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WHO LOST THE OZONE?

How the world waited too
long to rescue the shield
that protects earth from the

sun's dangerous UV rays

By EUGEME LINDEN

T 15 HAILED AS THE GREATEST SUC-
cess yet In the defense of Planet
Earth. Manmy a President and Prime
Minister present themselves as the
saviors of the ozone layer=the lead-
ers who rescued the fragile atmospheric
shield that profects all living things from
the sun's dangerous uliraviolet rays. This
airbrushed view of history starts in 1955,
when scientists reallzed that an ozone hode
hivel opened over the South Pole—ihe result
of an atmospheric assault by man-made
chemicals called chloroflusrocarbons,
which are commonly used in refrigerators
and air conditioners. Soon after this dis-
turbing surprise, the diplomats of the
world were al the negotiating table. By
1957 they had reached a preliminary agres-
mcnl o phase out production of CPcs, and
by 1580 they had set 2000 as the target year
for a total ban. Now most countries expect
to beat that deadline by many vears be-
coause substitufes for CFCs are coming on
line more rapidly than expected. The cen-
tral player in the drama—the unwitting vil-
lain furned hero—was Do Pont, ihe Ameri-
cin chemical company that invented crcs,
dominated global production and eventual-
Iv led the way in developing substitubes.
In 14980 the U.5. Environmental Protec-
ton Agency gave Do Pont an award for
stratospheric ozone protection.

There is only one problem with this fa-
bbed success story: the rescuers may have
arrived (oo late. No matter how quickly
manufacturers halt the production of
cres, billions of pounds of the chemicals
already produced will continoe (o seep
into the atmosphere and rise inexorably to
aftack the ozone layer. Worse, measure-
ment after measurement since the mid-
19805 has shown that ozone loss has been
greter and more rapld than sclentlsts
predicted. Last month in Sclerce maga-
zine, researchers disclosed new satellite
readings showing that in 1992 the average
concentration of ozone in the upper atmo-
sphare around the globe was 2% to 3% low-
er than any previous reading and 1.5%
below what computer models predicted.
That news came just a week after the
World Meteorological Organization e
ported that ozone levels over some north-
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ern parts of Europe and Canada fell as
much as 209 this winter.

The amount of CFCs in the atmosphere
will keep rising until at least the vear
2000; after that it may slowly fall, but
ozone destruction will continue for sevar-
al decades in the 21st century. Some opti-
mistic scientists predict that the impact
on the heavily populated middle latiiudes
will be folerable: at worst, a 6% ozone loss
during the summer months, which coald
cause a 12% increase in uliraviolet radia-
tion. But these forecasts are based on the
same computer models that have consis-
tently underestimated the problem, Glven
the volatile and poorly understood chem-
istry of the upper atmesphere, no one can
predict how severe the ozone depletion
will b, Even a modest rise in the level of
UV radiation could increase the risk of
getting skin cancer or cataracts, damage
crops and other plant life, and possibly af-
fect climate patterns,

[d (e world really act as fast as possi-
bl to meed the threal? The answer, unforfu-
neately, 1= no, The eventual rescue operation
was the last chapter in a long saga of confia-
sion, wishful thinking, indecizion and delay,
For nearly a decade before the 1987 oeone
treaty, nations were warned of the danger
bait did nothing. In the U.S. those who had
the power to take action instead engaged in
self-delusion: the Reagan Administration af
first dismizsed the ozone threal a5 & non-
igzuae, while Du Pont and other manufactur-
ers underestimated fulure sales of CFCs,
rraking it hazard seem minimal.

The story is more than a matter of his-
torical interest; the world may pay dearly
for the delay. What happencd with ozone
i5 o cautionary tale that is relevant fo ow
countries deal with other global environ-
mental igswes, such as the sclentific fore-
casis of global warming. So far, leaders
have put off dealing with that danger, just
as they did with the ozone problem,

The alarm first sounded back in 1974,
when Sherwood Rowland and Mario Moli-
na of the University of California at Irvine
winrned aboul the destroctive impact that
crcs eould have on the atmosphere, He-
fore banning these important industrial
chemicals, however, scientists had to con-
firm that crcs did in fact attack ozone and
that society produced enough of the chem-
icals to create a problem. Within a few
years, most scientists accepted that cFCs
were o real threat, though uncertainties
remained. In 1978 the U5, banned the uss
of CFCs in aerosol sprays and began push-
ing for international contrals,

The clection of Ronald Keagan, abropt-
Iy interrupted (hese American efforts. The
EPA wians laken over by a pro-business feam
that did nof like regulations and distrust-
ed international agreemenis. Anne Bur-
ford, who headed the EPA in the early
18505, regarded ozone depletion as an un-
substantiated scare story. Many demoral-
ized professionals resigned, leaving the
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agency with few people who had any back- |
ground on the issue.

Du Pont, which poured 315 million |

into developing substitutes during the late
15705, all but halted iis research shorthy
after Reagan's election because no further
regulation was on the horizon. Earlier, Du
Pont had publicly committed itself (o stop
production of CFCs if “reputable evidence™
showed they posed a hazard (o the oxone
layer. The company, however, sef a tough
standard for what consiifuted “reputable
evidence.” Du Poni challenged Howland at
every turn in the 1970s, and he believes
the company’s aggressiveness sent a chill-
ing message to other scientists in the feld.

