
� On the Establishment of the EPA and NOAA
Date: July 9, 1970

Author: Richard M. Nixon

Genre: speech

Summary Overview

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)
are both key agencies in the U.S. government with important roles, respectively, in environmental protection and
scientific research. Amid growing public and political pressure (and on the heels of a sweeping set of environ-
mental protection initiatives), it was the conservative Republican president Richard M. Nixon who called for the
establishment of the EPA and NOAA in 1970. The former agency was to enjoy broad regulatory powers to protect
the nation’s natural resources and wildlife. The latter was to focus on studying the environment itself. Both agen-
cies are central to the U.S. government’s approach to the natural world and have been supported by liberal
policymakers emphasizing regulation, scientific research, and environmental conservation.

Defining Moment

The first official federal agencies dedicated to study-
ing and protecting the environment were not born of
any singular event or issue. Rather, the push to estab-
lish the EPA and NOAA came from decades of grad-
ual environmental degradation, many major (and
human-caused) environmental disasters, and growing
attention to deteriorating environmental conditions.

As the nation continued its post-World War II
boom, the negative by-products of twentieth-century
industrialism were becoming increasingly manifest.
Streams and rivers were increasingly cloudy, darkened
by silt and pollution. Air pollution was also becoming
an issue, made particularly relevant during the early
1950s when thousands of Londoners died during the
“Great Smog” of 1952. In 1969—ironically as resi-
dents of Cleveland began taking steps to clean up the
city’s waterways—Ohio’s Cuyahoga River burst into
flames, one of several times in the twentieth century
that the toxic chemicals in the river caught fire.

The 1960s was a period in which Americans were
becoming increasingly critical of their government as
well as large corporations. In 1964, Rachel Carson
published her seminal book Silent Spring, in which
she attacked the widespread use of pesticides. The
book warned not only of the risks such chemicals

posed to wildlife; it suggested that Americans were
also ingesting these chemicals in their vegetables,
grains, and water.

Carson’s book gained greater popularity as Ameri-
cans became increasingly disillusioned with U.S. in-
volvement in Vietnam. During the 1960s, Americans
watched on television as U.S. planes sprayed the her-
bicide known as Agent Orange in central and south-
ern Vietnam. The goal was to clear away the thick
foliage used as cover by the enemy, as well as cut off
the enemy’s food supplies by destroying agricultural
land. Millions of gallons of Agent Orange were
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sprayed in Vietnam between 1961 and 1971, exposing
civilians and military personnel to dangerous levels of
dioxin and other deadly chemicals.

By the late 1960s, concern grew that the chemicals
and chemical by-products used in modern America
and around the world represented a major risk to hu-
manity as well as to animals and plant life. In 1969,
Congress passed the National Environmental Policy
Act, which required federal agencies to submit envi-
ronmental impact statements along with their project
proposals, and also created the Council on Environ-
mental Quality, a presidential advisory body. Re-
sponding to pressure for greater government
involvement in environmental issues, Nixon turned
Roy L. Ash, whom he had tasked with making recom-
mendations to streamline the Executive Office of the
President. The Ash Commission, as it became
known, responded to Nixon’s queries about environ-
mental bodies by recommending the establishment of
two new agencies: the EPA and NOAA, which would
consolidate a number of existing agencies and under-
take new roles as well. Nixon submitted his
reorganization proposal to Congress in July 1970,
along with this message.

Author Biography

Richard Milhous Nixon was born on January 9, 1913,
in Yorba Linda, California. While helping run his fam-
ily’s grocery store in Whittier, he attended Whittier
College, graduating in 1934 and receiving a scholar-
ship to Duke University School of Law, where he
graduated in 1937. After graduating from Duke,
Nixon returned to California to practice law. He later
moved to Washington, D.C., to continue his law ca-
reer before the attack on Pearl Harbor led him to en-
list in the Navy. After World War II, Nixon returned to
Southern California, successfully running for Con-
gress as a Republican in 1946. After two terms as a
congressman, Nixon was elected to the Senate in
1950, and was tapped as Dwight Eisenhower’s presi-
dential running mate in 1952. After two terms as vice
president, Nixon ran unsuccessfully for the White
House in 1960. For several years thereafter, Nixon re-
mained a private citizen before being encouraged to
run again in 1968—this time, he won, remaining in
office until the Watergate scandal forced him to re-
sign in 1974, not long after his election to a second
term. Nixon died in 1994 in New York and was later
buried in his home town of Yorba Linda.
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Historical Document

