
CH: The strictness of those initial deadlines is something I’m interested in. But before we get to 
that, you said that you were interested in these approaches, what sort of introduction had you had 
to taxing or incentive based approaches? One of the things I’m curious about is how these ideas 
circulated in Washington. How did you come to hear of those sorts of alternatives? 
 
WR: I read articles and one or two books criticizing the approach, not necessarily that EPA was 
taking, but that the government was taking to try to get results. Those intrigued me with the idea 
of using these economic interests. But we didn’t have the authority to do it! Even though I 
discussed it with several economists and said let’s get Congress to make it an alternative or at 
least one of the approaches.     
 
<15:33 min> 
 
CH: On the subject of the deadlines, you talked about getting the criteria and the recommended 
Ambient Air Quality Standards up from the old National Air Pollution Control Administration, or 
from HEW, and then finding out that they were far less safe or reasonable than you had been led 
to believe. One thing I read in speeches that you and other EPA officials gave around the 
announcement of those initial standards was just how profoundly difficult it was going to be for 
many areas around the country to meet that 1975 deadline. Was there any effort at EPA to ask 
Congress to moderate that deadline or make space in the NAAQS for some sort of economic 
considerations? 
 
WR: Yes. I made the effort myself. I went up and talked to Senators Baker and Muskie, Chairman 
and ranking member of the Subcommittee on Air and Water Pollution. I said, “look, this law is 
massive in terms of its impact on the country and in its size. There are parts of it that are going to 
be very difficult to administer, I can tell that already. What I suggest we do is I make the best 
effort I can to administer the law as written and bring you, once a month or so, examples of where 
adjustment is needed if we’re going to make sense out of this.” They couldn’t have agreed more 
quickly. I brought up several changes that I recommended and in most every case, they 
recognized that what had been written into the law simply was not workable. We had a very good 
working relationship. I said: “if we can all agree that these changes are necessary, we probably 
can get it passed through Congress quite easily,” to which they agreed. The problem with that 
was, as time passed (and not too much time, let’s say nine months to a year), and I had brought 
up several recommended areas for change, the politics were changing. Muskie was running for 
president. It got a little more partisan. I still think that if it had stayed out of that presidential 
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election and we continued to agree on needed changes, it would have happened. But I went to 
the FBI. Muskie ran for president, and lost. Baker was otherwise occupied.        
 
CH: The Act wasn’t amended until ’77 but I know there were smaller adjustments that Congress 
made. Did they take up any of these suggestions you’d made for ways to make the Act more 
reasonable?  
 
WR: To be honest with you, I can’t remember. I went to the FBI in April of 1973, right after the 
election. We were working on them but I can’t remember exactly what happened and when with 
the recommendations that we made. There were obviously some adjustments made with the 
really unworkable parts of the law – like the Hazardous Air Pollutants, where we were supposed 
to have a margin of safety below any observable effect, but you couldn’t establish a threshold, so 
it was by its terms unworkable.  
 
<19:46 min> 
 
CH: I’ve read some of speeches you gave to more popular audiences, making the case for a 
strong regulatory program but urging a contextualization of environmental objectives within a 
wider set of other social objectives and material realities, noting how difficult pollution control was 
going to be. Did you find that that message resonated with audiences in the 1970s? Were you 
able to get traction on the idea that there was some moderation that was needed? That 
environmental problems would not be solved overnight and maybe not even by 1975? 
 
WR: Yes, with the audiences I was talking to, if I could make the case clearly in situations like Los 
Angeles, where 80% of the cars would be taken off the road. That mandate resonated with 
people, particularly the two Senators from California, who immediately called for amendments. 
 
CH: [laughs] 
 
WR: But the public attitude had not softened enough by that time for me to be able to influence 
them with a single speech or even a number of speeches. By that, I mean the public was insistent 
on absolute purity and they weren’t interested in all these subtleties (such as, I haven’t been 
given enough time, or, I’ve been given all these responsibilities to achieve a level of perfection 
that’s not possible, or, we don’t need that level of protection to protect public health or the 
environment). I could convince an individual audience. But I must confess I had not reached a 
broader American public.  
 
CH: You mentioned California and this 80% reduction. The plan EPA put forward following the 
Riverside decision in 1972 (as well as NRDC winning a decision in the 2nd Circuit) was quite 
dramatic in terms of what meeting that reduction would entail: gasoline rationing, parking lot 
surcharges… You mentioned that it convinced these two California Senators that there needed to 
be some adjustment. Do you think that there was some effectiveness in putting the real 
implications of the letter of the law before the public? In proposing “this is what the law actually 
looks like, this is what it’s going to mean for your lives)? Was that an effective way of getting 
people to understand? 
 
