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Cruise ship panel member's removal raises concerns 
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An outspoken environmental advocate has been taken off a scientific panel studying ways to clean up wastewater dumped from cruise ships, leaving some lawmakers contending that the state administration caved in to cruise industry concerns.

	

READ MORE: 

-- Lawmakers’ Jan. 26 letter to Gov. Sean Parnell (.doc)
-- Cruise Ship Wastewater Discharge Science Advisory Panel member bios




The December appointment of Gershon Cohen to the 11-member panel was rescinded three weeks later by Department of Environmental Conservation Commissioner Larry Hartig, who is undergoing legislative confirmation as successor to the lieutenant governor's job.

Cohen, who has a doctorate in environmental policy, said he was removed because he is an "advocate."

"That's literally the word that was used," he said. "One has to wonder what they were so afraid of, having me on a panel with 11 people. ... Either they just really dislike me and somehow consider me some sort of political magician, or they plan on taking that committee somewhere it's not supposed to go."

Hartig acknowledged he fielded calls from cruise industry folks opposing Cohen's appointment, and that he took those reservations about impartiality seriously. But he said the decision wasn't influenced by those concerns.

"I certainly didn't feel like I was being lobbied by industry to remove (Cohen)," Hartig said.

Instead, it's driven by a need to have panelists who can make scientific decisions on engineering and environmental issues used to help guide DEC's permitting to meet state law.

"We can't be having people on the panel who do not exercise that independent and science-based judgment," Hartig said. "I respect (Cohen) for the job that he does, but it's a different job perhaps than what we're looking for here on this panel."

Then why ask him to join in the first place?

Hartig said Cohen was the only applicant for the seat to be filled by a representative from a non-governmental organization, and that DEC was hoping for "a broader slate of nominees." DEC is now sending out a fresh solicitation for interested applicants, and broadening its reach to groups in Alaska and out of state with an interest in clean water.

While Cohen and the lawmakers who support him have no doubt that the removal stemmed from displeasure expressed by the cruise industry, the state says that wasn't the case. But with or without cause, Cohen's removal has collected like a dark cloud, giving at least the appearance that the administration was kowtowing to the cruise industry.

"It's just a shame that this even occurred," Cohen said. "It looks bad for the Parnell administration, it looks bad for Larry Hartig, who I've always gotten along with well, and it looks bad for the industry."

House Minority Leader Rep. Beth Kerttula, D-Juneau, said the situation does appear troublesome. After all, the seat on the panel is supposed to be occupied by a clean water advocate, and Cohen is just that.

"Gershon understands these issues like very few in the world do," she said. His removal "flies in the face of legislative intent."

The Cruise Ship Wastewater Discharge Science Advisory Panel is tasked with developing unbiased, science-based recommendations to DEC.

In 2006, voters passed an initiative tightening rules for cruise ship discharge, adding a $50 passenger tax and creating the ocean ranger program. Faced with an apparent gap between the commercially available technologies and clean water standards, lawmakers passed a bill last year creating the science panel to help iron out the issue. The legislation calling for the panel also requires that some seats be filled by representatives of particular interests. Cohen was tapped for a seat representing clean water advocates; another individual, oceanographer Lincoln Loehr, was appointed to represent the cruise industry.

Six Democrat lawmakers, including Kerttula, sent Parnell a letter Jan. 26 asking that he "correct a troubling abuse of power," and asking for a public explanation for Cohen's removal.

Cohen, of Haines, co-sponsored the 2006 voter initiative to tighten discharge standards.
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