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People fish along the Texas City Dike across from the refineries inside the Texas City industrial complex, including Marathon and Valero, May 2021.

Over the nearly two years of President Donald Trump’s second term, his administration has 
taken more than 500 actions that harm public health or the environment.1 When faced with 
this onslaught of harm, it can be difficult to see the strategic agenda at play. However, NRDC’s 
new analysis reveals that the Trump administration is executing a sweeping and long-
planned—but quiet—government-wide campaign to dismember major programs intended 
to prevent exposure to cancer-causing toxics and radiation. In sum, this administration has 
reversed course: America’s government is no longer fighting a War on Cancer but fighting a 
War to Promote Cancer.

THE TRUMP ADMINISTRATION’S 
PRO-CANCER AGENDA: 
AMERICANS COULD FACE AN EXTRAORDINARY INCREASE IN 
EXPOSURE TO CANCER-CAUSING TOXICS AND RADIATION

https://www.nrdc.org/press-releases/500-anti-environment-measures-trump-administration
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These actions include:

n	� Dismantling protections against carcinogenic PFAS 
“forever chemicals”

n	� Rolling back radiation safeguards for nuclear plants and 
nearby communities

n	� Expanding production of the weed killer Roundup and 
supporting immunity from liability for its manufacturers, 
despite substantial evidence that the active ingredient 
glyphosate is a probable human carcinogen

n	� Giving producers of carcinogenic ethylene oxide and 
numerous other carcinogens a free pass to keep polluting

n	� “Revisiting” standards that would finally phase out 
asbestos use

This is not an accident. Much of this campaign can be 
found throughout the Heritage Foundation’s Project 2025 
blueprint and has long been advocated for by industry. The 
campaign is being waged in the halls of agencies created to 
protect the public against toxic and cancer-causing agents, 
including the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the 
Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC), the Department of 
Energy (DOE), the Consumer Product Safety Commission 
(CPSC), and even the National Institutes of Health (NIH). 
The administration has also systematically defunded or 
gutted programs that advance key types of cancer prevention, 
research, and treatment. This is a deliberate campaign to help 
the chemical, oil, and nuclear industries while leaving the 
American people more exposed to cancer-causing chemicals. 

NOW IS NOT THE TIME TO STOP THE FIGHT AGAINST 
CANCER IN AMERICA
In one form or another, cancer affects nearly every family 
in America. Whether it’s a sister with breast cancer, a mom 
with uterine cancer, a dad with prostate cancer, or a friend 
with lung cancer, the disease is an epidemic. Within the 
United States, rates of breast cancer have been increasing 
over the past two decades, with younger women facing a 
steeper increase in diagnosis.2 People younger than 50 years 
old have experienced a 2.9 percent increase of colon cancer 
each year from 2013 to 2022.3 Nearly 230,000 people are 
expected to be diagnosed with lung cancer in 2026.4 Prostate 
cancer is expected to be diagnosed in more than 330,000 men 
in 2026, and the incidence of prostate cancer is 70 percent 
higher in Black men than white men.5 This racial disparity is 
not limited to prostate cancer. Black Americans, for example, 
have the highest overall cancer death rate and lower five-year 
survival rates than white Americans, disparities shaped in 
part by increased exposure to cancer risks and less access to 
prevention, early detection, and care.6

The disease is also a scourge among younger populations. 
Cancer is the number one cause of death by disease among 
children and adolescents in the United States. Over the past 
four decades, the number of kids diagnosed annually with 
leukemia has increased by about 35 percent.7 Adolescent 
cancers have increased by about 1 percent per year since 
2015.8 Brain and central nervous system tumors are the 
leading cause of cancer death in children, and far too many 
young adults are being diagnosed before the age of 35.9