WR: I think it was with the particular audience I was talking to, especially if it was going to have a 
draconian effect on them, the way it was going to in California. But reaching the broader 
American public was going to be much more difficult. There was quite a bit of publicity about the 
California case. It was really a question of their mobility versus my freedom – a judge had 
threatened to hold me in contempt and put me in jail if I didn’t propose a transportation plan for 
California. We didn’t have a transportation plan to achieve the 1975 deadline. If we did everything 
we knew how to do, it wouldn’t have come close. That’s why we had to get all these cars off the 
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road. I knew that was not going to be accepted. But I just wanted both the people in California 
and the broader public to understand the implications of this law. It wasn’t free to say absolute 
purity by date certain, but it was very close. We’d be vigorously going after compliance but it had 
to be done on a more reasonable basis.  
 
CH: I would imagine for a plan as dramatic as that that the Nixon administration would pay 
attention. What was the attitude of Nixon’s advisors toward the deadlines that were in the Act and 
the California plan in particular? Were they involved with thinking through what your potential 
options were in that case? 
 
WR: I convinced them. There was one meeting we had with John Ehrlichman in which he said 
“one option is just to not enforce the law.” I laughed and said, “I don’t think that’s an option, not for 
me it isn’t.” I said, “I think the option is to do what I have suggested to do with Muskie and Baker. 
Let’s make it very clear what is unadministrable in this law, what doesn’t make any sense, and 
then see if we can convince Congress to give us some adjustment. But in the meantime, I think I 
should do everything I can to administer the law as written so that people understand what the 
implications are of their demands.” When we got around to things like the California standards, 
the election was over and the New Year had occurred, and the White House was absolutely 
fixated on Watergate. One thing that did for me and many others in the administration was to free 
us up to do what we thought we should to make sense of the responsibilities that we had. We 
weren’t getting a lot of guidance out of the White House; they were fixated on survival.  
 
<26:08 min> 
 
CH: Shifting gears, to varying degrees, industries and individual businesses put up a good deal of 
resistance to the implementation of regulatory programs and this dramatic expansion of the 
regulatory state in the early 1970s. In your opinion, what were the most effective forms of 
resistance that business put up?  
 
WR: To be honest, they weren’t very effective! The four automobile companies (which included 
American Motors in those days) came to Washington to try to get Congress to back off the 
stringency of the Clean Air Act. They argued that it simply would not work and it would shut the 
industry down and ruin the economy of the country. They made a very public effort to stop 
Congress as it was passing the law. They went in to see the president in the White House and 
got some tacit support from him. But they got three votes in the senate, and received almost no 
support in the house. They just weren’t very effective, as they have become I must have to say. In 
those days, they just didn’t have the horsepower or hadn’t been organized in the right way. 
 
CH: Did Nixon’s Quality of Life Review offer a means for some of these businesses into policy? If 
you say they were ineffective before in changing the law, was the Quality of Life Review a 
successful way for some of these businesses to push for moderation in the rulemaking? 
 
WR: It was effective primarily in stalling things. After the Clean Air Act rules were passed, that’s 
when the Quality of Life Review Committee was created. We had to circulate all suggested rules 
over a certain size through that committee (which afterwards had a number of names, which I 
think you know). 
 
CH: Yes 
 
WR: It focused on the economic impact of what we were proposing. Before Sansom came along, 
we didn’t have very much economist help in the EPA. We had pretty raucous fights between the 
Quality of Life Review Committee and EPA staff. The effect it had was primarily to stall 
regulations. They would still come out because there were deadlines in the law for issuing them 
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and we could get forced out by the courts. But they came out later than they were supposed to 
and it made it impossible to meet many of the deadlines that were in the statutes.        
 
CH: Was that stalling just a byproduct of the process or was that an intended outcome for these 
industries, to delay the promulgation of the regulations? 
 
WR: I think it was both. There were some legitimate concerns that were raised about the cost 
effectiveness of what EPA was proposing. In other cases, there was simply pressure brought on 
OMB through the White House to delay the standards. I attended a number of meetings in which 
issues would be worked out between OMB or the Quality of Life Committee and EPA staff. There 
were legitimate questions raised and there were also times when they were just plain stalling. But 
it was hard to move them. They didn’t say you couldn’t do it.” They just said “you can’t do it right 
now, we’ve got to review it more.”  
 
CH: Having Robert Sansom come over and develop EPA’s program, did that give EPA more 
leverage in those conversations? 
 
WR: Yes, it really did. Sansom was a terrific guy, a very smart economist. In fact, Kissinger was 
furious at me for what he saw as us stealing him away.  
 
