“Mercury Pollution Not Child's Play”
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AUSTIN, Texas _ I can't tell whether this administration is flaunting its cynicism, its contempt for science or its conviction that when in power you help your contributors and fry your enemies. Although how millions of small children and unborn fetuses came to be enemies of Bush & Co. is beyond my political or theological understanding.

We are talking about the rollback announced last week in regulating mercury pollution. Except, of course, it wasn't announced as a rollback, it was announced as a great step forward. This raises the always timely question, "How dumb do they think we are?" and this time the answer is "profoundly dumb," because it is real hard to get fooled by this one. You look at the numbers and tell me.

Mercury is a neurotoxin that damages the brains and nervous systems of fetuses and young children, and probably affects adults as well. It is one of the suspected, though not proven, causes of recent increases in autism, Parkinson's and Alzheimer's. It is known to cause learning and attention disabilities and mental retardation.

Eight percent of American women of childbearing age already have mercury in their blood above the EPA's "safe level." Mercury emissions from power plants get into rain clouds and come down in lakes and rivers, there poisoning fish and the people who eat them. Coal-fired power plants are the largest source of mercury, spewing 50 tons a year into the air, about 40 percent of the total. In December 2000, the Environmental Protection Agency issued a finding requiring the maximum amount of technically achievable reduction in mercury. This was expected to result in a 90 percent mercury reduction by 2007.

Instead, the new EPA proposals downgrade mercury emissions _ particularly mercury emissions from the utility industry _ by taking it out of the "hazardous pollutant" category. It would be funny if it weren't so sad.

Simply by implementing the laws already on the books, annual mercury emissions from power plants could be reduced to 5 tons annually by 2007. But Bush's EPA last week introduced a new plan to cap emission at 34 tons a year by 2010 and then 15 tons by 2018. This means hundreds of more tons of mercury discharged over the next 15 years, and that many more children born brain-damaged. I'd really like to know if John Graham, Bush's cost-benefit guru at the Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs, factored in the cost of special ed, health care and caretaking for those kids.

The good news is this will save the utility industry hundreds of millions of dollars _ worth every retarded child, eh? Besides, the coal industry contributed more than $250,000 to Bush's last campaign, and you didn't. John Walke, clean air director of the Natural Resource Defense Council, called it "a grotesque giveaway."

The truth is, EPA is doing nothing about mercury pollution. The decrease to 34 tons a year is a byproduct of new filtering requirements for nitrogen (causes smog) and sulfur dioxide (causes acid rain), which aren't much to write home about, either. Mike Leavitt, new head of the EPA, defended the proposal as an emissions-trading program, like the one that has reduced acid rain. But the Environmental Defense Fund, which has endorsed the use of market-based, cap-and-trade systems for reducing some pollutants, is appalled by the mercury decision and apparently not comforted by the EPA's decision to change mercury's classification.

One reason cap-and-trade on mercury pollution won't work is it is pretty much site-specific. It hangs around the neighborhood it comes from, so you get dangerous pockets of it, "hot spots" like the ones in South Florida.

In a nicely dovetailed bureaucratic action, the Food and Drug Administration chimed in with a new, softer advisory on mercury-contaminated fish consumption. Consumers Union believes the new FDA advisory is so vague as to which fish are likely to have concentrations of mercury (those at the top of the fish food chain), it is largely useless. Probably the most infamous case of mercury poisoning was in the Japanese village of Minamata. Eugene W. Smith, the great photojournalist, took the picture of the Minamata Madonna, gently holding her hopelessly deformed and retarded child in a steam bath.

I once heard a Texas politician being begged to consider doing something "for the children of Texas." He inquired back, "Do the little bastards have a PAC?"

Well, no they don't. But they have mommies. Their mommies can read numbers. Their mommies know the difference between 50 tons a year and 5 tons a year. Mommies know what a campaign contribution is. Mommies can tell the difference between a cynical sack of excrement and safe babies. Mommies can get very angry. You've got to watch those mommies, Karl.
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	A Loss of Overtime Pay for Some  by Jared Bernstein <../content.cfm/economist> and Ross Eisenbrey <../content.cfm/economist> Much has been written about how partisan and polarized politics and policy-making have become. But one of the worst stories hasn't been told: how the Bush administration ignored a consensus between Republicans and Democrats in Congress to put aside proposed changes in the rules governing overtime pay. Unless Congress acts quickly to reverse the rule, millions face the new year with the prospect of more work for less pay. Because we work at a think tank that studies workplace issues, we had ringside seats at what became an all-too-typical Washington donnybrook in which the special interests prevailed over the public interest. Here's how it happened: Back in March, the Bush administration introduced a sweeping set of changes in the rules determining who gets paid time-and-a-half for working overtime. Along with its proposal, the administration provided some estimates of the number of workers who would be affected, claiming that while a few would lose out -- become ineligible for overtime pay -- more would be newly covered. Given the magnitude of the proposed changes, the numbers seemed skewed to us, so we began our own research into the impact of the proposal. The first hint that we were onto something was when the Department of Labor blocked our ability to talk to the contractor who did the analysis for them. After completing a far more careful (and transparent) analysis of the new rules, we found that the administration's estimate was not just a bit off, but was incredibly misleading and inaccurate. Instead of 644,000 current workers losing coverage, we found that 8 million workers could end up becoming exempt from overtime coverage. Now the debate really heated up. While the overtime rules can be changed without congressional approval, members of the House and Senate from both parties started hearing from constituents, and newspaper editorials began to get into the fray as well. The Labor Department continued to stonewall -- to this day, department officials have refused to justify their work or substantively defend their biased estimate. Ultimately, despite aggressive administration and business arm-twisting, both houses of Congress voted to block the new rule. That's right -- not just the Senate, which has been consistently more employee-friendly on such issues -- but the House as well. Essentially, enough Republicans were convinced that these rules would hurt workers who depend on overtime pay to make ends meet. It should have ended there. Historically, when both houses agree that a rule is unacceptable, the administration drops it. Something about the will of the people, and all that patriotic stuff. After all, the ``unelected bureaucrats,'' as conservatives often label them, have only as much authority as Congress delegates to them. But not with this administration. This rule change is so important to its friends and funders in the business world -- further proof that we were onto something -- that it decided to buck history as well as the wishes of both houses of Congress. The administration is pushing the rule through anyway. This is beyond partisanship -- plenty of Republicans agreed with us. It's pure special-interest politics with complete disregard for the democratic process. The public as a whole is totally opposed to any rule that eliminates overtime rights. Of course, it bodes ill for workers when business' interests trump both parties' wishes and the public consensus. But worse, it suggests a worrisome failure of the system to deliver a fair result. We've been involved in these debates for decades, and it works like this: One side proposes something, the other side challenges it, the facts go on display, both sides lobby, debate, etc., and public officials make the call based on the evidence and the politics. And that's exactly what happened. But this time, the Bush administration decided it didn't like that outcome and, therefore, would ignore the bipartisan wishes of the nation's representatives. That's undemocratic, and Congress should reverse the ruling on overtime at its first opportunity.  Jared Bernstein <../content.cfm/economist> is a senior economist at the Economic Policy Institute. Ross Eisenbrey <../content.cfm/economist> is vice president of the Economic Policy Institute. [ POSTED TO VIEWPOINTS ON DECEMBER 9, 2003 ]