A child with cancer receiving chemotherapy treatment in hospital. 
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Even when cancer is being treated or is in remission, it casts 
a dark shadow over those afflicted and their families. Cancer, 
and the often-torturous regimens used to treat it, can have 
devastating, lifelong physical and psychological impacts. The 
economics of cancer are significant and can wreak havoc 
on family finances and well-being. Indeed, a recent study 
found that cancer patients are nearly five times more likely 
to declare bankruptcy than other Americans.10 The National 
Cancer Institute has estimated that cancer-related medical 
costs in the United States are about $209 billion per year, 
though the American Cancer Society believes that “this is an 
underestimate because it did not account for the rising cost of 
treatment,” and many prescription medicines alone cost more 
than $100,000 annually.11

While cancer continues to pose enormous risks, government 
efforts to attack the disease over the past several decades 
have yielded some positive results. The trend toward 
increased incidence of some cancers has been dampened 
(mostly due to reduced tobacco use) and cancer treatments 
have improved. In some cases, the government has taken 
decisive action to reduce exposure to carcinogens—such as 
forever chemicals in tap water—and introduced controls 
on certain cancer-causing air pollutants, including ethylene 
oxide and other hazardous organics. But far more needs to  
be done. 

How are members of the Trump administration tackling this 
crisis? They are not and instead are actively making things 
worse. They have pulled an abrupt about-face that portends a 
ratcheting up of cancer’s rampage. 

WHAT THE ALL-OF-GOVERNMENT PRO-CANCER AGENDA 
LOOKS LIKE
President Trump promised that his administration would 
“make America healthy again” and would take actions 
“drastically lowering chronic disease rates and ending 
childhood chronic disease.”12 But his administration’s actions 
tell a very different story.

Across the federal government, the Trump administration 
is weakening the scientific guidelines used to identify and 
prevent cancer risks, rolling back safeguards that limit 
exposure to carcinogens, and dismantling the agencies and 
research programs responsible for protecting the public from 
toxic chemicals and radiation.

These actions amount to far more than a collection 
of individual regulatory rollbacks. They represent a 
fundamental shift in federal policy away from preventing 
exposure to cancer-causing pollution and toward giving 
polluting industries greater latitude to expose workers, 
families, and communities to substances known or suspected 
to cause cancer.

REJECTING THE SCIENCE USED TO PROTECT PEOPLE 
FROM CANCER
At the foundation of the administration’s agenda is an effort 
to weaken how the federal government evaluates cancer risk.

Abandoning the principle that there is “no safe level of 
exposure” to carcinogens
For decades, federal health and environmental agencies  
have generally recognized that exposure to carcinogens can 
carry some degree of cancer risk even at very low levels.  
This “no safe level of exposure” principle has helped drive 
policies aimed at reducing harmful exposure as much as 
reasonably possible.

The chemical and nuclear industries have long sought to 
overturn that approach, and Project 2025 outlined much the 
same goal.13 The Trump administration is now putting those 
plans into practice.

Under this administration, as detailed below, former 
chemical-industry lobbyists and lawyers now oversee the 
EPA toxics policy. These officials have moved the agency 
away from the “no safe level” principle for carcinogens, 
including in a precedent-setting safety reassessment of the 
widely used cancer-causing chemical formaldehyde.14 If 
this effort is successful, the EPA is likely to take the same 
approach for other carcinogens in the chemical industry’s 
crosshairs, including hexavalent chromium, which is known 
to cause lung cancer.15 

At the same time, both the NRC and the DOE are eliminating 
the obligation to reduce exposure to radioactive carcinogens 
to the lowest reasonably achievable level, despite decades 
of scientific evidence that any level of radiation poses 
a cancer risk.16 As recently as 2021, the NRC rejected a 
petition seeking to abandon the “no safe level” standard for 
radiation, which is widely characterized as a known human 
carcinogen.17 However, soon after President Trump began 
his second term, he issued an executive order directing the 
commission to reconsider its reliance on the “no safe level” 

Emissions rising from an oil refinery complex near homes in Texas.
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threshold and the “as low as reasonably achievable” (ALARA) 
standard, which drives NRC to make every reasonable effort 
to keep radiation exposure as far below regulatory limits as 
practical, to minimize cancer risks.18 