CH: [laughs] 
 
WR: I didn’t steal him away. Ehrlichman suggested that we go after this guy because he was so 
good. He said, “don’t worry, I’ll cover for you with Kissinger.” Well he didn’t cover for me [laughs]. 
Kissinger just erupted. He kept telling me how important his work was and how mine wasn’t 
important. I said, “well, check with the President.” 
 
CH: [laughs] 
 
<31:50 min> 
 
CH: The Economic Dislocation Early Warning System that EPA developed seems like a proactive 
measure to track real closings but also counter claims from regulated industries about the 
supposed wide spread devastation that these various regulatory programs were going to have. 
Where did the idea for the Economic Dislocation Early Warning System come from? 
 
WR: Well it came from Sansom primarily. But anybody could see that if we could be stopped in 
our tracks because somebody said, “it’s too expensive,” or “there’s another way of doing it that’s 
cheaper,” and we had no economic analysis, then we were just sitting ducks. We had no prayer 
of winning these arguments on the merits. So, with my complete support, he beefed up that office 
pretty quickly and developed some outside sources of economic analysis that would help us in 
these struggles we were having attempting to prove that our regulations were cost effective. As I 
said, there were instances in which they pointed out that there were other ways of doing this that 
were cheaper and more effective. It wasn’t a complete waste of time in my judgment. In fact, I 
remember thinking at the time that if I was president, I’d want to have someone reviewing what 
the economic effect of some of these massive regulations were going to be before issuing them. 
You’d want it to be as honest and straightforward as possible and not full of shenanigans. But 
you’d still want to have the process.  
 
<33:42 min> 
 
CH: We’d talked at the very beginning of this conversation about Robert Teeter. At the Nixon and 
the Ford Libraries, I’ve seen that under your administration, Train’s administration, and Costle’s 
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administration, EPA repeatedly sent public polls to the White House to establish the large and 
enduring public support for strong environmental regulation. Was polling an important part of 
convincing Nixon and Ehrlichman that these environmental programs had a popular mandate? 
 
WR: Yes, it was. It was in that administration in particular. And when I went back, in the Reagan 
Administration, the same thing was true but the public support was nowhere near as strong at 
that point. But it was terribly important at the beginning of the Nixon Administration. The president 
was not by any means enthusiastic about the regulations that were coming out of EPA. I’m sure 
you’re aware that right before the election in 1972, Nixon vetoed the Clean Water Act. That was 
overruled by the Congress within 48 hours, almost unanimously, showing how powerful public 
opinion was. Nixon was 20 points ahead of McGovern. The Congressmen did not think they could 
get away with upholding that veto, even in the face of the overwhelming popularity of Nixon.        
 
CH: I know Robert Teeter’s polling outfit worked closely with Nixon’s reelection campaign. I also 
read that he played a role in the formation of EPA but haven’t been able to find much information 
on that in his records at the Ford Library. Can you talk to me about the role he played at EPA? 
 
WR: I had run for the Senate in Indiana in 1968 and he had been my pollster. I found his data so 
much more helpful and persuasive than what I was getting from the county chairman. I became a 
great admirer of his and of the techniques he was using to understand public opinion. When EPA 
started, I thought it was necessary that two things happen. One was to respond to the public 
demand that something be done about the environment. And secondly, to take the temperature of 
whether the public continued to hold these views as powerfully as they did when EPA started. He 
was very good an inculcating that into the agency’s thought process. Because we were an 
agency created to respond to a public demand that pollution (and particularly public health) be 
addressed more effectively, tracking public opinion on a regular basis was terribly important. I 
thought it was important that the first administrator of EPA be responsive to that public demand 
that we do what was necessary to try to bring pollution under control.  
 
CH: You said that there were semi regular polls taken. Was there a contract let out? Or was Mr. 
Teeter on a retainer basis to conduct these regular polls on public opinion? 
 
WR: He was an employee of the agency when we started. I talked him into coming there and 
working for the agency. He didn’t want to do it [laughs]. He didn’t work there very long, four or five 
months. He liked what he was doing in the private sector and didn’t want to get into government. 
But he was very helpful in getting it started. When we started, there was an office of maybe a 
dozen people, all of whom had several assignments to try to get the agency up and going. We 
had 6,000 people and fifteen separate agencies and pieces of agencies to try to put together. It 
was a monumental task. At the same time, we had to show that were serious about bringing 
enforcement actions to control pollution. It was a real task. It was a lot of fun to get up in the 
morning.  
 