On the Establishment of the EPA and NOAA

To the Congress of the United States:

As concern with the condition of our physical environment has intensified, it
has become increasingly clear that we need to know more about the total en-
vironment-land, water and air. It also has become increasingly clear that only
by reorganizing our Federal efforts can we develop that knowledge, and effec-
tively ensure the protection, development and enhancement of the total
environment itself.

The Government’s environmentally related activities have grown up piece-
meal over the years. The time has come to organize them rationally and sys-
tematically. As a major step in this direction, I am transmitting today two
reorganization plans: one to establish an Environmental Protection Agency,
and one to establish, within the Department of Commerce, a National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.

ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY (EPA)

Our national government today is not structured to make a coordinated attack
on the pollutants which debase the air we breathe, the water we drink, and
the land that grows our food. Indeed, the present governmental structure for
dealing with environmental pollution often defies effective and concerted
action.

Despite its complexity, for pollution control purposes the environment must
be perceived as a single, interrelated system. Present assignments of depart-
mental responsibilities do not reflect this interrelatedness.

Many agency missions, for example, are designed primarily along media
lines—air, water, and land. Yet the sources of air, water, and land pollution are
interrelated and often interchangeable. A single source may pollute the air
with smoke and chemicals, the land with solid wastes, and a river or lake with
chemical and other wastes. Control of the air pollution may produce more
solid wastes, which then pollute the land or water. Control of the water-pol-
luting effluent may convert it into solid wastes, which must be disposed of on
land.

Similarly, some pollutants—chemicals, radiation, pesticides—appear in all
media. Successful control of them at present requires the coordinated efforts
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of a variety of separate agencies and departments. The results are not always
successful.

A far more effective approach to pollution control would:

Identify pollutants.

Trace them through the entire ecological chain, observing and recording
changes in form as they occur.

Determine the total exposure of man and his environment.

Examine interactions among forms of pollution.

Identify where in the ecological chain interdiction would be most
appropriate.

In organizational terms, this requires pulling together into one agency a vari-
ety of research, monitoring, standard-setting and enforcement activities now
scattered through several departments and agencies. It also requires that the
new agency include sufficient support elements—in research and in aids to
State and local anti-pollution programs, for example—to give it the needed
strength and potential for carrying out its mission. The new agency would
also, of course, draw upon the results of research conducted by other
agencies.

COMPONENTS OF THE EPA

Under the terms of Reorganization Plan No. 3, the following would be moved
to the new Environmental Protection Agency:

—The functions carried out by the Federal Water Quality Administration
(from the Department of the Interior).

—Functions with respect to pesticides studies now vested in the Department
of the Interior.

—The functions carried out by the National Air Pollution Control Adminis-
tration (from the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare).

—The functions carried out by the Bureau of Solid Waste Management and
the Bureau of Water Hygiene, and portions of the reactions carried out by the
Bureau of Radiological Health of the Environmental Control Administration
(from the Department of Health, Education and Welfare).
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—Certain functions with respect to pesticides carried out by the Food and
Drug Administration (from the Department of Health, Education and
Welfare).

—Authority to perform studies relating to ecological systems now vested in
the Council on Environmental Quality.

—Certain functions respecting radiation criteria and standards now vested in
the Atomic Energy Commission and the Federal Radiation Council.

—Functions respecting pesticides registration and related activities now car-
ried out by the Agricultural Research Service (from the Department of
Agriculture).

With its broad mandate, EPA would also develop competence in areas of envi-
ronmental protection that have not previously been given enough attention,
such, for example, as the problem of noise, and it would provide an organiza-
tion to which new programs in these areas could be added.