President Trump also fired a Democratic commissioner 
and installed a new chair; soon thereafter, the supposedly 
independent federal agency proposed to eliminate ALARA, 
even while acknowledging it could not refute the science 
indicating there is “no safe threshold” of exposure to 
radioactive carcinogens.19 The elimination of ALARA is 
supported by the nuclear industry and was urged by the 
Project 2025 blueprint.20 

In January 2026, Energy Secretary Chris Wright eliminated 
the use of the “no safe level of exposure” and ALARA 
standards for controlling radioactive carcinogens by DOE.21 
The Trump administration’s DOE management argued this 
step was needed to boost nuclear energy growth.22 

These unprecedented actions run contrary to the long-
standing scientific recognition that there is no safe level of 
exposure to cancer-causing compounds and radioactivity. 
Even as these rollbacks are underway, a study led by 
scientists at the Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health 
has found that people living in counties closer to operational 
nuclear power plants have higher rates of cancer mortality 
than those located farther away, though the researchers said 
more study would be needed to establish causality.23 Although 
the argument from the Trump administration is that these 
changes are necessary to increase nuclear energy production, 
as NRDC has previously stated, regulation “is not an obstacle 
to nuclear energy, it is the foundation of public confidence.”24

Replacing long-term evidence with less robust testing methods
After decades of relying on scientifically accepted long-term 
human or rodent studies to evaluate chemical hazards—
including links to cancers—the EPA is increasingly relying on 
short-term tests known as “new approach methods” (NAMs). 
These NAMs involve the use of computer models, tests on 
cells and proteins in a petri dish, and engineered tissues, for 
example. However, when it comes to chronic or systemic 
health effects, these methods lack the ability to capture the 
biological processes that occur in whole living organisms.25 
Chemicals linked to serious chronic health effects can appear 
safer simply because the NAMs being used are poorly suited 
to detect diseases, such as cancer, that develop over many 
years. Many experts believe this is a key reason the chemical 
industry is a proponent of NAMs, plus they are faster and 
cheaper than long-term human or rodent studies. For cancer 
and other complex disorders, animal-based experimentation 
remains an essential component to keeping populations safe, 
yet the EPA has been moving away from this type of research. 

One recent example of this is para-dichlorobenzene (p-DCB), 
a chemical used in mothballs, deodorizers, pesticides, some 
plastics, and other products. The NIH has classified p-DCB 
as “reasonably anticipated” to be a human carcinogen, 

while the World Health Organization has classified it as 
“possibly carcinogenic to humans.”26 Human population 
studies have found associations between p-DCB exposure 
and certain reproductive and other cancers.27 Yet the EPA 
treated a five-day NAM study as evidence of long-term safety, 
while sweeping aside published studies linking p-DCB with 
cancer in people. A scientific committee that reviewed the 
five-day NAM protocol warned that it may fail to identify 
many critical human health concerns because of “other 
potential effects including reproductive, developmental, 
endocrine, neurological, or immune system toxicity are not 
necessarily accounted for.” The committee went on to say 
that “these effects are potentially more sensitive”—that is, 
these health effects may occur at lower doses of exposure 
to the chemical—than the limited number of adverse effects 
reported in the NAM studies.28 

The shift to NAMs comes at a time when the Trump 
administration is also making a massive shift toward artificial 
intelligence (AI). The administration has fired 1,500 EPA 
scientists, many of whom would have been involved in 
interpreting scientific test results, and AI has been used to 
review NAM data.29 Thus, under the current administration’s 
new approach, chemical evaluations will be done by testing 
cells in a petri dish with data interpreted by AI platform such 
as ChatGPT. 

This is a formula for disaster. The result of a reliance on such 
NAM studies is likely to be a regulatory system that does 
not merely weaken protections against known carcinogens 
but increasingly fails to identify dangerous chemicals as 
carcinogens in the first place.

