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The Agenda Behind the BLS Head’s Firing

By William L. Silber
ommerce Secretary
Howard Lutnick in Feb-

C ruary disbanded the
Federal Economic Statistics
Advisory Committee, a group
that advised the government
on producing accurate eco-
nomic statistics. In an email
announcing the decision, Mr.
Lutnick explained that the
committee’s mission “has been
fulfilled.” At the same time,
the Commerce Department
disbanded another group con-
cerned with the accuracy of
economic releases by the gov-
ernment: the Bureau of Eco-
nomic Analysis Advisory
Committee.

Mr. Lutnick’s explanation
for terminating the Federal
Economic Statistics Advisory
Committee made no sense. In-
put from disinterested experts
drawn from across industry
and academia is a good idea.

But now it seems that Mr. Lut-
nick was taking marching or-
ders to fulfill his boss’s desire
to control economic data. On
Aug. 1 President Trump fired
the head of the Bureau of La-
bor Statistics, the agency that
releases the government’s
monthly employment report.

Trump may be less
concerned about the
jobs numbers than the
consumer-price index.
e aa

The president < claimed the
most recent numbers were
“phony” and “rigged” to make
him and Republicans look bad.

Myr. Trump’s assertion that
the numbers are rigged has no
basis in fact. The employment
data are often revised, like all
numbers based on surveys,

but no evidence impugns the
objectivity of the govern-
ment’s statistical releases. It
may be that Mr. Trump
cleared the way to appoint a
BLS director who might help
manipulate a politically more
important statistical target.
Unlike the president’s com-
ing appointment to replace
Federal Reserve Chairman Je-
rome Powell, the head of the
Bureau of Labor Statistics
doesn’t have to contend with a
12-member board. A politi-
cized director could easily
question the accuracy of the
data in a BLS news release, an
insider’s disclaimer that would
add risk and uncertainty to in-
vestor decisions. This is espe-
cially worrisome for the con-
sumer-price index, which the
BLS calculates and releases.
Mr. Trump may have the
CPI in his crosshairs for sev-
eral reasons. Over the coming
months, the CPI will record

the effect of his tariffs on the
cost of living. A friendly set of
eyes interpreting the data
could help the president’s
agenda. The CPI adjusts pay-
ments on Social Security and
on the principal owed to in-
vestors in Treasury inflation-
protected securities. Higher
numbers for the CPI increase
the government’s obligations
and swell the federal deficit.
Mr. Trump has suggested that
the Federal Reserve lower in-
terest rates to 1% to reduce
the federal deficit. He could
lower it more easily with a
compliant BLS director over-
seeing CPI calculations.

Fake economic news may
arrive sooner than you think.
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