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LEGISLATORS URGE GOVERNOR TO STAND UP TO CORPORATE ABUSE

Science panel member removed following apparent cruise industry pressure

Six state legislators sent a letter to Gov. Sean Parnell today to protest the sudden removal of Dr. Gershon Cohen from a state science advisory panel, and to urge the governor to reinstate Cohen and to exercise fair and consistent practices regarding the rest of the panel.

Senators Bill Wielechowski and Hollis French (both D-Anchorage), House Minority Leader Beth Kerttula (D-Juneau), and Representatives Berta Gardner, Mike Doogan and Les Gara (all D-Anchorage) believe Cohen may have fallen victim to cruise industry bullying tactics, and have asked the governor to correct the situation.

The Department of Environmental Conservation began recruiting members for the 11-member cruise ship science advisory panel in November 2009. Cohen applied and was selected, and the committee is scheduled to begin meetings this month.  Just three weeks after having been approved, Dr. Cohen was informed by Department of Environmental Conservation Commissioner Larry Hartig that he was being removed from the panel, because he was perceived as a clean water “advocate.” The decision apparently followed pressure from the cruise ship industry.

“Removing a well-qualified scientist from this panel simply because he exercised his First Amendment rights is simply unacceptable,” Wielechowski said. 

Cohen is highly qualified to serve on the science panel. He has a Masters Degree in Molecular Biology and a PhD in Environmental Policy.  His letter of appointment from the state read in part: "The science advisory panel will benefit greatly from your experience with cruise ship wastewater regulation and legislation.” 

“There’s simply no justification for Dr. Cohen’s removal from the panel,” French said. “One panel member is an industry attorney. Someone is going to have to come up with a better reason than ‘advocacy,’ and I’d like to see it in writing.”

According to Cohen, Commissioner Hartig told him he’d received pressure from the cruise industry, and that Hartig had now changed his mind, doubting Cohen could be unbiased.

“This sets a very bad precedent,” Kerttula said, “and it is disappointing to see the state behave in this manner." 

A copy of the letter is attached for further details. 
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