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A dangerous disregard for scientific truth
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Leaders need to be held accountable. While this is usually interpreted to mean our elected representatives, it also includes academic leaders such as me.

While I may be a successful and well-respected scientist, I am also a state employee and a willing recipient of federal research funds. I take seriously the obligation to adhere to principles of scientific integrity and to deliver on the stated missions of the organizations in which I work. This obligates me to seek truth and apply valid findings to society as a whole, and especially to those who are at highest risk of disease and have the least wherewithal to battle forces that deprive them of social, economic, environmental and health justice.

So, it must be said: In my career, I have never seen such callous and brazen disregard for the truth as I am seeing in the political machinery of the federal government right now.

Peer review, which ensures that other well-qualified scientists rigorously review grant proposals and scientific findings, has been proven to be a highly effective way to ensure integrity in how we select grants for funding and release facts and opinions to the public. In some instances, the process of peer review has been replaced by processes that are subject to political influences. There is no precedent for this in U.S. history.

Many senior scientists — including numerous Nobel laureates, National Medal of Science winners and members of the National Academy of Science and other esteemed organizations — have spoken out during the past four years in response to what they see as manipulation of data, and distortion or suppression of research findings. I honor their bravery in doing so.

The recent revelation that Philip A. Cooney, a Bush administration policy analyst who previously worked as a lobbyist for the American Petroleum Institute, removed or adjusted descriptions of climate research that government scientists and their supervisors had approved is another high-profile example of the problem. Data that do not support a particular viewpoint and inferences derived from such objective data have been suppressed.

Since World War II, Democratic and Republican administrations have supported the remarkable growth of federal funding of biomedical (and other) research. What is happening now is clearly different and will have dire consequences for society for a long time.

We’ve seen the budget for the main federal agencies that fund research in retrenchment. With a typical time-lag of three years to five years — the average “life” of a research grant — it will take years to rectify and reverse the damage, even with the political will to fix the problem.

The biggest losers in the current war against objective science are:

• Our children and grandchildren. Their world will see reversals in much of the progress we have made, and the message about the irrelevance of truth in favor of political expediency is deeply troubling to those who want to live in a world of opportunity, fair play and service to higher ideals.

• Society as a whole. The improvements in quality of life and standard of living that we have experienced over the past century have resulted largely from the progress we have made in the biomedical, physical and social sciences; the engine that drives this is federal (i.e., taxpayer) funding .

At the heart of science is the seeking of truth and, unavoidably, a commitment to expose “lies” (in the process of testing falsifiable hypotheses). Because it tears at the fabric of what we hold dear as a society, the current attack on science needs to be confronted and reversed.

As concerned citizens living in a democracy, we have the right and obligation to speak out against injustice and hypocrisy. This compels us to demand a truly honest interchange on the things that threaten our own health, the health of future generations and the health of the environment (on which all other life depends).

The longer-term goal must be to restore integrity and full funding to the institutions that help us to understand the nature and scope of threats to our well-being and to design and implement solutions.
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Dr. Hebert is a professor in the Department of Epidemiology and Biostatistics at USC’s Arnold School of Public Health and associate director of the Hollings Cancer Center in Charleston.