In brief, these are the principal functions to be transferred:

Federal Water Quality Administration. Charged with the control of pollutants
which impair water quality, it is broadly concerned with the impact of de-
graded water quality. It performs a wide variety of functions, including re-
search, standard-setting and enforcement, and provides construction grants
and technical assistance.

Certain pesticides research authority from the Department of the Interior.
Authority for research on the effects of pesticides on fish and wildlife would
be provided to the EPA through transfer of the specialized research authority
of the pesticides act enacted in 1958. Interior would retain its responsibility
to do research on all factors affecting fish and wildlife. Under this provision,
only one laboratory would be transferred to the EPA—the Gulf Breeze Biolog-
ical Laboratory of the Bureau of Commercial Fisheries. The EPA would work
closely with the fish and wildlife laboratories remaining with the Bureau of
Sport Fisheries and Wildlife.

National Air Pollution Control Administration. As the principal Federal
agency concerned with air pollution, it conducts research on the effects of air
pollution, operates a monitoring network, and promulgates criteria which
serve as the basis for setting air quality standards. Its regulatory functions are
similar to those of the Federal Water Quality Administration. NAPCA is re-
sponsible for administering the Clean Air Act, which involves designating air
quality regions, approving State standards, and providing financial and tech-
nical assistance to State Control agencies to enable them to comply with the
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Act’s provisions. It also sets and enforces Federal automotive emission
standards.

Elements of the Environmental Control Administration. ECA is the focal
point within HEW for evaluation and control of a broad range of environmen-
tal health problems, including water quality, solid wastes, and radiation. Pro-
grams in the ECA involve research, development of criteria and standards,
and the administration of planning and demonstration grants. From the ECA,
the activities of the Bureaus of Water Hygiene and Solid Waste Management
and portions of the activities of the Bureau of Radiological Health would be
transferred. Other functions of the ECA including those related to the regula-
tion of radiation from consumer products and occupational safety and health
would remain in HEW.

Pesticides research and standard-setting programs of the Food and Drug Ad-
ministration. FDA’s pesticides program consists of setting and enforcing stan-
dards which limit pesticide residues in food. EPA would have the authority to
set pesticide standards and to monitor compliance with them, as well as to
conduct related research. However, as an integral part of its food protection
activities, FDA would retain its authority to remove from the market food with
excess pesticide residues.

General ecological research from the Council on Environmental Quality. This
authority to perform studies and research relating to ecological systems would
be in addition to EPA’s other specific research authorities, and it would help
EPA to measure the impact of pollutants. The Council on Environmental
Quality would retain its authority to conduct studies and research relating to
environmental quality.

Environmental radiation standards programs. The Atomic Energy Commis-
sion is now responsible for establishing environmental radiation standards
and emission limits for radioactivity. Those standards have been based largely
on broad guidelines recommended by the Federal Radiation Council. The
Atomic Energy Commission’s authority to set standards for the protection of
the general environment from radioactive material would be transferred to the
Environmental Protection Agency. The functions of the Federal Radiation
Council would also be transferred. AEC would retain responsibility for the
implementation and enforcement of radiation standards through its licensing
authority.

Pesticides registration program of the Agricultural Research Service. The De-
partment of Agriculture is currently responsible for several distinct functions
related to pesticides use. It conducts research on the efficacy of various pesti-
cides as related to other pest control methods and on the effects of pesticides
on nontarget plants, livestock, and poultry. It registers pesticides, monitors
their persistence and carries out an educational program on pesticide use
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through the extension service. It conducts extensive pest control programs
which utilize pesticides.

By transferring the Department of Agriculture’s pesticides registration and
monitoring function to the EPA and merging it with the pesticides programs
being transferred from HEW and Interior, the new agency would be given a
broad capability for control over the introduction of pesticides into the
environment.

The Department of Agriculture would continue to conduct research on the
effectiveness of pesticides. The Department would furnish this information
to the EPA, which would have the responsibility for actually licensing pesti-
cides for use after considering environmental and health effects. Thus the
new agency would be able to make use of the expertise of the Department.