Disregarding cancer findings from established scientific 
authorities
The administration is also rejecting or disavowing the 
EPA’s own scientists’ conclusions and those of respected 
independent scientific bodies when they justify stronger 
human protections.

In addition to rejecting research about carcinogens such as 
radiation or p-DCB, the Trump EPA has dismissed the World 
Health Organization’s finding that the widely used herbicide 
atrazine is a probable human carcinogen.30 The agency is 
likewise disavowing its previous risk assessment of ethylene 
oxide, which found that the chemical is substantially more 
carcinogenic than previously understood, and is moving to 
weaken toxic air pollution standards governing ethylene 
oxide emissions.31 As discussed below, administration 
officials similarly have attacked respected scientific bodies’ 
findings that the widely used herbicide glyphosate (Roundup) 
also is a probable human carcinogen.32

When scientific findings support stronger protections against 
cancer-causing chemicals, the administration is increasingly 
attacking the science, rather than addressing the cancer 
risks.
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ROLLING BACK PROTECTIONS AGAINST CANCER-
CAUSING POLLUTION
Manipulating the underlying science makes it easier to forgo 
future safeguards. But the administration has not waited in 
attacking long-standing regulatory safeguards against cancer 
either. It is already rolling back legal limits on dangerous 
pollution and chemicals and weakening protections in 
workplaces and consumer products. 

Granting polluters exemptions from toxic air pollution 
standards
Early in the second Trump administration, the EPA invited 
regulated facilities to seek “presidential exemptions” from 
Clean Air Act pollution standards simply by sending the 
agency an email.33 As a result, President Trump issued seven 
different presidential proclamations across six industries, 
exempting 200 facilities from hazardous air pollution 
standards, including for carcinogens. Those facilities include 
petrochemical plants that release cancer-causing chemicals 
such as benzene and chloroprene, coal-burning power plants 
that release carcinogens such as arsenic and fine particulates, 
coke ovens that produce steelmaking inputs laced with both 
arsenic and benzene, and commercial sterilizers that emit 
ethylene oxide.34 

The EPA’s own data show pollution from exempted facilities 
rising sharply afterward. NRDC’s analysis of the EPA data 
found significant environmental and public health impacts 
from the facilities that were exempted from air pollution 
laws. For example, it is estimated that the 11 coal plants given 
federal bailout funding and regulatory rollbacks in 2025 were 
responsible for 450 to 650 premature deaths from particulate 
matter and ozone, 160 emergency room visits, and 56,130 
asthma attacks in children per year.35 Many of the increased 
emissions from these dirty coal plants also are carcinogenic, 
including fine particulate matter and several cancer-causing 
heavy metals. 

The price tag from this extra pollution: as much as $17 
billion in just short-term public health costs from 
increased respiratory issues, illnesses, and asthma attacks 
that led to more emergency room visits and hospital 
admissions, more days out sick from school or work, and 
more early deaths. And this is just for the near-term health 
harms. It does not include the staggering costs from the 
longer-term rise in cancers caused by these same pollutants.36

Such blanket EPA exemptions, lacking any scientific review, 
effectively allow some of the nation’s largest industrial 
polluters to continue releasing cancer-causing and toxic 
pollutants at levels that federal laws were specifically 
designed to prohibit.

Duke Energy’s two unit coal- and gas-fired Belews Creek Steam Station in Stokes County, North Carolina, on April 10, 2024. 
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Weakening protections against toxic pollution from coal-
burning power plants
In addition to issuing the presidential exemptions for more 
than 200 specific facilities, the EPA has adopted across-the-
board rollbacks of national standards limiting hazardous air 
pollution from all power plants that burn coal and oil. The 
increased pollution resulting from these rollbacks includes 
cancer-causing arsenic, nickel, cadmium, fine particulates, 
and other carcinogenic and toxic pollutants.37

The EPA has also weakened wastewater controls for coal ash 
pollution from power plants, allowing greater discharges of 
arsenic, cadmium, mercury, and other contaminants linked to 
cancer and other toxic effects.38

Dismantling protections against PFAS “forever chemicals”
Per-and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) are a class of 
thousands of synthetic chemicals, many of which have been 
linked to kidney, testicular, and other cancers, as well as a 
range of other serious health effects. They are often called 
“forever chemicals” because they are highly resistant to 
breaking down in the environment. Yet the Trump EPA is 
dismantling protections against PFAS. 

