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Initiate Reorganization of the Environmental 
Protection Agency
RECOMMENDATION
The budget of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is small relative to total federal spending, but its 
regulatory actions have enormous consequences, including the erosion of individual liberty and tremendous 
costs to the economy. Extensive reforms are needed to return the agency to a proper limited role. The 
following changes would constitute incremental progress toward that goal:

ȖȖ Eliminate the Office of Public Engagement and Environmental Education, which is largely focused on 
generating agency propaganda;

ȖȖ End the EPA’s control of state funds for implementing regulatory dictates and to support environmental 
advocacy groups;

ȖȖ Defund all agency activities related to the Renewable Fuel Standard, which constitutes a subsidy for the 
production and consumption of ethanol and other biofuels;1

ȖȖ Close the EPA’s 10 regional offices that micromanage states’ environmental policies;
ȖȖ Devolve to states all authority to manage Superfund cleanups; and
ȖȖ Devolve to states all authority for implementation and enforcement of the Safe Drinking Water Act.

RATIONALE
The environment shows vast improvement by nearly 

every objective measure,2 making the environmental 
statutes crafted 40 years ago largely obsolete. Reforms 
are needed that reflect today’s cleaner conditions and 
technological innovations, and that account for the reg-
ulatory experience of the past four decades.

A major part of the problem with current policy is the 
centralization of regulatory power in Washington. But 
federal bureaucrats hardly possess sufficient informa-
tion and expertise to impose controls on hundreds, if not 
thousands, of dissimilar locations across the 50 states.

Regulatory goals are often based on politics, not 
empiricism. Moreover, the EPA often fails to properly 
perform scientific analyses before imposing rules, and 
many of the analyses that are conducted are biased 
toward regulation. The agency has been thoroughly 
captured by environmental activists, politicians, and 
corporate interests.

OPEE. The EPA’s Office of Public Engagement and 
Environmental Education (OPEE) produces curricu-
lum and training materials that are highly politicized 
and contradict scientific principles. The Government 
Accountability Office determined that the agency 
engaged in covert propaganda and violated federal 
anti-lobbying prohibitions with respect to its “waters 
of the United States” rulemaking.3

The office is also mismanaged: A report by the 
agency’s Office of Inspector General concluded that 

the “OEE is significantly impaired in its ability to 
provide evidence of program results and benefits, 
manage the program to achieve results, or spot waste 
and abuse.”4

Categorical Grants and Regional Offices. Many 
of America’s environmental statutes were based on 
the principle of cooperative federalism, that is, shared 
responsibility between the federal government and 
the states. Over time, however, an excess of judicial 
deference and congressional delegation of lawmak-
ing powers has turned the EPA from collaborator to 
dictator—including its control of billions of dollars 
in “categorical grants” doled out to states and special 
interests to carry out the agency’s bidding.

The extent to which the EPA has abandoned any 
pretext of federalism is evident in its deep reach into 
local affairs, such as school curricula, and programs to 

“enhance the livability and economic vitality of neigh-
borhoods” and “promote more sustainable, healthier 
communities.”5

States are better equipped to customize policies 
for local conditions, and land owners have greater 
incentives than the government to protect private 
property. Both groups can act regionally when there 
are cross-border components to environmental issues. 
There is no need for the EPA’s 10 regional offices, which 
interfere with state conservation activities and expose 
citizens to regulatory redundancy.
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A less-centralized regime would mean more direct 
accountability—taxpayers would have an easier time 
identifying the officials responsible for environmen-
tal policies, and the people making those regulatory 
decisions would have to live with the consequences. 
Property owners would be held accountable through 
common law.

Renewable Fuel Standard. Congress created the 
Renewable Fuel Standard to force refiners to blend 
gasoline with corn-based ethanol. Because of the arti-
ficial demand for corn and other biofuel “feedstocks,” 
farmers devoted evermore acres to biofuel crops. The 
consequent reduction in U.S. supplies of soybeans and 
other displaced crops propelled commodity prices.

Biofuel mania is hardly environmentally benign. 
Researchers have documented the fact that the culti-
vation of corn for ethanol and other biofuel feed stocks 
substantially increases emissions of the greenhouse 
gases that are supposedly causing climate change. 
(The excess emissions result from land conversions 
that are driven by demand for corn and other crops 
used to produce “renewable” fuels.) The National 
Academy of Sciences has reported that ethanol pro-
duction is draining water supplies, while the boom in 
corn and other feed-stock production fosters soil ero-
sion and fertilizer runoff.6

The EPA has not complied with the requirement to 
report to Congress every three years on the impacts 

of biofuels.7 Nor has the agency fulfilled anti-backslid-
ing requirements to analyze and address any negative 
air-quality impacts of the RFS.8

Superfund. The Superfund program for clean-
ing and redeveloping contaminated and hazardous 
waste sites is inefficient and ineffective.9 Funds are 
consumed by environmental studies, compliance 
with handbooks, regulations and guidance, and law-
suits. From FY 1999 through FY 2013, the total num-
ber of nonfederal sites on the National Priorities 
List remained relatively constant, while the number 
of completions declined. Funding for the programs 
should be eliminated, and responsibility for program 
functions should be shifted to the states. The EPA has 
had more than 35 years to perfect the program, and 
it has failed.

Safe Drinking Water Act. The EPA has failed to 
keep America’s drinking water safe—one of its primary 
functions. For example, the agency had the authority, 
and sufficient information, to issue an emergency order 
to protect residents in Flint, Michigan, from lead-con-
taminated water a full year before the agency took 
action.10 The EPA’s Office of Inspector General also 
documented inconsistencies in the agency’s adherence 
to enforcement policies; only three of 20 enforcement 
orders reviewed by the Inspector General met the 
timeliness standard, and few cases were escalated by 
the EPA or state when noncompliance persisted.11

ADDITIONAL READING
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Foundation, March 4, 2015.
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ȖȖ Diane Katz, “An Environmental Policy Primer for the Next President,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 3079, December 14, 2015.
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