ADVANTAGES OF REORGANIZATION

This reorganization would permit response to environmental problems in a
manner beyond the previous capability of our pollution control programs. The
EPA would have the capacity to do research on important pollutants irrespec-
tive of the media in which they appear, and on the impact of these pollutants
on the total environment. Both by itself and together with other agencies, the
EPA would monitor the condition of the environment-biological as well as
physical. With these data, the EPA would be able to establish quantitative
“environmental baselines” critical if we are to measure adequately the success
or failure of our pollution abatement efforts.

As no disjointed array of separate programs can, the EPA would be able—in
concert with the States—to set and enforce standards for air and water qual-
ity and for individual pollutants. This consolidation of pollution control au-
thorities would help assure that we do not create new environmental
problems in the process of controlling existing ones. Industries seeking to
minimize the adverse impact of their activities on the environment would be
assured of consistent standards covering the full range of their waste disposal
problems. As the States develop and expand their own pollution control pro-
grams, they would be able to look to one agency to support their efforts with
financial and technical assistance and training.

In proposing that the Environmental Protection Agency be set up as a sepa-
rate new agency, I am making an exception to one of my own principles: that,
as a matter of effective and orderly administration, additional new independ-
ent agencies normally should not be created. In this case, however, the argu-
ments against placing environmental protection activities under the
jurisdiction of one or another of the existing departments and agencies are
compelling.
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In the first place, almost every part of government is concerned with the envi-
ronment in some way, and affects it in some way. Yet each department also has
its own primary mission—such as resource development, transportation,
health, defense, urban growth or agriculture—which necessarily affects its
own view of environmental questions.

In the second place, if the critical standard-setting functions were centralized
within any one existing department, it would require that department con-
stantly to make decisions affecting other departments-in which, whether
fairly or unfairly, its own objectivity as an impartial arbiter could be called into
question.

Because environmental protection cuts across so many jurisdictions, and be-
cause arresting environmental deterioration is of great importance to the
quality of life in our country and the world, I believe that in this case a strong,
independent agency is needed. That agency would, of course, work closely
with and draw upon the expertise and assistance of other agencies having ex-
perience in the environmental area.

ROLES AND FUNCTIONS OF EPA

The principal roles and functions of the EPA would include:

The establishment and enforcement of environmental protection standards
consistent with national environmental goals.

The conduct of research on the adverse effects of pollution and on methods
and equipment for controlling it, the gathering of information on pollution,
and the use of this information in strengthening environmental protection
programs and recommending policy changes.

Assisting others, through grants, technical assistance and other means in ar-
resting pollution of the environment.

Assisting the Council on Environmental Quality in developing and recom-
mending to the President new policies for the protection of the
environment.

One natural question concerns the relationship between the EPA and the
Council on Environmental Quality, recently established by Act of Congress.

It is my intention and expectation that the two will work in close harmony, re-
inforcing each other’s mission. Essentially, the Council is a top-level advisory
group (which might be compared with the Council of Economic Advisers),
while the EPA would be an operating, “line” organization. The Council will
continue to be a part of the Executive Office of the President and will perform
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its overall coordinating and advisory roles with respect to all Federal programs
related to environmental quality.

The Council, then, is concerned with all aspects of environmental qual-
ity-wildlife preservation, parklands, land use, and population growth, as well
as pollution. The EPA would be charged with protecting the environment by
abating pollution. In short, the Council focuses on what our broad policies in
the environmental field should be; the EPA would focus on setting and en-
forcing pollution control standards. The two are not competing, but comple-
mentary—and taken together, they should give us, for the first time, the
means to mount an effectively coordinated campaign against environmental
degradation in all of its many forms.

NATIONAL OCEANIC AND ATMOSPHERIC ADMINISTRATION

The oceans and the atmosphere are interacting parts of the total environmen-
tal system upon which we depend not only for the quality of our lives, but for
life itself.

We face immediate and compelling needs for better protection of life and
property from natural hazards, and for a better understanding of the total en-
vironment-an understanding which will enable us more effectively to monitor
and predict its actions, and ultimately, perhaps to exercise some degree of
control over them.