For many people, their primary exposure to PFAS is through 
their drinking water; the EPA has estimated that as many as 
105 million people are exposed to PFAS in their tap water at 
levels exceeding the agency’s 2024 standards.39 Yet the EPA 
is implementing plans to repeal four out of its six drinking 

water safeguards for PFAS and to delay enforcement of 
the remaining two by another two years.40 Similarly, on 
August 11, 2026, the EPA quietly rescinded its two guidance 
documents that had established recommendations for state 
and federal Clean Water Act permit writers to address PFAS 
contamination in industrial discharges to surface waters and 
in publicly owned sewage treatment plants across the United 
States.41

In November 2025, the EPA also announced plans to weaken 
requirements for PFAS polluters to report toxic discharges, 
while the administration separately began considering 
weaker PFAS limits for consumer goods.42 In May 2026, the 
EPA withdrew a Biden administration proposal addressing 
certain PFAS cleanups under the Resource Conservation and 
Recovery Act.43 And a recent Pentagon report, confirming 
what had been found by a New York Times investigation, 
showed that PFAS cleanups by the Department of Defense 
have slowed to a crawl, with the start of some key cleanups 
being delayed to 2051 or later.44 

Further demonstrating the EPA’s recent mission to weaken 
PFAS protections, in July 2026, the agency withdrew an 
assessment that found serious cancer and other health 
risks from spreading PFAS-contaminated sewage sludge on 
agricultural land as fertilizer.45 Rather than pursue stronger 
protections, the EPA replaced the assessment with voluntary 
(i.e., non-enforceable) guidance suggesting that sewage 
treatment utilities consider how they might address PFAS 
contamination.

Dismantling and delaying protections against carcinogenic soot 
and asbestos and reports on other key carcinogens
The Trump Justice Department asked a federal court 
to revoke the 2024 EPA standards that strengthened 
protections against fine-particle pollution, or soot, which 
contributes to lung cancer, respiratory ailments such as 
asthma, and heart disease.46 Before 2024, those limits had 
not been tightened in more than a decade, despite growing 
knowledge of soot’s harms to health. The Trump EPA also 
refused to implement the strengthened standards according 
to the timeline required by the Clean Air Act.47 Fortunately, 
these dangerous acts were met with swift rebukes; on June 
26, 2026, a unanimous panel of the U.S. Court of Appeals for 
the D.C. Circuit rejected the administration’s attempt to undo 
the stronger safeguards.48

Meanwhile, in June 2025, the EPA announced it would 
revisit the rule banning virtually all remaining uses of 
cancer-causing asbestos, which further delayed lifesaving 
protections for workers and families.49 In June 2026, the 
agency pushed back its timeline for a major asbestos rule yet 
again.50 It also moved to delay requirements to report health 
and safety data for 16 toxic chemicals, including carcinogens 
such as benzene, bisphenol A, and vinyl chloride.51

Activist Sandy Wynn-Stelt speaks about Per- and Polyfluoroalkyl Substances 
(PFAS) blood testing and medical monitoring at the 2022 PFAS Conference in 
Wilmington, North Carolina, on June 15, 2022. Wynn-Stelt’s husband Joel Stelt 
died of liver cancer in 2016 and she was diagnosed with cancer in 2020 and 
underwent surgery. When her blood was tested it was found to contain PFAS 
levels 750 times the national average. For years they drank water from a well 
contaminated with PFAS from tannery waste dumped in the 1960s by Wolverine 
World Wide, located across the street from their home.
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Promoting glyphosate (Roundup) while shielding 
manufacturers from liability
The Trump administration has also taken steps to promote 
glyphosate, the active ingredient in the herbicide Roundup, 
despite substantial evidence that it is a probable carcinogen 
to humans.52 The World Health Organization’s International 
Agency for Research on Cancer and numerous scientific 
studies have linked the herbicide to cancer.53 

