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REGULATION was first published in July 1977 “because
the extension of regulation is piecemeal, the sources
and targets diverse, the language complex and often
opaque, and the volume overwhelming.” REGULATION
is devoted to analyzing the implications of govern-
ment regulatory policy and its effects on our public
and private endeavors.

BRIEFLY NOTED

Firing a Chief Statistician

®C BY PIERRE LEMIEUX

resident Trump’s August 1 firing of Erika McEntarfer, com-

missioner of the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), may have
long-lasting consequences. Trump justified the move by claim-
ing that BLS data released earlier that day were “RIGGED in order
to make the Republicans, and ME, look bad.” Others interpreted

the firing as presidential furor that the
data undermined boasts that his pol-
icies are boosting the economy and
producing a new “Golden Age.” There’s
now reason to worry that future gov-
ernment economic data will be “mas-
saged” to align with Trump’s political
messaging.

Was it rigged? /| What prompted
Trump’s ire was the BLS’s monthly
Employment Situation report covering
Current Employment Survey (CES) data
for July (technically, for the middle of
the month). The top-line number for
job creation was a disappointing 73,000,
about half of a typical month over the
past two years. But that wasn’t necessar-
ily the worst news.

As is common, the report included
revised estimates for the previous two
months’ data. Earlier BLS estimates
put job creation at 144,000 for May and
147,000 for June, and Trump and his
supporters had used those numbers to
discredit claims that his tariffs and other
economic policies were hurting the econ-
omy. But the revised numbers were an
anemic 19,000 and 14,000, the largest
revision since April 2020, in the depth
of the COVID pandemic.

Several factors explain the changes.
Some 30-40 percent of businesses—
many of them small businesses but also
state and local agencies—are a month
or two late in returning their voluntary
BLS survey. The CES response rate has
fallen from 60 percent to 43 percent over
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the past decade, increasing the sampling
error. Over the same period, the BLS
budget has fallen by 12 percent (not
counting the 8 percent additional cut
proposed for this year). A further com-
plication: Unexpected events do happen
by chance; the Wall Street Journal noted,
“The jobs estimate can also be off in
either direction by 136,000 in any given
month because of statistical chance.”
Last but not least: Trump’s chaotic pol-
icies, his Depression-throwback tariffs,
and his bossy and threatening ways
toward businesses and groups he con-
siders disloyal are sufficient to account
for the lackluster employment situation
and the slowdown of GDP growth.

Those explanations are far more likely
than the idea that McEntarfer “rigged”
the numbers. For one thing, she prob-
ably had no direct input on the report:
The chief statistician is not normally
directly involved in a regular publica-
tion, leaving it to the staffers tasked with
that duty. Any direct political interfer-
ence from senior agency management
would presumably create a break in the
methodology or workflow process, cre-
ating the possibility of detection in an
audit. The BLS employs close to 2,000
people, and many of them are involved
in the gathering and analysis of survey
data. Organizing a successful conspir-
acy among so many people would be
virtually impossible. As we learned in
the 2020 election, many civil servants,
including humble ones, show personal
integrity and would resist corrupt inter-
ference. In addition, security protocols
are in place to protect data, including
siloed workflows.
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Federal statistical agencies have a tra-
dition of political independence. As a
National Academies of Sciences hand-
book instructs, “Federal statistical agen-
cies must be independent from political
and other undue external influence in
developing, producing, and dissem-
inating statistics” (National Research
Council 2021). This principle is proba-
bly part of the Western classical liberal
tradition more than a feature of Amer-
ican exceptionalism as such. In many
Western countries—think of Canada, the
United Kingdom, the European Union,
and its major member countries—it is
unlikely that official statistics can be
politically manipulated or that a chief
of government or head of state would
politically survive his firing a chief stat-
istician. One likes to think that any such
attempt would be followed by a cascade
of protest resignations.

Possible consequences /| The direct
consequence of political interference
such as the firing of a chief statistician
because his—or, indeed, her—bureau
is producing statistics that displease a

political boss will be to undermine the
perceived reliability of official statistics,
not only for the targeted agency butalso
the 12 other federal statistical agencies.

The incentives of McEntarfer’s suc-
cessor will be to avoid being disavowed
and fired. Even without bogus numbers,
the format of reports can be changed
or spun to please the political boss.
Otherwise, what was the point of firing
McEntarfer? Perhaps somebody from
Fox News could do the job better?

Trump’s own words about what he
wants from government statistics were
insightful. He declared that BLS statis-
tics must be “fair and accurate.” “Accu-
rate,” of course, but what is a “fair” jobs
number? That favored workers get more
statistical jobs? It’s worth remembering
that, earlier this year, Trump disbanded
the Federal Economic Statistics Advi-
sory Committee, which provided expert
guidance on maintaining the integrity,
relevance, and methodological rigor of
official economic data.