We also face a compelling need for exploration and development leading to the
intelligent use of our marine resources. The global oceans, which constitute
nearly three-fourths of the surface of our planet, are today the least-understood,
the least developed, and the least-protected part of our earth. Food from the
oceans will increasingly be a key element in the world’s fight against hunger.
The mineral resources of the ocean beds and of the oceans themselves, are be-
ing increasingly tapped to meet the growing world demand. We must under-
stand the nature of these resources, and assure their development without
either contaminating the marine environment or upsetting its balance.

Establishment of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administra-
tion—NOAA—within the Department of Commerce would enable us to ap-
proach these tasks in a coordinated way. By employing a unified approach to
the problems of the oceans and atmosphere, we can increase our knowledge
and expand our opportunities not only in those areas, but in the third major
component of our environment, the solid earth, as well.

Scattered through various Federal departments and agencies, we already have
the scientific, technological and administrative resources to make an effec-
tive, unified approach possible. What we need is to bring them together. Es-
tablishment of NOAA would do so.

On the Establishment of the EPA and NOAA • 919



By far the largest of the components being merged would be the Commerce
Department’s Environmental Science Services Administration (ESSA), with
some 10, 000 employees (70 percent of NOAA’s total personnel strength) and
estimated Fiscal 1970 expenditures of almost $200 million. Placing NOAA
within the Department of Commerce therefore entails the least dislocation,
while also placing it within a Department which has traditionally been a cen-
ter for service activities in the scientific and technological area.

COMPONENTS OF NOAA

Under terms of Reorganization Plan No. 4, the programs of the following or-
ganizations would be moved into NOAA:

• The Environmental Science Services Administration (from within the
Department of Commerce).

• Elements of the Bureau of Commercial Fisheries (from the Department
of the Interior).

• The marine sport fish program of the Bureau of Sport Fisheries and
Wildlife (from the Department of the Interior).

• The Marine Minerals Technology Center of the Bureau of Mines (from
the Department of the Interior).

• The Office of Sea Grant Programs (from the National Science Foundation).

• Elements of the United States Lake Survey (from the Department of the
Army).

In addition, by executive action, the programs of the following organizations
would be transferred to NOAA:

• The National Oceanographic Data Center (from the Department of the
Navy).

• The National Oceanographic Instrumentation Center (from the Depart-
ment of the Navy).

• The National Data Buoy Project (from the Department of Transportation).

In brief, these are the principal functions of the programs and agencies to be
combined:

• The Environmental Science Services Administration (ESSA) comprises
the following components:
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° The Weather Bureau (weather, marine, river and flood forecasting
and warning).

° The Coast and Geodetic Survey (earth and marine description, map-
ping and charting).

° The Environmental Data Service (storage and retrieval of environ-
mental data).

° The National Environmental Satellite Center (observation of the
global environment from earth-orbiting satellites).

° The ESSA Research Laboratories (research on physical environmen-
tal problems).

ESSA’s activities include observing and predicting the state of the oceans, the
state of the lower and upper atmosphere, and the size and shape of the earth.
It maintains the nation’s warning systems for such natural hazards as hurri-
canes, tornadoes, floods, earthquakes and seismic sea waves. It provides in-
formation for national defense, agriculture, transportation and industry.

ESSA monitors atmospheric, oceanic and geophysical phenomena on a global
basis, through an unparalleled complex of air, ocean, earth and space facili-
ties. It also prepares aeronautical and marine maps and charts.

Bureau of Commercial Fisheries and marine sport fish activities. Those fish-
ery activities of the Department of the Interior’s U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice which are ocean related and those which are directed toward commercial
fishing would be transferred. The Fish and Wildlife Service’s Bureau of Com-
mercial Fisheries has the dual function of strengthening the fishing industry
and promoting conservation of fishery stocks. It conducts research on impor-
tant marine species and and on fundamental oceanography, and operates a
fleet of oceanographic vessels and a number of laboratories. Most of its activi-
ties would be transferred. From the Fish and Wildlife Service’s Bureau of
Sport Fisheries and Wildlife, the marine sport fishing program would be
transferred. This involves five supporting laboratories and three ships
engaged in activities to enhance marine sport fishing opportunities.

The Marine Minerals Technology Center is concerned with the development
of marine mining technology.