I cymakers had received unambiguous sci-
| entific signals on the dangers of cFes. But
goon after the Reagan Administration
came infto power, some sclentlsts began to
| question how serious (he problem would
be, One section of a 1933 National Acade-
my of Sclences update on ozone suggested
ihat if crc production remained fiat, total
ozone loss might not be as severe as previ-
ously expected.

D Pont and the alliance immediately
seized on the no-growth scenario. Influen-
tial atmospheric specialists, such as Kob-
ert Waison, who recently moved to the
White House staff from MASA, Wone per-
suaded that the cFC indusiry would not be
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Ome of the crucial questions for policy-
makers was whether cres would remain
in (he atmosphere for a long time. Asked
today when it was proved that cFes eould
hang around for many decades, Du Pont
sclentists readily acknowledge that the is-
sie was largely put to rest in the 70 As
late as 1952, however, a Du Pont sclentist
was still arguing in print that cFes were
shart-lvesd.

N WHAT TURNED OUT TO BE A MAS-
terstroke of lobbwing, Du Pont fook
the lead in organizing the Alllance

fior Responsible crc Policy in 1980_1t |

was an unusual frade organization,

| since it brought together both producers

and users of a product, groups that usually
have opposing agendas. The manufactur-
ers realized that representatives from
small American businesses spread
through every congressional district
would have far more impact on lawmakers
than a few ghant chemical companies. “1
remember a parade of CRC users coming
through,” says 1.5, Senator John H. Cha-
fee of Rhode Island, “telling me what [ was
going to do to their refrigeration business
if they were denied (hese marvelous
crcs.” Partly because of the alliance's lob-
bying. support for additional U5, limits on
production dried up in Congress.

Despite the antiregulatory mood, there
i= litthe doubt that the U5, and other goy-
ernmenis would have taken action if poli-
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expanding. Watson recalls that Du Pont
spokesmen appeared al meeting after
mseting arguing that the CPC market was
“mature.” With these reassurances, some
sclentlsts felt less immediate need for fur-
ther regulations.

The indusiry wociferously countered
opponents’ suggestions (hat the CPC mar-
ket was, in Fuct, growing. When Ralph Ci-
| cerone, an atmospheric chemist at U.C. Ir-
vine, gave a talk at Columbia University in
1984, his assertion that the cPC market
was expanding drew what he remembers
as a heated “personal attack™ from Du
Pont manager Donald Strobach, who
| served as sclence adviser to the alliance.
Cicerone had data from the gpa and the
Rand Corp., but Strobach said that his fig-
ures were scandalously wrong and that Ci-
corone was being irmesponsible,

Actually, Cicerone was correct, After
a sharp drop in world production during
the deep recession of 1982, cutput re-
sumed a climb that had begun in the late
1970=, In March 1983 the Chemical Mar-
keting Reporter predicied 4% to 5% growth
each year in CFCs through 1957, Actual
production cutpaced predictions: output
increased roughly 7% a vear.

Du Pont officials insist they did not
know the market for cFCs was going to
grow uniil 1986, In March of that year,
frustrated EPa officials arranged a shows-
down that participant Alan Miller, then an
attorney with the Natural Resources De-
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fense Council, deseribed as “analysts at
the O.K. Corral,” and confronted the in-
dustry with three independently produced
studies showing that without regulation,
crc production would grow. Says F. An-
thony Vogelsberg, a Du Pont environmen-
tal manager: “You have to understand
what we were looking at. If you smoothed
the data between 1980 and 1983, you had a
flat market ..."” Du Pont argued that the
market in the developed world was ma-
ture, but it is farfetched to suggest that the
world’s largest manufacturer of crcs did
not realize there was tremendous un-
tapped demand for refrigeration among
the huge populations in the developing
world. Moreover, the market for crc113
(used to clean electronic circuit boards)
was exploding.

The dispute over the potential of the
CcFC business eventually hurt Du Pont’s
credibility. Watson, who earlier believed
industry assertions, now says bitterly,
“We listened when they said this was a
mature business, but we now know that
they were stating lies.”

In September 1986 Du Pont suddenly
broke ranks with other manufacturers
and reversed its position. It admitted that
the cFCc market was growing and acknowl-
edged the need for international controls
on production. At about this time, the
chemical giant resumed its research into
CFC substitutes. Once the company
changed its mind, it moved quickly. In
1988 Du Pont pledged to get out of the
business by 2000. But humanity may pay a
price for the years of delay; between 1978
and 1988, nearly 19 billion lbs. of cFcs
were produced worldwide.
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At a time when environmental policy-
makers are being accused of wasting re-
sources on exaggerated threats, such as
dioxin contamination, the ozone story
shows what can happen when the world
underestimates problems. It also under-
scores the difficulty of imposing environ-
mental regulations that clash with eco-
nomic interests, especially in the face of
scientific uncertainty. If policymakers
wait until there is unarguable evidence of
danger before they act, it may be too late to
prevent serious environmental damage.,

This dilemma is now being faced on a
related issue, that of carbon dioxide emis-
sions and the global warming they could
cause. Even though scientists are still de-
bating how bad the warming trend might
be, President Clinton has pledged that the
U.S. will draw up a plan to get emissions
of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse
gases back to 1990 levels by the year
2000. But will the plan, which may be op-
posed by utilities, automakers and a host
of other business interests, make it
through Congress? Corporate forces have |
already come up with their own version
of the ¢Fc alliance, called the Global Cli-
mate Coalition. One of the founding
members: Du Pont. |
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