Nevertheless, President Trump issued an executive order 
aimed at expanding production of Roundup (formerly 
produced by Monsanto, now by Bayer).54 His administration 
also supported the chemical industry’s efforts in the Supreme 
Court to shield manufacturers from legal liability in lawsuits 
brought by cancer victims exposed to Roundup.55 On June 
25, 2026, the Supreme Court sided with the administration 
and the chemical industry.56 The administration’s actions 
regarding Roundup have enraged activists in the Make 
America Healthy Again movement, which has long focused on 
getting rid of this widely used pesticide. 

Weakening protections for workers exposed to carcinogens
The Trump administration is causing workers to lose 
protections against cancer-causing chemicals. The 
Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) 
proposed roughly two dozen deregulatory actions in 2025, 
including more than a dozen that would give employers 
“greater compliance flexibility” to address respiratory threats 
from specific carcinogens, including asbestos, arsenic, and 
benzene. Employers would be allowed, for example, to use 
“less burdensome” approaches to protecting workers from 
breathing cancer-causing chemicals.57 

OSHA also has proposed narrowing its interpretation of the 
Occupational Safety and Health Act’s “general duty clause,” 
potentially restricting the agency’s ability to act when 
employers expose workers to dangerous levels of carcinogens 
and other toxic chemicals.58

The Trump EPA, meanwhile, has proposed reversing a 2024 
policy that prevented the agency from assuming workers 
were adequately protected because they supposedly use 
respirators or other personal protective equipment.59 Doing 
so would allow the EPA to shift greater responsibility for 
avoiding toxic exposure onto individual workers.60

Putting protections against dangerous consumer products  
at risk
The administration has weakened the CPSC, the independent 
agency responsible for protecting Americans from 
carcinogenic and other dangerous materials in consumer 
products. 

For decades, the CPSC had bipartisan membership and 
commissioners were only removable for cause. However, 
in May 2025, President Trump fired all three Democratic 
CPSC commissioners without citing any specific cause.61 
A federal court ruled the firings illegal.62 But the Trump 
Justice Department and industry groups persuaded the 
Supreme Court to overturn a bedrock 91-year-old Supreme 
Court decision that had prohibited the president from firing 
independent agency commissioners without cause. The 
Supreme Court allowed the firings at the CPSC and other 
independent agencies to stand.63 

A worker walking past a sign warning of the danger of asbestos exposure posted on a fence outside a construction site in Boston, Massachusetts.
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The resulting two-member, Republican CPSC has moved to 
revoke or withdraw a series of consumer-safety rules and 
proposals.64 Among the issues now before the commission 
is a petition seeking restrictions on likely carcinogenic 
organohalogen flame retardants used in children’s toys. In 
2017, the commission had approved moving forward with a 
rule to control the use of these flame retardants by a three-
to-two vote (with the three Democratic commissioners  
voting yes, and the two Republican commissioners voting 
no).65 With the commission weakened and the White House 
asserting greater control over its rulemaking, observers 
believe that the future of those protections is in jeopardy.66 
According to the CPSC’s 2026 regulatory agenda, the 
commission will continue to study the issue and has no 
current plans to control these carcinogenic compounds, 
nearly a decade after it voted to move forward with a rule 
banning or regulating them.67

DISMANTLING THE GOVERNMENT’S CAPACITY  
TO PREVENT CANCER
The administration is also attacking the scientific institutions 
and public servants responsible for identifying cancer risks 
and developing national protections.