CH: [laughs]. I can imagine. I’ve actually seen a few of your agendas for that first year as 
Administrator and I do not envy you your sleep in that first year – they look as if you were booked 
pretty much straight through.  
 
WR: I think if I knew what I was doing I would have been a lot less inclined to take the job. But I 
didn’t know what I was doing, so…  
 
CH: [laughs] 
 
WR: It was a really wonderful, wonderful time. 
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<39:37 min> 
 
CH: What was the relationship between the agency and environmental organizations like the 
Natural Resources Defense Council? I know NRDC frequently litigated against EPA but in talking 
to people there, including Dave Hawkins, it seems like they also often offered policy suggestions 
in a less confrontational manner to agency staff. From your experience, what role did these sorts 
of organizations play in the development of EPA’s policies? 
 
WR: They were very good. They were mostly young lawyers at organizations like NRDC and 
EDF. They were suing EPA regularly under the citizen suit provisions in those laws. But they 
were very good. These lawyers were on top of things. When we had hearings with challenges 
from the environmental community to the business community, the environmental community 
representatives were much better than the business representatives. The first granting of a year’s 
extension under the Clean Air Act to the automobile companies to meet the standards was a case 
in point. The case that the environmental organizations brought was so much stronger than the 
case put up by the automobile companies that I felt I had no choice. I sat through all those 
hearings on purpose, believing I was going to have to grant an extension of time because they 
kept talking about how overwhelming the law was on their operations. The environmental groups 
just proved it was nonsense. The automobile companies were just not trying. They thought it was 
a pro forma hearing and they were going to get an extension of time without any problems. Well I 
decided that they needed to get a lesson. They weren’t paying attention to this law. It was largely 
the result of people like David Hawkins, who was one of the chief testifiers at the hearings we 
held, that I became convinced that the automobile companies just weren’t making the effort.  
 
<42:07 min> 
 
CH: Jumping forward in time, what were the most salient differences you noticed at EPA when 
you returned as Administrator? I’ve read the oral history that you gave to the Nixon Library and 
the one you gave to the EPA, so I know the basic story of your coming back to a traumatized 
agency and righting the ship. Beyond this sense of trauma, what were the major differences you 
noticed when you returned? 
 
WR: Well the agency was ten years older. It was a more mature governmental institution. Their 
concerns were much different than when we started. When I came back, they were interested in 
retirement kinds of questions [laughs], the kinds of things you hear in major bureaucracies. When 
we started, the enthusiasm was at a peak. Whenever I visited a Regional Office, the people 
would all show up and it practically felt like the locker room in a football game because they were 
so excited about what they were doing. That excitement had subsided when I came back. It was 
also badly tempered because of the relationship between the agency and the Reagan 
Administration and the woman he’d put in charge. 
 
CH: By your second tenure, EPA had implemented some of these experimental regulatory 
programs. They had a bubble policy, emissions offsetting, there were efforts to establish offset 
banks. How much emphasis was being put on those sorts of alternatives within the agency? 
Where were the important sources of support for those sorts of programs? 
 
WR: Using the economy as a way to achieve desired results was supported very broadly within 
the administration while the environmental groups were very suspicious, particularly of cost 
benefit analysis, and they were not supportive of it. My own view was: how do you achieve the 
results we’re trying to achieve most cost effectively? You don’t want to choose the most costly 
way of doing it [laughs]. If economic instruments could get you there both faster and more 
effectively and efficiently, clearly they were the ones you should try. The problem always was, in 
my mind, the authorization to do all of this stuff under the existing laws. Congress was very much 
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influenced by environmental groups, who were opposed to a lot of these economic approaches 
because they didn’t think they’d work. That was an inhibitor to doing things as quickly as we could 
have.         
 
CH: Was there resistance to these sorts of programs among the Program Offices at EPA, say the 
Air Office? Or among Regional EPA Offices or state regulators?  
 
WR: Well there weren’t within the Program Offices because they had mandates that came from 
Congress as to what they were supposed to do. I can remember when I came back, listening to a 
group of four program officer people who had been working for six years on a haze standard in 
National Parks. They had surveys that showed how much people valued, in dollars, the reduction 
in visibility. To be honest with you, I never put much stock by those kinds of surveys; they just 
didn’t make much sense to me. But they had spent a good part of their lives developing these 
standards based on these economic values. They had gone off into a sort of never never world in 
my judgment. 
 
