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EDITORIAL

Impact of Regulations on Universities

Academia is plagued with federal and state regulations, a few of which are beneficial, but
most of which are not. Too often the regulations are enforced with more zeal than common
sense. Because of their dependence on federal funds, institutions of higher learning are par-
ticularly vulnerable to a growing burden of mandates. In what follows, three problem areas
will be touched on—student aid, research grants, and hazardous materials.

A report prepared for the National Association of Independent Colleges and Universi-
ties has documented numbers and characteristics of regulations related to student aid. One
title of the Higher Education Act has given rise to 7000 sections of regulation. A new or
changed regulation is issued at about 2-day intervals. The regulations contain many ex-
amples of rules that are burdensome, redundant, conflicting, or unrelated to what is being
regulated. Though few individual regulations are onerous, their collective impact is great.
The motivation for enhanced federal oversight stemmed largely from participation in stu-
dent loan aid programs by irresponsible trade schools. Despite the fact that most colleges and
universities have histories of excellent performance, they are penalized by the “one size fits
all” approach often applied by federal agencies.

The regulatory burden involved in research grants has increased greatly from that of
earlier days. Increasingly, the burden has fallen on principal investigators. When a research
proposal is submitted for federal funding, it must be accompanied by 61 certifications by the
university. These deal with such matters as fraud, conflict of interest, drug abuse, hazardous
materials, age discrimination, and equal opportunity. Much of the official information rel-
evant to the 61 certifications must be supplied by research scientists. Principal investigators
and supervisors are responsible for training employees and students for compliance with regu-
lations governing animal welfare, human subjects, scientific misconduct, hazardous materi-
als, and others.

The management of hazardous materials is particularly vexing. Chemists at universi-
ties are required to comply with regulations that were written to govern operations of the
chemical industry and large users of their products. Often, industrial organizations deal with
tons of a limited number of different materials. The level of chemical expertise of labor
handling the materials often is deficient. In contrast, university laboratories have abundant
technical expertise. Quantities of wastes are small, but tend to be numerous and unpredict-
able. Costs of disposal are high. Management of wastes demands attention and the time and
talent of creative scientists.

The management of acids, bases, and combustibles is of minimal concern. The major
problem is the increasing number of chemicals that have been declared by EPA to be car-
cinogens. The ultimate number will be enormous. More than half of all organic chemicals
produce tumors in sensitive rodents when maximum tolerated doses are administered for a
lifetime. When a residue containing only a tiny fraction of a so-called carcinogen is discarded
from an experiment, such a mixture becomes officially hazardous waste. It requires special
handling, paper work, and a costly disposal process.

Federal regulations are onerous enough, but they are often exceeded by state regula-
tions. This is illustrated by experiences at Stanford University. At that institution, more than
4000 people work with chemicals in about 700 laboratories located in schools and depart-
ments throughout the large campus. Research and teaching at Stanford produce about
25,000 small containers of chemical waste annually. State regulators require that such con-
tainers be labeled, specifying six pieces of information. If during the course of visits the
inspector finds two containers mislabeled, the university is declared recalcitrant and fined
because multiple violations have occurred. To be liable for a fine, there need be misdating on
only two specimens. In the health, environment, and safety fields, Stanford'is subject to
regulation by more than 20 federal, state, county, and local agencies. The costs in time,
personnel, money, and slowing of the advancement of science are enormous. The benefits to
society are scarcely detectable.

Last November, the voters of this country indicated that they wanted assurance that
some common sense existed in Washington. A phenomenon badly in need of congressional
scrutiny and action is the regulatory mess.

Philip H. Abelson
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