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Bridging the Risk-Hazard Divide

Mikael Karlsson*

Introduction

The often referred to risk-hazard divide is commonly
exaggerated. With some exceptions, few in the risk
camp argue against hazard classification as basis for
labelling of e.g. carcinogenic substances (which has
been the case for decades') and few in the hazard
camp criticise the use of risk assessments, once they
are established. Agencies and politicians commonly
look at both sides of the coin in practise. However,
improved chemicals management would benefit
from further bridging the risk-hazard divide. Profes-
sor Lofstedt does a good job in arguing from a risk
perspective, but he leaves out much of the other side
of the coin, so in the following, I will discuss his
perspectives and try to complement his recommen-
dations.

The two cases

In practise, it may be difficult to draw a line between
hazard and risk assessments. Standards for risk as-
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sessments vary considerably and so do management
conclusions based on similar scientific findings. The
case of BPA illustrates this. Lofstedt concludes that
advocates of restrictions use hazard-based argu-
ments, whereas their opponents require risk assess-
ments. However, a recent comparative analysis of the
BPA controversy showed that studies, which Lofstedt
places in either hazard or risk categories, rather are
various forms of risk assessments, and that conclu-
sions depended on how uncertainties of low-dose ef-
fects were evaluated?. Among the assessments, the
one stating the highest risks was done by academics
who frequently had published scientifically on BPA,
and it recognised scientific data that were excluded
by other assessment groups that relied on standard-
ised methods.

Consequently, the conclusions on BPA were rather
related to interpretations of risk assessments and con-
nected uncertainties, than to whether assessments
were risk or hazard-based.

In the second case, Lofstedt concludes that “BFRs,

and in particular Deca-BDEs, have been regulated in

Europe based on a hazard”, and that this, for Deca-

BDE, is due to the “class stigmatisation effect”. While

public debate and politicisation did play a role in this

case’, it doesn't validate the conclusion that regula-
tions were based on solely hazard assessments. Some
notes:

— The comprehensive EU Risk Assessment Reports
for Penta-BDE and Octa-BDE each showed “a need
for limiting the risks™.

— Concerning Deca-BDE, a number of technical
experts were explicitly referred to in the 2002
EU Risk Assessment Report on Deca-BDE to
consider a need for “risk reduction measures di-
rectly...”

— Furthermore, in its opinion on the updated 2004
Risk Assessment Report on Deca-BDE, the Com-
mission’s Scientific Committee on Health and En-
vironment Risks (SCHER) stated that it “strongly
recommends further risk reduction”®.

— The Swedish unilateral partial ban of Deca-BDE in
2006 was preceded by an analysis of risks, based
on the EU reports, and it also discussed risks of
potential substitutes’.
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Clearly, the EU restrictions® of Penta-BDE and Octa-
BDE were not hazard-based. Regarding Deca-BDE,
the partial EU restriction was informed by the risk
assessment and in line with the recommendation of
the principal scientific committee in the field, so it
can hardly be considered as purely hazard-based. The
same goes for the previous’ Swedish ban of Deca-
BDE; it is better explained as a more protective nor-
mative conclusion based on risk assessments, than as
an exclusively hazard-based decision. Moreover, the
fact that Deca-BDE degrades to, e.g., already banned
Penta-BDE informed the interpretation of risks'’.

Lofstedt claims that the two cases of BPA and
Deca-BDE “carry a strong Scandinavian flavour”. It
is true that chemicals control in, e.g., Sweden dates
back long and is ambitious'!, but regarding BPA, the
debate started in the U.S. and Canada, rather than in
(Northern) Europe, and Deca-BDE was restricted early
in, e.g., Canada, Oregon, Washington and Maine, and
the U.S. EPA is promoting voluntary phase-out, since
“decaBDE persists in the environment, potentially
causes cancer and may impact brain function”'?.

While media framing, lobbyism, politicisation and
culture influence the understanding of risks, there is
little support that the two cases concern a black and
white risk-hazard divide between stakeholders or
countries, and there is even less support that any haz-
ard focus would be unscientific and invalid, whereas
a risk focus would be the opposite. The cases rather
relate to a core question in chemicals policy — how
should uncertain inherent properties and exposure
conditions be managed? I have discussed this chal-
lenge in detail elsewhere'? and I will now relate it to
Lofstedt’s recommendations.

The recommendations

Lofstedt wants to place science centre stage in society
and that risk assessments must precede decisions on
restrictions. While I agree with Lofstedt that science
education and peer review of risk assessment docu-
ments is truly valuable, it must be acknowledged
that scientists themselves view assessment results
and policy measures through normative lenses'. To
allow purportedly objective science to guide media
and societal debate would therefore be misleading,
and I would rather recommend public scrutiny of
which norms that underlie science-based advise, e.g.,
in expert committees. Here, the problem is not that
experts are influenced by norms, but that these often

are unseen by decision-makers. Consequently, demo-
cratic political presence in scientific bodies would be
preferred over an allegedly “neutral and independ-
ent” advisory body for the European Parliament, as
Lofstedt proposes. Similarly, I would prefer scientists
being held democratically accountable, rather than
“ensuring that regulators become more scientifically
accountable”.

When it comes to the European Commission’s
interpretation of the precautionary principle'®, I ad-
vise to play it down since it restricts the principle to
management issues, meaning that interpretation of
assessment uncertainties would not be guided by pre-
caution and that problems therefore may be under-
estimated. Lofstedt’s interpretation that “invocation
of the precautionary principle must be preceded by a
risk assessment” is problematic (and not in line with
the communication'®), since it requires data whose
absence is the main reason for invoking precaution.
According to numerous studies it is precisely in cases
of uncertainty that the principle has been useful for
assessment and management. Invoking the principle
doesn’t necessarily imply bans, but to apply default
values (e.g., group classification), substitution (includ-
ing assessing risk-risk trade off), alternative decision
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criteria and reversed burden of proof'”. Furthermore,
the Communication gives cost-benefit analysis a cen-
tral role, which is also problematic since precaution-
ary assumptions would hardly be needed if existing
data would allow such an analysis, and why should

17 See Karlsson (2006 and 2010), supra notes 11 and 12, and refer-
ences therein.

restrictions require cost-benefit analysis, when mar-
ket introduction of substances doesn’'t? This asym-
metry is difficult to defend.

Finally, Lofstedt makes a case for a Scandinavian
chapter of the Society for Risk Analysis. I would like
to close by supporting that idea. It would stimulate
further dialogue on the questions discussed by Pro-
fessor Lofstedt in his article.
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