That’s why there’s concern about
the long-term consequences of the
firing. Individuals form expectations

based on their experience
and understanding, expec-
tations that guide their
interactions. Now, there is
growing expectation that
federal data are not reliable,
and people will make deci-
sions with that in mind. It
is not certain that the next
president can reverse that
damage quickly—or even
that he would want to do
so instead of competing
in a race to the bottom of
massaged statistics. Rees-
tablishing the indepen-
dence and reliability of
federal statistical agencies
could take more time than
it took to build their former
reputation.

Bad examples/ What is cer-
tain is that more political
interference would make matters worse.
A well-known example of political tam-
pering with statistics was the falsifica-
tion of budget deficit data in Greece
in the 2000s, which contributed to the
government’s debt crisis in the early
2010s. The crisis required the interven-
tion of Eurostat, the European Union’s
statistical agency, as well as bailouts
from the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) and European institutions over
several years. In reward for his integrity,
the chief statistician responsible for
correcting the situation was prosecuted
several times by the Greek government.

About the same time, Argentina’s
president, Néstor Kirchner, removed a
prominent government statistician for
reporting high inflation numbers that
complicated the path of his wife, Cris-
tina Ferndndez de Kirchner, to succeed
him. The loyalist he installed dutifully
reported an inflation number Kirchner
preferred, and Fernandez de Kirchner
cruised to victory. Soon afterward,
inflation reached 25 percent according
to private economists. It would take a
decade for Argentina to begin generating
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reliable inflation reports. Inflation con-
tinued to rage, reaching 289 percent in
2024, before new president Javier Milei’s
policies began taming it.

Autocratic rulers typically assert
control over national statistics agencies,
with dire consequences. In January 2022,
Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdogan fired the
head of the country’s statistical agency
after a report showed that the annual
increase in the consumer price index had
reached 36 percent the month before.
According to IMF data, the increase
peaked at 72 percent in 2022 and had
only diminished to 59 percent in 2024.
We can reach back further to the many
stories of Stalinist Russia and Maoist
China, where blatantly false economic
numbers were produced either at the
rulers’ command or to avoid their wrath.

Usefulness of official statistics? | Most
people rely on the accuracy of federal sta-
tistics, whether they know it or not. For
example, the Consumer Price Index—
also produced by the BLS—determines
the indexation of federal tax brackets
and Social Security benefits. Official sta-
tistics influence business and investor
confidence and behavior. The informa-
tion of all market participants shapes
such things as the interest on govern-
ment bonds and mortgage rates. A loss
of trust in government data would add
arisk premium to government debt and
could potentially affect trillions of dol-
lars in assets.

Non-manipulated government statis-
tics also provide useful information for
increasing our knowledge of social and
economic processes. These statistics are
based on known methodology, explained
in detail in handbooks available on the
internet, and openly debated. They pro-
vide long and consistent time series.

Official statistics are certainly not per-
fect, including those of the BLS, which
is why public and scholarly discussions
are necessary. Statistical bureaus remain
government bureaus, after all, with their
own incentives and biases. Politicians are
not better.

Private substitutes could at least
partly replace official statistics. Some
already exist, such as those of ADP,
a payroll company that produces
employment estimates in cooperation
with Stanford Digital Economy Lab.
“During the 17-day government shut-
down in October 2013,” notes the Wall
Street Journal, “private-equity firm Car-

A loss of trust in government data

would add a risk premium to

government debt and could potentially
affect trillions of dollars in assets.

banned the production of macroeco-
nomic statistics for that very reason (The
Economist 2017).

The dark side is at least as easy to
predict. In a blog post earlier this year,
I wrote about Syldavia, a fictitious
French country (Lemieux 2025). (The
name is borrowed from The Adven-
tures of Tintin.) I wondered, how would
the ruler of Syldavia
respond to inflation
and economic stag-
nation in lieu of the
Golden Age he had
promised? The first

lyle Group began publishing propri-
etary estimates for retail sales, inflation
and economic growth” (Saeedy et al.,
2025).

But private data don’t typically have
the scope, details, continuity, or meth-
odological transparency of government
data. Some must be purchased. They
often rely, at least in part, on official
statistics. Perhaps, if faith in official sta-
tistics declines, more academic research
groups and private think tanks will
produce government-like data—even
if MIT’s effort a couple decades ago to
do this for inflation, the Billion Prices
Project, fizzled out partly because its
online data-gathering was limited by the
absence of many service prices.

Hopes and dangers | Looking on the
bright side, there may be a benefit from
an erosion in the credibility of gov-
ernment statistics: It may deprive fuel
for proposals of government interven-
tion. The continuous flow of statisti-
cal information on politically defined
“social problems” generates a growing
demand for government solutions.
Many statistics were conceived precisely
for that purpose or are used that way,
such as inequality and poverty statistics
(Lemieux 2023). John Cowperthwaite,
the laissez-faire colonial administrator
who was a key contributor to Hong
Kong’s booming economic growth,

step, I suggested (but
only the first step),
would be to “try to hide the inconve-
nient numbers by stealthily ordering
the deep state’s statistical agencies to
cook the books.” No doubrt, if the chief
statistician were honest, a firing would
be needed.