CH: [laughs] 
 
WR: I think you can overdo trying to judge everything on the basis of economics. And it certainly 
wasn’t encouraged or even permitted under some of the statutes we were administering. Out in 
the Regions there were different attitudes. Some of them had made progress using these tools. 
As you can imagine, the southern Regions were more enthusiastic about that than regulation. 
That has hardened over time. I think if we had had an honest conversation with the Congress 
about how these should be fitted into a standard setting and enforcement process, the two might 
have been harmonized and maybe you’d have a choice about which one to use – use the lighter 
touch ones first and than get to the more regulatory requirements if the lighter touch didn’t work. 
But we never got that kind of authority from Congress. When I left EPA for the second time, I 
went up and talked to a number of Congressional members (particularly in the Senate, but also 
some in the House) about how willing they were to change the approach we were taking and take 
a hard look as to whether the regulatory system was as effective as it might have been and at 
least see if some alternatives to that approach would work. There was no enthusiasm, no interest 
in that whatsoever because of the struggle that had taken place in the early years of the Reagan 
Administration. They’d been burnt so badly, they didn’t want to get back into it.  
 
CH: And that changed by the end of the 1980s, when you had support in Congress for the sulfur 
dioxide trading in the 1990 Clean Air Act? Those wounds had healed by then? 
 
WR: I think that’s right. Bill Reilly was a new face. He knew a lot about what was going on. He did 
a good job about interacting with most members of Congress, you never are a hundred percent 
successful with them. He convinced them that the Clean Air Act needed some adjustment, 
particularly with acid rain, and he was able to get the amendments through. It was both the 
passage of time, the changing of people and the issue of acid rain that made it possible to amend 
the Clean Air Act in 1990.  
 
<50:08 min> 
 
CH: What was the impetus for the risk assessment program at EPA? Where did that come from? 
 
WR: When I went back the second time, there was turmoil. Not so much in the agency, that 
calmed down pretty rapidly. But the relationship with Congress was terrible. And it seemed to me 
we needed a reformulation of what we were doing. Just about that time, the National Academy of 
Sciences came out with their red book on risk management in which they divided risk assessment 
(or the nature of the problem, which was essentially a scientific question) from risk management 
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(which was a policy or even a political question). I thought that was a very good way of thinking 
about the agency’s responsibilities. I asked Frank Press, who was then in the National Academy 
of Sciences, if I could come over and make a speech to a mixture of scientists and public 
economists and others at the National Academy. He agreed. I took what they had done in this red 
book analysis and said, “that’s how we ought to approach these problems. There are tools that 
we have, some of which have been woefully underused, that we should apply to all the issues 
that we’re addressing. If one tool makes more sense than another one, that’s the one we ought to 
be using.” That had the reaction of calming a lot of the things down. Members of Congress who 
were very agitated about what EPA was doing saw this as hard to argue with, saw that it was 
sensible to approach it that way. It gave me some flexibility to treat a lot of these issues more 
rationally.  
 
CH: The Comparative Assessment of Environmental Problems project, which I saw published as 
a report called “Unfinished Business,” in 1987, but I think developed while you were there, 
describes putting the agency’s resources where they yielded the best results. Does that fit within 
the risk assessment program? 
 
WR: Yes it did, if I understand your question. It takes a long time to get something through a big 
bureaucracy like EPA, but we did it when I was there. What I had hoped was that Congress would 
see the wisdom of having as many tools as possible to make progress and picking the one that 
made the most sense, so long as we did it without trying to undermine the basic purposes of the 
laws and we could make some real progress – that then Congress would go along with it. The 
trouble was, they weren’t willing to consider it. That’s why I left. What I saw for the next four years 
of the Reagan Administration was that it was essentially going to be an administrative issue, with 
Congress continuing to snipe every time they got a chance. I didn’t want to hang around and do 
that for four years [laughs]. 
 
CH: That makes sense. As far as shuffling resources within EPA, prioritizing different things 
within the agency, I know budgets from Congress come earmarked for particular programs and 
you can’t just transfer money out of solid waste and stick it in lead reduction, but was there any 
effort to try to shift resources or priorities toward things that seemed more productive? 
 
WR: We certainly tried that. In the first instance, we needed to get broader acceptance of the 
methodology of separating out the scientific issues as clearly as we could from what it was we 
could do about it – cost effectiveness of any action spread over the whole thing. If you could get a 
lot more progress with fewer resources against a problem that had showed up as quite severe 
under risk assessment or risk analysis, or if it was cheaper to get stuff out that was bothersome 
using various policy approaches, that was preferable to following without question what the 
statute outlined to be done. But that was going to take some time and it was more time than I 
cared to spend there. Bill Reilly made several speeches along the same lines in his term with 
Bush. Lee Thomas, who was a marvelous manager, was busy trying to make sure the agency 
was running properly and doing the right thing. He came to embrace the same thoughts that I had 
in that speech.  
 
 