Gutting scientific infrastructure at the EPA, CDC and  
other agencies
The Trump administration eliminated the EPA’s Office 
of Research and Development and its Integrated Risk 
Information System (IRIS), which have played a central role 
in determining the cancer and other health risks posed by 
toxic chemicals. IRIS was established by the EPA in 1985 to 
create a database of human health assessments for various 
chemicals, providing scientific analyses that were not tied to 
the corporations with an economic interest in the outcome.68 

Both the chemical industry and Project 2025 had called for 
IRIS to be dramatically overhauled or eliminated.69 The 
administration has made that a reality by firing or reassigning 
dozens of scientists from IRIS and the Office of Research 
and Development to other parts of the EPA, and by adding a 
disclaimer to the IRIS website that questions the validity of 
the more than 500 assessments conducted since 1985.70

Scientists have been removed across the government, not 
just within the EPA. An investigation by former government 
scientists reported by the New York Times in September 
2026 found that CDC has been “zombified.”71 The centers 
have lost nearly a third of their staff to layoffs, resignations 
and retirements since President Trump took office, including 
about half (48 percent) of their chronic disease staff that 
track and work to prevent cancer and other long-term 
illnesses.72 Entire divisions have been shuttered, including, 
for example, the program that works to prevent and track 
smoking,73 the nation’s leading cause of cancer.74 This, 
and political interference from senior HHS management, 
reportedly have hobbled the CDC’s ability to address key 
health threats.75  

Government-wide, according to the Union of Concerned 
Scientists, since President Trump took office in 2025, nearly 
95,000 government science employees and over 10,000 PhD 
scientists have been laid off or left their jobs.76 The loss of 
that scientific infrastructure does more than affect any single 
chemical assessment. It weakens the ability of the EPA and 
other agencies to independently determine which pollutants 
or other agents cause cancer or are otherwise dangerous and 
how much exposure poses a threat to human health.77

Slashing NIH staff, research, and cancer-related science
The administration also has sharply reduced the capacity 
of the NIH. The respected journal BMJ published an article 
in September 2026 entitled “Trump’s Dismantling of NIH 
Research Continues Apace,” documenting the ongoing effort 
to eviscerate the NIH’s research programs.78 A November 
2025 analysis found that cuts and freezes to NIH grants at 
major universities had halted roughly 380 clinical trials 
involving some 74,000 patients.79 NIH’s workforce fell from 
approximately 21,000 employees at the end of 2024 to 
17,100 in 2026, including the loss of roughly 1,100 PhD-level 
employees.80 

Those cuts threaten cancer research directly. Federal 
investments in RNA vaccine technology, for example, have 
supported decades of work not only on infectious diseases but 
also on cancer treatments and personalized cancer vaccines. 
A March 2026 study in JAMA Network Open identified 178 
NIH grants related to RNA vaccines for both viruses and 
cancer between 1997 and 2025, representing $1.65 billion 
in funding.81 Researchers described personalized cancer 
vaccines as a major frontier for RNA technology, particularly 
given the more than two million new cancer diagnoses each 
year in the United States. Yet the administration’s recent and 
proposed funding cuts threaten that progress.82

A water researcher tests a sample of water for PFAS on February 14, 2023, at the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Center For Environmental Solutions and 
Emergency Response in Cincinnati.
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The administration has made particularly significant 
cuts to the National Institute of Environmental Health 
Sciences, the NIH institute devoted specifically to studying 
environmental causes of cancer and other diseases. Indeed, 
the administration proposed eliminating the institute  
entirely in its fiscal year 2027 budget.83 Administration 
officials also halted the publication of Environmental Health 
Perspectives, a widely cited peer-reviewed journal that has 
published research documenting cancer and other health 
risks associated with toxic chemicals and environmental 
pollution. A private institution has stepped in to take over 
publication instead.84

Weakening research does not make health risks disappear. 
It simply makes them harder to detect and document, and 
therefore easier for polluters, regulators, Congress, and the 
courts to overlook or ignore.

