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I welcome this opportunity to comment on “Managing risks to the public: appraisal guidance” from HM Treasury.  I believe this is an important and useful document that will benefit risk management in the UK government.  There are several reasons for my enthusiasm for the document

· It is ambitious – the guidance has the worthy goal of improving consistency and transparency across government decision-making.  It places a strong focus on the role of analysis in informing decisions.  Finally, it explicitly and formally brings public views into the policy framework.

· It is solid – by this I mean that the guidance documents and references the theoretical and empirical support for the analytic approaches it recommends.  It demonstrates that these techniques are the result of decades of rigorous thought and effort and makes the case for their ability to improve public welfare.  In this way it is very much like a document from the US government, OMB circular A-4 – guidance on development of regulatory analysis.

· Importantly, the guidance is humble – the paper has a clear sensitivity to the shortcomings of the methods and openly discusses the pros and cons of alternative approaches.  Very importantly, it recognizes the need for ongoing review and reconsideration of both procedures and decisions.

· Finally, I think the report is brave, or perhaps it is those who chose to write and release it that should be characterized as brave – This guidance is an explicit description of an approach to decision making.  Making the principles of policy development and implementation this open is a powerful goad to consistency and transparency in decisions.  I predict, not surprisingly, that government agencies using these guidelines will be subject to attack and questioning from all sides but that is because people will understand the principles that are supposed to guide decision making about risk

Much of the struggle will lie in the implementation of the guidance.  I believe it raises important questions and challenges for the field of risk analysis and will push us to develop new and better methods and empirical support to allow real-world decision-making under this framework for risk management and communication.  Therefore, rather than pick at individual parts of this guidance, which can be done with any attempt to explicitly describe a decision making approach, I want to focus on three important challenges to us, as risk analysts, that I believe are raised by the guidelines.  The three are:

· Developing best estimates of risk

· Dealing with high uncertainty risks
· Using public perceptions in decision making
· Managing risks to the public clearly recognizes the important role of analysis in weighing tradeoffs and setting priorities in risk management.  It recognizes tradeoffs between risks, between outcomes, and between segments of the public.  It has as a specific goal “Improved strategies for risk reduction and prevention across government and within individual departments, agencies and nondepartmental public bodies,” clearly a call for priority setting across a range of risks.  

Making these comparisons of tradeoffs and accurately setting priorities puts a priority on good estimates of risk.  As members of SRA know, many risks have well-developed methods for “conservative” estimation of risk but little agreement on ways to develop “best estimates” or central tendency estimates.  Since this guidance envisions comparisons being made across domains, “best estimates” or central tendencies of for all types of risk to the public are needed.  Quantitative portrayal of uncertainty is necessary as well because it can influence choices of risk management strategies.  

The guidance has a great deal of discussion about strengths and weaknesses of alternative approaches to valuation, like use of WTP or QALYs, but no similar discussion for approaches to estimation of the magnitude of harm (although this may not be surprising given the document’s origin in Treasury).  When estimates of the magnitude of risks are so important to a policy scheme, this topic cannot be overlooked.  Interestingly, a similar recognition led the US OMB/OIRA to increase technical knowledge of underlying science and analysis to complement their economic expertise in evaluating analyses.

The field of risk analysis must begin to struggle with this issue, especially for human health risks.  We need to be able to characterize quantitatively best estimates of risk.  We must move to quantitative characterization of model and parameter uncertainty in our risk estimates.  We need to think about estimating actual health outcomes for valuation and risk comparison.  Some progress has been made, but this is a clear challenge to our field and, I believe, an important one for us to take up.
It seems that more and more governments are asked to deal with highly uncertain risks.  There may be uncertainty about causality, about the magnitude of the risk, or about the consequences of a particular hazard.  The guidance recognizes these cases and suggests that precautionary actions may be appropriate.  For example, the guidance tells us that “[R]isk assessments should also include an analysis of potential uncertainty surrounding the risk estimate, which may be substantial if risks are unpredictable or evidence is weak. Where uncertainty is very high there may be need to consider precautionary action.”  Yet there is little direction on what precautionary actions may be necessary.  

It is my belief that we need analysis, perhaps even more so, to inform the proper precautionary action.  This also raises challenges to our field, but again I believe we can meet the challenge with existing and new techniques.  We need we need methods for honest appraisal of uncertainty including ways to weigh evidence quantitatively to inform questions of causality, magnitude or consequence for a risk with uncertain origins or consequences or in cases of competing data.  Of course uncertainty does not mean that no estimates of risk can be constructed.  For example, the “bounding analysis” approach described in a paper by Minh Ha-Doung, Elizabeth Casman and Granger Morgan in the latest issue of Risk Analysis provides a way to think about the potential magnitude of a proposed new risk.  High levels of public concern about uncertain risks will greatly complicate decision-making. 

The final aspect of the guidance that I want to address is how to consider public concerns in policy development and delivery.  I agree that this is an important and useful notion and it has been suggested by others including the National Academy of Sciences and the Presidential/Congressional Commission on Risk Assessment and Management although, to my knowledge, no government has been this overt about its use in policy formulation.  The guidance indicates belief that this dialogue will “improve understanding of risks, and consequently the trust and acceptance of government actions.”

· However, I am concerned that a focus on public perceptions of risk may work at cross-purposes to risk management.  Risk management is about choices; which risks to consider, which remedy to choose, how to tradeoff competing risks.  Yet elicitation of public concerns as described in Annex A of the guidelines tends to be about a risk, not about the choices faced in managing that risk.  This kind of information may be useful for informing the public –as the guidelines discussion of mental models shows – but it does not correspond to the question the risk manager is addressing.  This lack of concordance may lead to misunderstanding, confusion and charges of policy makers ignoring the concerns of the public when risk management choices, balancing many competing factors, don’t seem to reflect the publics’ view of the risk in isolation.  

Again, I think the field of risk analysis can help by building on scholarship about perceptions and decision making to allow evaluation of perceptions of solutions.  This may help to avoid disagreements and recriminations based on two groups considering different questions – choice vs. risk.  I can help bring many additional attributes, that the psychometric paradigm (and its derivatives) suggest are important into characterization of public concerns.  Finally, this will recognize the difficult job of government officials who face difficult choices in managing risks to the public.  
In closing, I applaud the UK government for this document.  Laying out the explicit rationale and principles for managing risks to the public is an important action.  At the same time, I believe that implementing the guidance will be challenging.  I am an optimist, however, and believe that the practitioners and scholars of the field of risk analysis, energized by the challenges I have outlined (and others), will develop data and methods to continually improve our ability to make sound decisions about risks.
