
first place — has resurfaced. Again, those who favour doing nothing 
are citing possible inaction in developing countries as an excuse for 
their own refusal to exercise leadership on the issue.

As before, attempts to force China and India into accepting caps on 
their carbon emissions by refusing to take action without them are 
doomed to fail. Developing countries have not played a significant 
role in raising levels of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere in the 
past, and their per-capita emissions remain far lower than those of 
the wealthier nations. 

Practical considerations, as well as moral ones, preclude the rapid 
introduction of emissions caps and associated carbon-trading 
schemes in developing countries. Cap-and-trade schemes are only 
going to be effective in reasonably advanced economies, where 
accurate monitoring and reporting of emissions is feasible.

One starting point may be to push developing countries to sign up 
to more realistic goals than a blanket emissions cap, which as well as 
addressing the problem of climate change will also deliver associated 
benefits of high national priority. For example, building-efficiency 
standards can simultaneously tackle problems of energy security, 
materials shortages and air pollution in China. Bilateral agreements 
between rich and poor nations to share clean-energy technologies 
could help to ensure that these goals are met. 

The Chinese government has taken some tentative steps towards 
managing its energy consumption. It has pledged, for example, to 

cut its energy intensity — the amount of energy used per unit of 
economic growth — by 20% between 2005 and 2010 (it isn’t, so far, 
on course to meet this target). It has also put some fairly stringent 
vehicle-efficiency standards in place. Consistent pressure to step up 
efforts to meet such commitments could add up to significant reduc-
tions in emissions. 

Carefully designed incentive mechanisms that encourage develop-
ing countries to engage in a global carbon market could also play a 
role. The Kyoto Protocol established the Clean Development Mecha-
nism (CDM) in 2003. This allows industrialized nations to reduce 
the costs of complying with Kyoto, essentially by paying individuals 
in developing countries to adopt lower-polluting technologies than 
they otherwise would. 

Currently, the CDM is rather limited in scope. However, as inter-
est in a global carbon market grows, mechanisms of this type hold 
out some promise for delivering real global emissions reductions. 
The major developing nations are increasingly dependent on global 
economic integration and cannot afford to become outliers in any 
new global energy strategy that emerges. 

In the short term, the best thing that wealthy countries can do 
to motivate action in the developing world is to take action them-
selves. Congress should note that a demonstration of good faith will 
be needed before the United States regains the credibility to engage 
seriously with countries such as China on this issue.  ■

Conflicted contractors
Government agencies should act to ensure the 
neutrality of research contractors. 

Private contractors play a discreet but increasingly important 
role in the research operations of government agencies. These 
companies are generously paid to do everything from surveying 

endangered species to collecting and reviewing toxicology studies 
of potentially dangerous chemicals. The information is then used by 
research agencies or regulators to make critical decisions on public 
health or the environment. 

The relationship can be mutually beneficial: the contractors make 
money, and the agencies can meet their research needs without 
assembling a large army of government employees. But many con-
tractors also have private clients — and these are sometimes the same 
companies that their public-sector clients are trying to regulate.

On page 958 of this issue, we report on an example of the problems 
this can create. Last year, the US National Institute of Environmental 
Health Sciences (NIEHS) hired a private firm, Sciences International 
of Alexandria, Virginia, to help it review a chemical called bisphenol A, 
which may affect the endocrine system. The contractor, it turns out, 
also had private clients that produced bisphenol A. Environmentalists 
cried foul, and the NIEHS has been forced to withdraw the contract. 
This week, it announced that it would re-review all 20 chemicals that 
Sciences International had examined.

Under the original contract, a panel of external scientists was due 
to have the final word on the chemical’s safety — and there is no 

evidence that the contractor was trying to manipulate them. But the 
potential for a conflict of interest still seems to exist. In this case, 
although the NIEHS required individual scientists on its advisory 
panel to sign statements about possible conflicts, it didn’t place the 
same requirement on the contractor. 

The NIEHS is hardly alone in this. Individual researchers are 
often screened quite rigorously for potential conflicts before they 
participate in government reviews, but contractors are rarely asked 
to disclose possible conflicts. Many agencies have standard warnings 
about conflicts in their contracts, but few have comprehensive rules 
about how companies should segregate their public and private work. 
There is also little active oversight of declarations that the contractors 
make, or fail to make. 

In the United States, as elsewhere, reliance on contractors has been 
steadily rising. The time has come for agencies to re-examine how 
they use contractors, and how they screen for potential conflicts. 
Agencies should create explicit conflict-of-interest guidelines similar 
to those already in place for individual scientists. Contractors should 
be required to divulge potential problems and should be given explicit 
instructions on how to segregate government and private clients. 
Agencies should also conduct periodic audits to ensure that contrac-
tors are delivering high-quality information.

The vast majority of contractors are honest brokers, and many 
employ former government officials who are fully aware of what 
their public-sector clients need and expect. But the system seems to 
be open to abuse. By taking the right steps now, regulatory agencies 
can prevent wasteful episodes such as the one at the NIEHS. More 
importantly, they can ensure that they are receiving the data they 
need to perform their missions.  ■
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