
Chemicals

Practitioner Insights: Trump
Nominee Threatens Chemical
Safety Progress

Bipartisan reform of the nation’s broken chemical
safety law was hailed last year as a chance to rebuild
consumer confidence in many of the chemicals used in
everyday products. But that perception could be jeopar-
dized by President Donald Trump’s nominee to oversee
implementation of the new version of the Toxic Sub-
stances Control Act: Michael Dourson.

Prior to being nominated to head the Environmental
Protection Agency’s Office of Chemical Safety and Pol-
lution Prevention, Dourson spent decades working for
food, chemical, and tobacco companies to make the
case for weaker safety standards. Dourson has deep ties
to the chemical industry, raising serious questions
about his ability to put public health ahead of the inter-
ests of his former clients, including Monsanto, Dow
Chemical, DuPont, and Koch Industries.

Bias Toward Weaker Standards Dourson has previ-
ously recommended weaker standards for many of the
chemicals the EPA is now slated to review under the
new version of TSCA—including 1,4-dioxane, a likely
carcinogen found in drinking water and personal care
products; 1-Bromopropane, a likely carcinogen found
in stain removers; and the solvent TCE, a known car-
cinogen made infamous by the book and movie ‘‘A Civil
Action.’’

For each of these chemicals, Dourson has advocated
on behalf of his industry clients for a weaker safety
standard than the standard proposed by the EPA. In the
case of 1,4-dioxane, a contaminant found in the drink-
ing water of 7 million Americans, Dourson advocated
for a safety standard 1,000 times weaker than the stan-
dard recommended by the agency scientists he could
now oversee. Scientists who later worked for Dourson’s
consulting firm were also hired by the industry to re-
view methylene chloride, which has caused more than
50 deaths in recent years and will be among the first
chemicals reviewed under the new version of TSCA.

If confirmed, Dourson would also oversee pesticide
safety for the EPA. He has long advocated for weaker
safety standards for some of the most notorious pesti-
cides, including chlorpyrifos. EPA scientists recently
recommended that the agency end the use of chlorpyri-
fos on food crops, citing the risks posed to the brains
and nervous systems of children, but EPA Administra-
tor Scott Pruitt quickly reversed the proposed ban.

Dourson has previously advocated for a ‘‘safe’’ level of
chlorpyrifos on behalf of Dow AgroSciences. Now he
could oversee the future of chlorpyrifos, which Pruitt
has pledged to review again by 2022.

Dourson also will likely decide the fate of glyphosate
and dicamba, both of which are produced by Monsanto,
and Dow’s 2,4-D. Each of these pesticides has invited
controversy in recent years for links to cancer, neuro-
logical problems, or crop damage caused by drift. Dour-
son’s long history of advocacy on behalf of industry cli-
ents raises serious questions about whether he can put
public health first.

Rocket Fuel Perhaps most troubling is Dourson’s
long history of advocating on behalf of perchlorate, a
rocket fuel chemical that impairs babies’ developing
brains and that is found in the tap water of 7.4 million
Americans. Dourson has advocated for a legal limit on
perchlorate far weaker than the level proposed by the
EPA or the public health goal set by California scien-
tists.

The EPA had previously concluded that consumers
should not be exposed to more than 0.7 micrograms per
kilogram of body weight per day (ug/kg-day) of per-
chlorate because it interferes with the thyroid gland’s
ability to use iodine to make a hormone critical to infant
brain development. But many advocates and experts
thought this level was still not protective enough. In
2015, the California Office of Environmental Health
Hazard Assessment published an even lower value of
0.37 ug/kg-day and a public health goal for drinking wa-
ter of 1 part per billion—the level scientists say will pro-
tect both adults and infants from thyroid harm.

Dourson has a long history of advocating for per-
chlorate companies, including Boeing, Kerr-McGee,
Goodrich, Lockheed Martin, and other members of the
Perchlorate Study Group.

In 2005, he co-wrote a journal letter arguing that per-
chlorate exposures more than 100 times higher than the
level under consideration by California did not cause
harm. In 2012, after the EPA signaled its intent to cre-
ate a drinking water standard, he helped write another
article suggesting that 6 ug/kg-day would be a safe ex-
posure level—more than eight times higher than the ac-
ceptable daily dose the EPA subsequently proposed and
16 times higher than the acceptable daily dose Califor-
nia scientists used to set the state’s public health goal.

Teflon Chemical Equally troubling is Dourson’s ef-
forts to weaken regulation of perfluorooctanoic acid, or
PFOA, the toxic chemical formerly used to make Tef-
lon. Like with his advocacy for perchlorate, Dourson
has defended the compound, which has been linked to
cancer and other serious health problems. Because of
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its widespread use for decades in hundreds of con-
sumer products and industrial applications, PFOA and
other compounds in the family of perfluorinated chemi-
cals, known as PFCs, contaminate the tap water of mil-
lions of Americans.

