
An Exercise in Scientific Integrity: Uncovering the Truth Using Primary Documents 

 

Investigations into alleged encroachments on scientific integrity typically begin either 

with leaked documents or information provided by whistleblowers (employees who 

report misconduct such as fraud, safety violations, or corruption). The next phase of 

investigation, depending on the issue, involves writing letters to and conducting 

interviews with the relevant people, and obtaining all the documentation available.   

 

Frequently, requests for additional agency documentation are filed under the Freedom of 

Information Act (FOIA). This process can take anywhere from months to years to 

complete, and court orders are sometimes needed to force an agency to release 

information. Media coverage can also be a vital tool in pressuring reticent agencies to 

acknowledge misconduct.  

 

The following real-life examples are meant to recreate the experience of a researcher 

looking into federal scientific integrity issues. Excerpts from primary documents are 

provided along with some background facts, allowing you to draw your own conclusions. 

For each example, write a short essay explaining the issue at hand, what you are able to 

surmise from the information provided to you, and whether or not scientific integrity was 

compromised. Your argument should be reasonable and supported with evidence. 

 

I. Edits to Climate Documents 

 

In the spring of 2005, Rick Piltz, a senior associate with the Climate Change Science 

Program (CCSP, a federal agency responsible for integrating the climate change research 

of 13 federal agencies), announced his resignation. Among his reasons, Piltz alleged that 

Philip Cooney, then chief of staff of the White House Council on Environmental Quality, 

inappropriately edited CCSP scientific documents. These changes, Piltz said, “had a 

cumulative effect of shifting the tone and content of an already quite cautiously-worded 

draft to create an enhanced sense of scientific uncertainty about climate change and its 

implications.” (The full text of Piltz’s resignation memo can be found at 

http://pubs.acs.org/subscribe/journals/esthag-w/2005/jun/policy/figures/Piltz_Memo.pdf.) 
 

Cooney previously worked for the American Petroleum Institute, a lobbying group for 

the oil industry.  Two days after Piltz released his memo, Cooney left the White House to 

take a job at ExxonMobil. The documents below, provided by Piltz, show handwritten 

edits that Cooney made to two 2002 draft reports by the CCSP. 

 

 

 
Cooney Edits, Sample #1 



 
Cooney Edits, Sample #2 

 

 
Cooney Edits, Sample #3 

 

 
Cooney Edits, Sample #4 

 

 
Cooney Edits, Sample #5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



II. Edits to Endangered Species Research 

 

On November 9, 2004, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) issued a “not warranted 

90-day finding” for the white-tailed prairie dog, an action that prevents further study to 

determine whether an animal should be considered for protection under the Endangered 

Species Act (ESA). Scientists within the agency leaked a series of documents showing 

that Julie MacDonald, a deputy assistant secretary in the U.S. Department of the Interior, 

had inappropriately edited their scientific findings.   

 

The FWS scientists say their research showed that the white-tailed prairie dog was 

threatened and that further study should be conducted in preparation of an ESA listing. 

They allege MacDonald reversed this finding. 

 

 

 
 

MacDonald Edits, Sample #1 

 

 

 
 

MacDonald Edits, Sample #2  

(same excerpt as Sample #1, in the final published decision) 



 
MacDonald Edits, Sample #3  

(internal FWS email) 

 
MacDonald Edits, Sample #4  

 
MacDonald Edits, Sample #5  

(same excerpt as Sample #4, in the final published decision) 