Firing independent science advisors and putting industry 
insiders in charge of chemical safety
While the administration has reduced its own independent 
scientific capacity, it has appointed numerous former 
chemical-industry lobbyists, lawyers, and trade-association 
executives to serve in senior positions overseeing chemical 
safety and environmental policy.85 Among them are: 

n	� David Fotouhi, who is now second in command at the 
EPA as deputy administrator. He is a former industry 
lawyer who challenged the EPA’s ban on asbestos, fought 
against controls on cancer-causing and otherwise toxic 
contaminants such as PFAS and polychlorinated biphenyls, 
and worked to roll back water protections while serving in 
the EPA during Trump’s first term.86 

n	� Aaron Szabo, who lobbied for the petrochemical industry 
and was hired to run the EPA’s air pollution program (he 
reportedly left the EPA in October 2026).87 

n	� Nancy Beck, a former executive at the American Chemistry 
Council, who now helps to oversee chemical safety 
evaluations at the EPA. 

n	� Lynn Dekleva, another former senior American Chemistry 
Council official, who worked for DuPont for 32 years, 
fought formaldehyde regulations, and is now a senior 
official in EPA’s chemical safety office. 

n	� Steven Cook, a former chemical-industry lawyer involved 
in efforts to repeal a PFAS cleanup rule, who is now a 
senior official in EPA’s hazardous waste and Superfund 
office.

n	� Kyle Kunkler, previously the soybean industry’s lead 
lobbyist and an advocate for continued use of the cancer-
linked pesticide dicamba, who is now employed in the 
EPA’s chemical safety office.88

The administration has also gutted the EPA’s independent 
scientific advisory panels, firing its entire Science Advisory 
Board and Clean Air Scientific Advisory Committee.89 To 
replace these independent experts, the EPA has begun to 
install “industry players and academics” with deep ties to 
corporations regulated by the agency.90 Similarly, industry 
and consulting firm scientists now make up the majority on 
EPA’s panel of outside chemical advisors. Of its 23-member 
slate for the Science Advisory Committee on Chemicals—
which offers advice on chemical risk evaluations under the 
Toxic Substances Control Act—more than half currently 
work or previously worked for corporate interests.91 In  
the same vein, the EPA singled out for firing a scientist on  
the National Drinking Water Advisory Council who had 
signed a petition urging the agency to follow science in its 
decision-making.92 

By changing the EPA from an expertise-driven body to an 
industry-aligned agent, the administration is making it harder 
to identify and prevent the next generation of cancer risks.

FREEDOM FROM CANCER… OR FREEDOM TO POLLUTE?
Cancer research and public policy are not only about finding 
better treatments after people get sick; they are also about 
preventing needless exposure to substances that make people 
sick in the first place.

Yet the Trump administration has spent the past two years in 
office systematically shifting budgets, policy priorities, and 
legal standards away from those basic protections and toward 
rewarding the industries responsible for pollution.

Congress has both the authority and the responsibility 
to provide oversight of these actions, to ensure adequate 
funding and staffing, and to use its levers of power—including 
appropriations restrictions and reports—to demand that the 
government protect the public from cancer-causing agents. 
Its failure to aggressively investigate the dismantling of 
public health protections leaves families and communities to 
bear the consequences on their own. 

A healthy life should not be treated as an obstacle to 
somebody else’s profit margin. The freedom to breathe clean 
air, drink safe water, eat safe food, work without needless 
exposure to carcinogens, and raise children without avoidable 
toxic risks should be among the most basic expectations 
of life in America. Americans should not have to wonder 
whether the water coming from their taps contains cancer-
causing chemicals, whether the air they breathe carries toxic 
pollution from a nearby industrial facility, or whether going 
to work means being unnecessarily exposed to carcinogens.

Instead of ensuring these basic freedoms, the Trump 
administration is creating a system in which polluters are 
given greater leeway to expose everyone in the nation to 
cancer-causing toxics and radiation.
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