Office of Sea Grant Programs. The Sea Grant Program was authorized in
1966 to permit the Federal Government to assist the academic and industrial
communities in developing marine resources and technology. It aims at
strengthening education and training of marine specialists, supporting ap-
plied research in the recovery and use of marine resources, and developing
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extension and advisory services. The Office carries out these objectives by
making grants to selected academic institutions.

The U.S. Lake Survey has two primary missions. It prepares and publishes
navigation charts of the Great Lakes and tributary waters and conducts re-
search on a variety of hydraulic and hydrologic phenomena of the Great
Lakes’ waters. Its activities are very similar to those conducted along the At-
lantic and Pacific coasts by ESSA’s Coast and Geodetic Survey.

The National Oceanographic Data Center is responsible for the collection and
dissemination of oceanographic data accumulated by all Federal agencies.

The National Oceanographic Instrumentation Center provides a central Fed-
eral service for the calibration and testing of oceanographic instruments.

The National Data Buoy Development Project was established to determine
the feasibility of deploying a system of automatic ocean buoys to obtain oce-
anic and atmospheric data.

ROLE OF NOAA

Drawing these activities together into a single agency would make possible a
balanced Federal program to improve our understanding of the resources of the
sea, and permit their development and use while guarding against the sort of
thoughtless exploitation that in the past laid waste to so many of our precious
natural assets. It would make possible a consolidated program for achieving a
more comprehensive understanding of oceanic and atmospheric phenomena,
which so greatly affect our lives and activities. It would facilitate the coopera-
tion between public and private interests that can best serve the interests of all.

I expect that NOAA would exercise leadership in developing a national oce-
anic and atmospheric program of research and development. It would coordi-
nate its own scientific and technical resources with the technical and
operational capabilities of other government agencies and private institutions.
As important, NOAA would continue to provide those services to other agen-
cies of government, industry and private individuals which have become es-
sential to the efficient operation of our transportation systems, our agriculture
and our national security. I expect it to maintain continuing and close liaison
with the new Environmental Protection Agency and the Council on Environ-
mental Quality as part of an effort to ensure that environmental questions are
dealt with in their totality and that they benefit from the full range of the
government’s technical and human resources.

Authorities who have studied this matter, including the Commission on Ma-
rine Science, Engineering and Resources, strongly recommended the cre-
ation of a National Advisory Committee for the Oceans. I agree.
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Consequently, I will request, upon approval of the plan, that the Secretary of
Commerce establish a National Advisory Committee for the Oceans and the
Atmosphere to advise him on the progress of governmental and private pro-
grams in achieving the nation’s oceanic and atmospheric objectives.

AN ON-GOING PROCESS

The reorganizations which I am here proposing afford both the Congress and
the Executive Branch an opportunity to re-evaluate the adequacy of existing
program authorities involved in these consolidations. As these two new orga-
nizations come into being, we may well find that supplementary legislation to
perfect their authorities will be necessary. I look forward to working with the
Congress in this task.

In formulating these reorganization plans, I have been greatly aided by the work
of the President’s Advisory Council on Executive Organization (the Ash Coun-
cil), the Commission on Marine Science, Engineering and Resources (the
Stratton Commission, appointed by President Johnson), my special task force
on oceanography headed by Dr. James Wakelin, and by the information devel-
oped during both House and Senate hearings on proposed NOAA legislation.

Many of those who have advised me have proposed additional reorganiza-
tions, and it may well be that in the future I shall recommend further changes.
For the present, however, I think the two reorganizations transmitted today
represent a sound and significant beginning. I also think that in practical
terms, in this sensitive and rapidly developing area, it is better to proceed a
step at a time—and thus to be sure that we are not caught up in a form of orga-
nizational indigestion from trying to rearrange too much at once. As we see
how these changes work out, we will gain a better understanding of what fur-
ther changes—in addition to these—might be desirable.

Ultimately, our objective should be to insure that the nation’s environmental
and resource protection activities are so organized as to maximize both the ef-
fective coordination of all and the effective functioning of each.

The Congress, the Administration and the public all share a profound commit-
ment to the rescue of our natural environment, and the preservation of the Earth
as a place both habitable by and hospitable to man. With its acceptance of these
reorganization plans, the Congress will help us fulfill that commitment.

