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IN MEMORIAM

His first job after graduate school was in the White House,
where he was point man for Nixon administration treasury sec-
retary George P. Schultz (himself a former University of Chicago
economist) on the administration’s recently implemented, now-
infamous wage and price controls. Neither Clarke nor Schultz
liked the controls and they struggled to come up with ways to
lessen their impact.

With an office in the West Wing, Clarke found the job daunting
at first, remarking that during his first month
he would return home each night exhausted
and thankful that no one had yet caught on
to the fact that he had no business working
in the White House.

Soon after he arrived in Washington, he
was introduced to Henry Paulson, an assistant
of Nixon domestic policy adviser John Ehr-
lichman and later treasury secretary for George
W. Bush. Clarke and Paulson would meet for
coffee each morning and discuss the price con-
trols and other goings-on in the White House.
A few months after becoming acquainted, Paul-
son came in to Clarke’s office and leveled with
him: the Watergate crisis would soon metasta-
size into something that would take down the
president, put people in jail, and ruin careers.
Paulson planned to escape the administration
for Wall Street, but he promised to help get Clarke a job in govern-
ment that was far away from the White House. Clarke took the deal
and decamped to the Office of Management and Budget, where
he spent most of his career, with pit stops along the way at the
Council of Economic Advisers, the U.S. Agency for International
Development, and the Woodrow Wilson Center.

A few years after leaving Chicago, economists began to recog-
nize the importance of Clarke’s doctoral research. A few notables
took it upon themselves to point out to Stigler—who was then
being mentioned as a possible Nobel recipient—that Clarke was
also thought to be a possible recipient and that if Clarke were to
receive the prize for an idea Stigler rejected as a dissertation topic,
it might take some of the sheen off Stigler’s reputation—as well
as the University of Chicago. Stigler relented and Clarke finally
was awarded his doctorate in 1978.

By then it was too late to help Clarke’s academic career; the
chance for a sinecure at a top university had all but disappeared,
as he had spent most of his professional life trying to nudge
government policy in the right direction rather than writing
academic papers.

Demanding better analysis | Clarke retired from OMB in 2004,
where by all accounts he excelled. After spending his early years
helping to implement airline deregulation, he spent the latter
part of his career analyzing regulations. In the close-knit world
of regulatory economists he became a leading authority, possibly

doing as much there to tamp down government overreach as he
achieved with his early research. He was a leading voice within
the regulatory world for the need for better analysis of proposed
regulations, and his unquestioned intellectual authority and
genial personality helped push the ball in that direction.
One example illustrates his sway: In the early 2000s the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency embarked on a quest to dramati-
cally increase the value it assigned for each life saved via regulation.
The higher the value, the greater the estimated
benefits of a proposed regulation and the easier
it becomes to implement more regulations, the
sine qua non of a regulator. The EPA commis-
sioned a plethora of studies that estimated the
value of a statistical life using various methods,
of which the agency cherry-picked a handful
of high estimates to justify using a value range
($7.5-$9 million) far in excess of what the over-
all body of work in this area would support.
Shortly after the EPA boosted its value,
officials at the federal Department of Trans-
portation informed the OMB that they
intended to increase their agency’s value to
the EPA’s level. Clarke studied the issue and
asked me to help him put together a short
analysis. Duly armed, he then called the
DOT’s chief regulator to say that he felt the
agency’s current value was the correct one based on his research.
I was on the call and waited for the regulator to push back or
simply announce that the agency would go ahead and increase
the value anyway, as the OMB had no legal authority to stay the
DOT’s hand. Instead, the regulator thanked Ed for studying the
issue and said the agency’s value would remain at its current level.

“If Ed spent some time looking at it, we know he got the right
answer,” he told us. Such deference to an oversight authority
doesn’t come easily from a regulator.

THE FRUITS OF RESEARCH

The marketplace of ideas isn’t perfect. It can take a long time
for brilliance to be discovered, and the people who reap those
fruits aren’t always the same who planted the seeds. Clarke’s
research helped pave the way for governments across the world to
privatize previously public assets, allowing them to be run more
efficiently and inexpensively, and contributed to the explosion
in auction markets that we see in commerce today. As a govern-
ment economist, he also played a leading role in the deregulatory
efforts of the 1970s and served as a leading light in those efforts
for the rest of his career.

Itis a shame he never got the acclaim and academic recognition
he deserved. But the people who knew and worked with Ed realize
that he did more to advance the cause of limited government and
economic prosperity than nearly any other economist of his era. B
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