As PFOA pollution in the Ohio River Valley came to
light in the early 2000s, West Virginia contracted Dour-
son’s science-for-hire consulting firm to determine a
‘‘safe’’ level for PFOA in drinking water. The work was
done with a consent order imposed on DuPont, and the
company recommended Dourson’s firm to the state.

Predictably, Dourson’s firm recommended a ‘‘safe’’
level that was 150 times less protective than the level
previously recommended by DuPont’s own scientists,
and more than 2,000 times less protective than the
health advisory level proposed by the EPA in 2016.
Dourson’s blessing of a weak PFOA standard paid off
for the company. West Virginia adopted Dourson’s find-
ings and set a safety threshold of 150 parts per billion
for drinking water from 2002 to 2006, which limited the
number of people DuPont was required to provide with
safe drinking water. DuPont also was able to point to
Dourson’s study as part of its defense in various law-
suits brought as a result of the contamination.

When researching companies, DuPont noted that
Dourson and his firm had a ‘‘very good reputation
among folks that are still in the business of blessing cri-
teria’’ and as a company that could ‘‘then sell this to
EPA, or whomever we desired.’’

Should someone in the business of blessing criteria
be charged with overseeing chemical safety for the
EPA? And will consumers trust the decisions of some-
one who was paid to consistently argue for weaker
chemical safety standards?

One of the chemicals that will be subject to early re-
view by EPA is 1-Bromopropane, which is linked to
neurological and reproductive disorders, as well as can-
cer. When Dourson completed a study of
1-bromopropane for Albemarle and Ameribrom, he pro-
posed an Occupational Exposure Limit, or OEL, of 20
ppm. That’s half as protective as the 10 ppm limit pro-
posed by the American Conference of Governmental In-
dustrial Hygienists a year later in 2005, and 200 times
less protective than the revised 0.1 ppm limit recom-
mended by ACGIH in 2014. The National Institute for
Occupational Safety and Health recommended an OEL
of 0.3 ppm in 2016, 67 times more protective than the
Dourson group’s finding.

Solvents Another chemical subject to early review by
the EPA is trichloroethylene, or TCE, which is ‘‘carcino-
genic to humans by all routes of exposure,’’ according
to the EPA. TCE gained infamy when many residents,
particularly children, developed cancer after drinking
contaminated water near Boston. A Dourson study
funded by the American Chemistry Council called for a
safety level up to 15 times higher than the level recom-
mended by the EPA in 2011. The EPA has since pro-
posed banning some uses of TCE, but Dourson could
decide whether to finalize or abandon the proposed
bans of TCE in vapor and aerosol degreasing, and in
spot cleaning.

Dourson also has served on the North American
Flame Retardant Alliance Science Advisory Council,
which also is funded by the American Chemistry Coun-
cil. Some flame retardants—which have been linked to
cancer, learning disorders, and reduced fertility—will
be among the first chemicals on the EPA’s to-do list.
Dourson has a long history of fighting legislative pro-
posals to ban flame retardant chemicals in upholstered
furniture and children’s products. In particular, Dour-
son co-wrote an article about the flame retardant
chemical tetrabromobisphenol A, or TBBPA, casting
doubt on whether it has reproductive, neurological, or
developmental effects.

Legislators who made difficult compromises to enact
bipartisan reform of the nation’s chemical safety laws
should think twice about putting someone known to
‘‘bless’’ chemicals in charge of the EPA Office of
Chemical Safety and Pollution Prevention. So too
should the companies and trade associations who
hoped to quell consumer doubts about the safety of
products Americans bring into their homes every day.

Of course, something far more important than con-
sumer confidence is at stake. Toxic chemicals pose se-
rious cancer risks to consumers and workers, including
farmers who handle pesticides. And, as the President’s
Cancer Panel noted, these risks have been grossly un-
derestimated.

To make real progress on chemical safety, the Senate
should reject Michael Dourson and instead demand a
chemical safety leader who has a lifelong commitment
to public health, not profits.

By Scott Faber, Senior Vice President of Government
Affairs at the Environmental Working Group.

The opinions expressed here do not represent those
of Bloomberg BNA, which welcomes other points of
view.

2

To request permission to reuse or share this document, please contact permissions@bna.com. In your request, be sure to include the following in-
formation: (1) your name, company, mailing address, email and telephone number; (2) name of the document and/or a link to the document PDF; (3)
reason for request (what you want to do with the document); and (4) the approximate number of copies to be made or URL address (if posting to a
website).

9-20-17 COPYRIGHT � 2017 BY THE BUREAU OF NATIONAL AFFAIRS, INC. DEN ISSN 1060-2976

deainfo.nci.nih.gov/advisory/pcp/annualreports/pcp08-09rpt/pcp_report_08-09_508.pdf

	Practitioner Insights: Trump Nominee Threatens Chemical Safety Progress