RICHARD NIXON

The White House

July 9, 1970

��
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Document Analysis

Nixon begins his remarks to Congress by noting that
federal efforts regarding the environment have
grown up in a piecemeal and fragmented way, and
that it is time to unify them. He notes that there are
separate bodies for addressing air, water, and soil
pollution, despite the fact that all these forms of pol-
lution are interconnected. The optimal approach to
the pollution issue, therefore, is a coordinated ap-
proach through a single system. That system is to be,
according to Nixon’s reorganization plan, the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency (EPA).

The EPA will be charged with analyzing and track-
ing different forms of pollution and their impacts on
the environment, Nixon says. To this end, he pro-
poses, the agencies and departments that track solid
waste, water quality, agricultural pesticides, automo-
bile emissions, and even atomic radiation will—in
part or in full—be folded into the EPA. Additionally,
the EPA is to have strong authority to punish polluters
as well as track pollution. He lists multiple advantages
to having one independent agency setting air- and wa-
ter-quality standards and guidelines for the use and/or
disposal of various pollutants.

The second major component of Nixon’s reorgani-
zation plan is to establish a scientific agency that will
study the risks and address the hazards that exist in
the relationship between humans and the oceans and
atmosphere. The National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration, he argues, will be responsible for a
task that was long overdue—exploring and under-
standing the world’s water and air resources.

Unlike the EPA, Nixon clarifies, NOAA will be
part of the U.S. Department of Commerce. This
move is largely due to the fact that the Commerce
Department already houses the largest agency being
folded into NOAA: the ten-thousand-employee En-
vironmental Science Services Administration
(ESSA), home of the Weather Bureau, the Environ-
mental Data Service, and other scientific and tech-
nical bodies that gather information important for
tracking natural hazards such as hurricanes, torna-
does, floods, and earthquakes. Another body moving
under NOAA is the Bureau of Commercial Fisher-
ies, which tracks the stock of fish targeted by the

commercial and sport fishing industries, for the
purpose of protecting and strengthening both the in-
dustries and the fisheries.

Nixon notes that bringing these and many other
similar agencies together as NOAA will enable the
government to “improve our understanding of the re-
sources of the sea, and permit their development and
use while guarding against the sort of thoughtless ex-
ploitation that in the past laid waste to so many of our
precious natural assets.” It will also build the store of
knowledge of natural phenomena that directly and
crucially affect the human environment.

Essential Themes

President Nixon’s establishment of the EPA and
NOAA represented a major development in the grow-
ing environmentalist movement. Americans were in-
creasingly concerned about the myriad sources of
pollution appearing in the air, water, and soil. Upon
assuming office, Nixon called attention to this move-
ment during a period when he, like his predecessors,
was reforming the executive branch to allow it to best
address what he saw as the country’s most pressing is-
sues. He added that the piecemeal approach to un-
derstanding and protecting the environment was
ineffective. Instead, a comprehensive approach was
warranted; just as the issues were multifaceted, so too
should be the response, he argued.

Nixon’s creation of the stand-alone EPA and
NOAA within the Commerce Department was, in the
president’s eyes, the right move in addressing pollu-
tion and the use of America’s natural resources. Both
agencies and departments would be comprehensive
and coordinated in their respective approaches to
combating pollution and protecting resources. In ad-
dition to analyzing the causes of pollution and unsus-
tainable resource management, these agencies were
given regulatory powers, enabling them to not only set
standards but also enforce sanctions against those
who defied those standards. Nixon added that the
standards and regulations for which NOAA and the
EPA were responsible for setting was not a complete
list; in the future, Congress and the president would
be able to add to them. Still, Nixon’s two new agencies
would serve as two of the most important vehicles for
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curbing pollution and sustaining the nation’s natural
resources.

Although they have faced challenges over the
many decades in which they have existed, it was only
during that second Trump administration, beginning
in January 2025, that the agencies faced major cuts
in staff and funding as part of Trump’s effort to
shrink the size of the federal government and elimi-
nate regulations.

—Michael P. Auerbach, MA
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