EPA WHISTLEBLOWING
After I published a commentary in Nature in 1996 on the need to improve the science supporting EPA regulations, Washington EPA officials began directly managing my research and trying to interfere with promotions and other personnel actions. My local managers in Athens, Georgia, however, would not cooperate in the retaliation. EPA finally offered me a 4-year assignment to the University of Georgia if I would agree to resign afterwards. I could stay at EPA, but only publish research supportive of the agency’s policies, or I could wrap up my EPA research at UGA and then give up my EPA career as a GS-15 Research Microbiologist. I accepted EPA’s offer on the condition that the agency would comply with the Intergovernmental Personnel Act, which requires that employees loaned to other institutions be supervised by local managers. As soon I transferred to UGA, however, EPA disregarded their part of the agreement and intensified efforts to stop my research.
EPA ended all of my research funding in 1998. I was able to publish the results of one EPA research project in Nature in 1999, however, and raise a half-million dollars in private funding (including approximately $80,000 of my own personal funds) to continue the research.  EPA then solicited help from the regulated industry to discredit me; nevertheless, I and my co-workers at UGA were still able to complete several projects and publish our results in BMC-Public Health, Environmental Science & Technology, and the National Institutes of Health journal, Environmental Health Perspectives.  BioMed Central currently ranks our BMC-Public Health paper as the eighth most widely read paper ever published by any of its journals. EPA finally unilaterally terminated me on May 28, 2003 and I have remained unemployed since that time.
The law firm of Kohn, Kohn, & Colapinto in Washington, DC is representing me before the Department of Labor. Local EPA managers testified that they were instructed by Washington officials to “put a muzzle” on me and not let me collaborate with other EPA scientists or have access to the agency’s resources to conduct research. Local managers also testified that they objected to my termination, in part, because I was needed to address the agency’s inability to deal with terrorist attacks involving combinations of biological and chemical warfare agents. This is an area in which I was uniquely qualified and had proposed innovative solutions, which were supported by local managers. [The Division Director and Research Director testified that only one other EPA scientist was possibly qualified to carry out this type of research.] Senator James Inhofe, Chairman of the Senate Public Works and Environment Committee, and Senator Charles Grassley, Chairman of the Senate Finance Committee, wrote to then EPA Administrator Christie Whitman asking her to intervene in my termination on the basis of national security. Whitman passed the letter down to a low-level EPA employee in North Carolina who was involved in the retaliations.  If I prevail in the Department of Labor case, I may be temporarily reinstated to make up for the research time I lost while dealing with the agency’s efforts to stop my research.
EPA’s actions are part of a rapidly escalating, nationwide effort by federal agencies and industry to fund scientists who support government policies favorable to industry. A major thrust involves using federal and private funds to pressure employers to fire scientists who raise concerns about government policies or industry products and practices. The most common approach used against scientists at government laboratories and universities is to file allegations of scientific misconduct, ethics violations, and even criminal violations. In my case, all of these tactics were used. EPA, however, admitted to the Department of Labor that the agency is not aware of any facts that support any of the allegations against me. My case is somewhat unique in that EPA has never alleged that my work or productivity as a scientist is anything short of exceptional. EPA, in fact, testified before the Department of Labor: "-- the Agency will concede that Dr. Lewis is a unique individual.”  Instead, the agency took the position that all efforts by EPA officials to stop my research were done by misguided employees acting on their own accord without agency approval. Despite the fact that EPA’s Inspector General carried out an investigation and recommended that corrective action be taken against the Washington EPA official primarily responsible for actions taken against me, the agency still opted to terminate my employment based on the 1998 agreement in which I was assigned to the University of Georgia. This decision was rendered by Henry Longest, Deputy Assistant Administrator for Management for the Office of Research & Development, who developed the EPA policy I criticized in the Nature articles.
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