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The Nixon
Legacy

JAMES F. RYAN

It’s been a half century since the dawn of the modern environmental
movement, and we’re all the better off for it. The air we breathe and
water we drink are probably cleaner now than since the advent of the

industrial revolution. Also, it’s safe to say that the chemical industry is no
longer collectively considered the dispenser of evil toxins that once it was.
It’s hard to remember that Dow Chemical, with a mid-century reputation for
manufacturing napalm, generating dioxins in Agent Orange, and discharging
chemical waste, was banned from recruiting employees at several college
campuses in the late 1960s. Dow, DuPont, and Union Carbide were seen as
environmental Visigoths in need of societal restraint. 

You have to give credit to President Richard Nixon for establishing the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) during his first term in office. Of
course, he didn’t do so in a vacuum. Publication of Rachel Carson’s 1962 book,
Silent Spring, is considered by many to be the seminal event in modern envi-
ronmentalism. Press coverage of the first Earth Day on April 22, 1970, also
helped focus citizenry on both the personal and public consequences of indus-
trial pollution. On December 2, 1970, the EPA opened its doors; on December
4, the first EPA administrator, William D. Ruckelshaus, was sworn in. Congress
followed with a plethora of environmental laws, each with its own acronym,
including the Clean Air Act (CAA), Clean Water Act (CWA), Federal Insecticide,
Fungicide, and Rodenticide Act (FIFRA), and the Comprehensive Environ-
mental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA, a.k.a. Superfund). 

Throughout the 1980s, laws such as these were what most of us thought
of when we considered the environmental movement. Regulations derived
from these acts depended primarily on some type of upper tolerable limit not
being exceeded. Defining lists of these chemicals has, of course, given rise
to a defined series of analytical methods. The good side of having these fixed
methods is that the government has taken responsibility for defining what
is toxic and what is a tolerable exposure. The not-so-good side was that they
tended to limit what some perceived to be environmental analytical chemistry. 

We all realize now that there is more to the environmental movement
than this series of legislation. No one has passed a law that requires moni-
toring the atmospheric ozone layer or increases in atmospheric temperature.
Measuring these parameters necessitates a different kind of expertise, to say
nothing of equipment, than the AA and GC methods that are so familiar to
most commercial environmental labs. In our story on page 28 of this issue,
Associate Editor Michael Felton describes how satellites named Terra, Aqua,
and Aura will play a key role in assessing the variables that may be impor-
tant in weather and global climatology, factors of daily life that can affect
us just as much as cadmium in drinking water or particulates in air. These
satellites follow in the pioneering path of 1968’s Apollo 8 spacecraft, which
transmitted the first images of Earth as seen from space, another touchstone
in environmental consciousness.

I doubt seriously whether Richard Nixon ever envisioned the way the
environmental movement would develop when he assembled the EPA from a
federal hodgepodge of diverse offices. Although Nixon was presumably moti-
vated by politics, he undeniably did a good thing. Meanwhile, you wonder
how succeeding presidents will be judged on their environmental records. ◆
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