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the EPA apriority, not least because the viability —and dura-
bility — of his commitments to protect public health and
the environment depend onit.

The need to take these steps, aimed at strengthening
science and scientific integrity at the EPA, was brought
into sharp focus by the actions of the Trump administra-
tion, which exposed a deep flaw in the agency’s current
system: policies relating to integrity were designed with
the assumption that the EPA leadership would guard and
enforce them. Under Trump, leaders used the power of
their offices to turn the clock back on important environ-
mental and public-health regulations. The EPA has lived
through the most dangerous period of its 50-year history
—Biden’sadministration has the chance to ensure that the
agency is never put in the same position again.

The EU mustlearn
fromthe narrative
that drove Brexit

The anti-expert sentiment that underpinned
the Brexit referendum’s success is
not limited to the United Kingdom.

he United Kingdom'’s departure from the Euro-

pean Unionisnotonly atragedy forits people,

butalsoan existential shock for the EU. The EU

isas much an idea as an economic and politi-

cal union. It has been a global symbol of how
enemies can become friends and partners in prosperity.
Itis also remarkable for the value it places on science and
expertise, whichare at the heart of its commitment to the
rule of law, representative democracy, free trade and free
movement of people.

Researchers are integrated into EU decision-making
to help to ensure that policy is informed by a consensus
of evidence, a system sometimes called technocratic
governance. The EU itselfalso supports the world’s largest
regional research fund — the €85-billion (US$100-billion)
Horizon Europe programme. That the United Kingdom,
formerly one of the EU’s biggest economies, has chosen
toreject aninstitution that values evidence and science
so highly is of huge significance.

Asthe clock ticks towards 31 December, after which the
United Kingdom will no longer be required to align itself
withEUrules, the EU’s researchers must study the anti-ex-
pert narrative that contributed to Brexit, and its potential
to be used in the union’s 27 remaining member countries
to undermine evidence and the rule of law.

EU policymakers contend that the United Kingdom is
an outlier, and that Brexit will not affect the remaining
27 member states. The United Kingdom, according to
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in control

of their own
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this view, was never a fully aligned EU country. It was not
among the founding nations. It chose to stay out of the
Eurozone. Had UK governments been more committed
tothe EU, why would they have chosen to give citizens the
option of leaving — first in 1975, and again in 2016? Such
arguments are not incorrect, but, at the same time, some
of the forces that shaped Brexit do not apply only to the
United Kingdom.

Forexample,JohanSchot, ahistorian of science and tech-
nology policy at Utrecht University in the Netherlands and
co-author of Writing the Rules for Europe (2018), a history of
how expert knowledge helped to create the EU, says some
EU citizens have become dissatisfied with technocratic
governance. There’s also aperception that when decisions
aremade only onthe basis of expert evidence, people aren’t
in control of their own choices, adds Kalypso Nicolaidis,
an international-relations researcher at the University of
Oxford, UK. Both Nicolaidis — author of Exodus, Reckon-
ing, Sacrifice (2019), abook on the lessons that the United
Kingdom and the EU can learn from Brexit — and Schot say
that EU leaders must find more participatory methods of
governance, so that citizens are reassured that they have
more of a voice in the decisions made on their behalf.

This advice should be heeded. Brexit’s architects
implicitly targeted the research community when they
categorized researchers as ‘experts’ and separate from
‘the people’. So, whereas in 2016 the United Kingdom’s
researchers —whowere amongthe leaders and supporters
of the Remain campaign — argued, among other things,
that Brexit’s uncertainty would harm the country, the
Leave campaign responded by seeking to divide research-
ers from the rest of society. Pro-Brexit minister Michael
Gove famously remarked that the British people “have had
enough of experts”, which included research organiza-
tions. It was an extraordinary thing to say, but it spoke to
the campaign’s overall narrative that ‘the people’ would be
better off if the United Kingdom left the EU — in contrast
to those who benefit from the free movement of people
and from EU funding.

Aspopulist parties prepare for elections in Germany next
yearandinFrancein2022, they might decide to adopt this
narrative, given its apparent success in the United King-
dom. Evenin countries where such parties do not fare well,
they have been able to influence mainstream parties to
adoptsome oftheirideas and policies. Andit willnot be lost
onsome mainstream parties that dividing experts fromthe
broader population could be a part of a winning formula.

Researchers will always be essential to the EU. Horizon
Europe, too, willbe central to the global challenges that the
world faces — from COVID-19 to climate change. And the
projects it funds might yet benefit from the involvement
of UK researchers, albeit as associate members.

Butalthough Brexit itselfis likely to be anisolated event,
thetacticsusedtoachieveitaren’t. There arelessons here
notonly forthe EU’sleaders, butalso for researchers, who
should seek to understand how their work was used in an
anti-expert narrative. And the EU must beware the risks
of such narratives spreading, because, should they do so,
that could have far-reaching consequences.
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