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In a previous editorial site in that state have the optimum geologic set
(Elements, December ting for a repository? In the case of the Keystone
2011), I discussed how XL pipeline, is it appropriate that any one of the
difficult it is to predict six US states and two Canadian provinces should
with certainty the be able to block a project whose impacts, for better
environmental impact or for worse, extend far beyond the boundaries of
of activities such as these jurisdictions? The Keystone XL project also
mining, energy pro raises the question of CO2 emissions and global
duction, and radioac warming. Should decisions on a global issue like
tive waste disposal. this be in the hands of individual states, prov
Here I shall continue inces, or even smaller political subdivisions? It
on this theme with seems to me that national governments must be
Tim Drever
some musings on how able to make decisions on major projects. It is
regulatory decisions are made—particularly in unfortunate, though, that these decisions tend
the United States, the country with which I am to involve political considerations as much as the
most familiar. The first obvious point is that any merits of the projects. Ultimately almost all deci
activity such as mining or energy production will sions are challenged in courts of law. It seems
have an impact on the environment. Generally reasonable to expect judges to decide whether
speaking the impact will be nega
proper procedures have been fol
tive—loss of wildlife habitat, visual
lowed and regulations observed: it
disturbance, air and water pollu
does not seem reasonable to expect
tion. On the other hand there are
to evaluate scientific data or
An informed public them
benefits to society—we need energy
make what are essentially value
will reinforce the
and we need mineral resources.
judgments. Courts do, however,
Ideally, conservation, substitution,
need for decisions end up making such judgments:
and recycling will reduce these
in our present political environ
to be made on a
requirements, but they will not
ment there seems no other way of
scientific basis.
be eliminated, at least in the short
reaching a resolution. In an ideal
term. We thus need to perform
world we would have an agency
some sort of cost-benefit analysis.
that presented the scientific facts
It is relatively easy to quantify the
on a particular issue and was
benefits but quite difficult to put
reasonably trusted by all parties
an economic value on the costs. What is a scenic involved. The ultimate decision, though, is a
view worth? Wildlife habitat? Endangered spe political as much as a scientific one. As scien
cies? These really come down to personal value tists we need to present and disseminate the best
judgments: regulations reflect some sort of con information that we can. An informed public will
sensus, although individuals often hold strongly reinforce the need for decisions to be made on a
differing opinions. And what about possible haz scientific basis. We hope that Elements can make
ards that are not part of the normal operation of a contribution to informing the scientific com
a project: how do we assign a probability (and munity and the public on some of these impor
hence a cost) that a pipeline will burst or that a tant issues.
major earthquake will occur? And who should
bear this cost? The Fukushima Dai-ichi disaster We are making some progress in reducing the
environmental impact of energy and mining
made us all more sensitive to these questions.
projects. The planning process is including more
There is also the question of how we make sensitivity to environmental concerns, and our
the decision, in particular, who are the “we”? understanding of how to control the movement
Typically, the benefits of a major project such of contaminants and how to reclaim disturbed
as the (now-cancelled) Yucca Mountain radioac land is constantly improving. The public is also
tive waste repository and the (now-suspended) becoming more informed about the tradeoffs.
Keystone XL oil pipeline from Alberta to the US Microbiological approaches, as discussed in this
Gulf Coast are widely distributed across society, issue, are really in their infancy, but they are
whereas the costs (or at least some of them, becoming increasingly important in reclamation
thinking of possible water pollution and distur and are contributing to an overall reduction in
bance of the landscape) are much more localized. the impact of mining on the environment. We
Whose voice should be decisive in determining hope that the potential of these methods will be
whether a project should be authorized? I have realized and that this will reduce some of the
been reading editorials recently arguing that such conflicts between economic and environmental
decisions should be local—or at least each affected priorities.
US state should have a veto. This seems reasonable
James I. Drever* (drever@uwyo.edu)
at first sight, but is it realistic? Will any state ever
University of Wyoming
volunteer to host a high-level radioactive waste
repository? And if a state does volunteer, does a
* Principal editor in charge of this issue
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