A false belief that everything is rigged
outside the reign of morally pure pol-
iticians risks becoming a self-fulfilling
prophecy, but with the rigging done by
impure politicians and demagogues.
Friedrich Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom
seems more prophetic than ever with
its warning of the rule of the worst and
“the end of truth” (Lemieux 2021). But
America has not yet gone totally Sylda-
vian, and there is still hope.
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Biden, Trump, and Al

o BY THOMAS A. HEMPHILL

n just a few years, artificial intelligence (AI) has moved from science
fiction to science fact, bringing with it a host of hopes and fears
about the technology’s potential. Some of those hopes and fears
are, themselves, rooted more in science fiction than fact, but others
seem quite reasonable, and policymakers have been debating how to

pursue the possible benefits while min-
imizing the harms. Predictably, some
proposals are modest while others are
more restrictive.

In October 2023, President Joe Biden
issued Executive Order 14110, on the
“Safe, Secure, and Trustworthy Develop-
ment and Use of Artificial Intelligence.”
The order established guiding principles
and priorities for federal Al policy and
outlined actions to address Al’s risks and
benefits. At the time, the order was the
most comprehensive US Al governance
policy.

On his first day in office of his current
term, President Donald Trump revoked
EO 14110, saying it was excessively reg-
ulatory and impeded US technological
innovation amidst an intense global Al
race against such competitors as China.
This echoed similar Trump claims about
US policies on self-driving vehicles, infra-
structure development, and nuclear
power. The administration’s antidote is
a “lighter” Al regulatory approach, with
a focus on national security concerns
and promoting competitive advantage
in AI commercial development.

Powering data centers | Three days after
withdrawing the Biden EO, Trump
signed EO 14179, “Removing Barriers
to American Leadership in Artificial
Intelligence.” In typically Trumpian
language, the order states, “It is the pol-
icy of the United States to sustain and
enhance America’s global AT dominance
in order to promote human flourishing,
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economic competitiveness, and national
security.” The order “revokes certain
existing Al policies and directives that
act as barriers to American Al innova-
tion, clearing a path for the United States
to act decisively to retain global leader-
ship in artificial intelligence.” The order
requires the administration to produce
an “Artificial Intelligence Action Plan,”
which it subsequently did, and empowers
Trump officials to begin an immediate
review of all federal policies taken pursu-
ant to the revoked EO 14110 that might
impede the new policy goals.
Interestingly, so far Trump has not
repealed a second Biden Al order, EO
14141, “Advancing United States Lead-
ership in Artificial Intelligence Infra-
structure,” signed the week before
Biden left office. Among other things,
the order requires new Al data centers
to use “clean” (i.e., non-carbon-emitting)
energy sources such as wind power. This
clashes with Trump’s skepticism (to put
it mildly) of wind generation, though
the administration is more favorably dis-
posed to solar, geothermal, and nuclear
power, not to mention fossil fuels.
Beyond the politics of energy and the
environment, EO 14141 has ramifica-
tions on private sector Al data center
location and development strategies.
The US Department of Energy (DOE)
has identified 16 potential sites for rapid
Al data center construction, emphasiz-
ing in-place energy infrastructure with
the ability to fast-track permitting for
new generation, including nuclear.
Trump administration efforts to increase
nuclear generation (with the stated goal
of quadrupling domestic production in

the next 25 years) will bear on further
siting decisions.

Government and industry Al regulation
|/ Of course, the larger controversies
about Al concern how it will be devel-
oped and used. Unsurprisingly, the
Trump administration and its allies in
Congress promote a more laissez-faire
approach. Early versions of the “Big
Beautiful Bill” budget reconciliation
legislation included a provision that
would have blocked some federal fund-
ing to states if they were to implement
some forms of Al regulation, out of
concern that a patchwork of laws across
50 states would complicate compliance
and slow innovation. In recent years,
over 1,000 bills having to do with Al
have been introduced in different state
legislatures. The federal budget provi-
sion was ultimately deleted by the US
Senate on a 99-1 vote.

US technology heavyweights Google,
Microsoft, IBM, and Meta are investing
heavily in AL They have internal Al ethi-
cal practices and exert considerable influ-
ence on the broader industry. A product
of this is ISO/IEC 42001 certification,
an industry-wide standard implemented
in 2023 that addresses such matters as
operational transparency and ethics. Of
course, these firms don’t act on pure
altruism, but they are mindful of their
public image. An August 2024 Bentley
University/Gallop survey on Al usage
in business found that 57 percent of
Americans believe that to alleviate pub-
lic concerns about Al businesses should
be transparent about how they use the
technology. Understandably, the tech
giants will respond to this market signal.

But will that be enough to avoid
calamity and—just as important—public
backlash against Al, or will the federal
government ultimately step in and—for
one reason or another—take a more
active role in Al regulation? For now,
under Trump, such muscular interven-
tion is unlikely. But, like the technology
itself, the politics of Al intervention is
fluid and evolving. B



