
Teleconference Notes,  January 08, 2013, 10:30 – 11:30
1-877-413-4790   conference ID  3381344#

 @RiskAUG

The meeting date was changed to January 8 because January 1 
was a national holiday.

The regular meeting date is the first Wednesday of the month. 
The next meeting will again be the first Wednesday of the 
month, February 5, 2014.

Monthly RAUG meeting
The Risk Assessment Users Group meets by telephone on the first Wednesday of every month, 10:30  - 
11:30 am Pacific Time. It meets in person with the Hazus User Group at the annual Canadian Risk and 
Hazards Network Symposium. The forum is to share knowledge about  incorporating Risk Assessment 
into disaster reduction decisions in Canada.  It is a forum supported by NRCan's Quantitative Risk 
Assessment Project of the Public Safety Geoscience Program until March 2014.

Attendees:

Connie Cheung, PSC
Nicky Hastings, NRCan
Steve Litke, Fraser Basin Council
Greg Paoli, Risk Sciences International
Christina Shaw, PSC

Bert Struik, NRCan
Malaika Ulmi, NRCan
Shona van Zijl de Jong
Eric Wright, NRCan

Agenda
Greetings
News and views 
Vignette:
Discussion: THE RISK ASSESSMENT CONTINUUM , by Greg Paoli, Risk Science International
Risk assessment has universal principles and is unique to user needs. It can be very quantitative, 
thorough and complicated requiring extensive detailed inputs. It can be very qualitative, either based on 
extensive detailed inputs or proxies to those inputs. It can be somewhere in between. A short review of 



methods and user needs will set the stage for a discussion on what would make risk assessment 
practical for more general application.

Updates

Happy New Year!

Last meeting

The RAUG discussed results of the risk assessment project poll. Results were displayed as a graph. If 
you want to engage in a RAUG project that contributes to something you are doing tell Bert and he'll 
help you canvas for partners. The active Risk Project list will be kept up as one project.

Shannon Krilow summarized her team's work analyzing the risk of critical infrastructure with 
Pemberton and Nanaimo and as a concept. Her presentation on her work with Defence Research and 
Development Canada is captured as a podcast and with her slide deck is posted on the RAUG site.

See notes of the last meeting posted on RAUG website for more details.

An events section has been added to the RAUG site. http://raug.mhrisk.ca

News

Two more meetings of the RAUG before it needs to have a new facilitator and operational structure to 
continue.

February 5th meeting will have presentation on the Global Earthquake Model and the OpenQuake 
earthquake risk evaluation tool.

Upcoming events

9th International Conference on Risk Analysis and Hazard Mitigation

June 4-6 2014, New Forest, UK
http://www.wessex.ac.uk/14-conferences/risk-analysis-2014.html

GeoHazards6

June 15-18 2014, Kingston, Canada

http://www.geohazards6.ca/

22nd Annual Conference of the Society for Risk Analysis - Europe

June 16-18 2014, Istanbul, Turkey.

http://www.sraeurope.org/home.aspx?pag=1252

http://raug.mhrisk.ca/
http://www.sraeurope.org/home.aspx?pag=1252
http://www.geohazards6.ca/
http://www.wessex.ac.uk/14-conferences/risk-analysis-2014.html


5th International Disaster and Risk IDRC

August 24-28 2014, Davos, Switzerland

URL:http://idrc.info/pages_new.php/5th-IDRC-Davos-2014/1121/1/

11th Annual CRHNet Symposium

Fall 2014,  Toronto

Vignette: THE RISK ASSESSMENT CONTINUUM , by Greg Paoli, Risk 
Sciences International

Excerpt of presentation made at the 10th Annual CRHNet Symposium held in Regina, Saskatchewan 
November 6-8, 2013

• Describes interpretation of the spectrum or continuum of risk-analysis methods, their 
characteristics and how those characteristics may influence which would be chosen for a 
particular risk assessment project.

• Essentially a question of chosing a level of complexity of risk assessment.

• Least complicated end is the Risk Narrative and the most complicated is a Probabilistic risk 
assessment

• A Narrative describes the risk situation in terms of low, medium or high. It may be done using 
standard risk terminology, which may give the narrative an air of rigour, when it would not.

◦ Risk terminology based narratives often get created when a corporation has made a decision 
to do a rigorous risk assessment without changing its previous way of conducting them.

• Structured qualitative risk assessment involves supply of answers to structured questions. The 
analysis is vague.

• Semi-quantitative assessments use methods of summing numbers that were answers to 
structured questions. Those questions, for example, may be what is the expected return period 
of a certain magnitude of hazard event. The numbers may not have a relation to a specific scale 
of measure and therefore have no actual meaning other than a perception of being somewhere 
from very low to extreme. The sums of those numbers often include weights to the scores.

• A deterministic risk assessment conducts a mathematical calculation of the impact of a single 
hazard event (hazard scenario) on stuff we are concerned about.

• A probabilistic risk assessment conducts a mathematical calculation of the impact of a range of 
probable effects of a hazard on those things of concern. (all return intervals of floods, for 
instance)

• So what is a Risk Assessment and when does a scientific argument become a risk assessment?

• Does it says it is a risk assessment ie: the document have the headings expected in a risk 
assessment?

• Does it use the terms and the technologies?

url:http://idrc.info/pages_new.php/5th-IDRC-Davos-2014/1121/1/


• Does it use standard terms and processes purported by an agency in the field of risk assessment?

• Does it discuss probability, because probability is a tenant of risk.

• Does it use calculations of  the probability?

• We have competing issues assessing risk. It can cost a lot providing reproducible results, and it 
can be inexpensive and not say much or be dangerously misleading.

• Risk assessment can be overwhelming. So simplification can be used. What is 
oversimplification?

◦ “We cannot let contemplation of the ideal analysis prevent attainment of the good policy. 
Simplifications required by practicality will be least harmful if they are analytic 
approximations that are explicitly chosen while keeping the underlying decision-analytic 
framework in mind.” (Graham and Hammitt, 1996, emphasis added)

◦ These authors understood that simplification was useful and if kept well constrained can be 
used to make a risk assessment valid, useful, understandable and affordable.

• An example of simplification of risk assessment is a mortgage application where all possible 
questions are boiled down to answers to a few questions. This creates a higher risk though 
understood to be good enough for the purpose.

• Dimensions of Validity of risk assessment

◦ depends on decision context

◦ Can be divided into two primary criteria:

▪ Evidence

▪ Management

• Evidence

◦ Transparency: if the risk calculation is transparent then it's evidence is available; making it 
valid. includes Transparency of inference.

▪ Some systems are so complicated that they are for practical purposes opaque.

◦ Quality: of the methods in calculating the risk

• Managerial

◦ Timeliness

◦ Resources

◦ Consistency

• Showed graphs of these parameters along the risk method continuum.

◦ See these in the slide deck.

◦ plotted on cartoon vertical scale of goodness (bad to good)

▪ for Transparency, it is difficult at the Narrative end of the continuum to understand the 
process, criteria, data etc that were used in deriving a narrative measure of risk. The 
measure of quality improves to the complicated / quantitative end of the continuum 



where the information about how risk was calculated can be fully transparent

▪ If a calculation is so complicated as to be very difficult to understand by experts then it 
is not really transparent, even though it is full open for viewing.

▪

◦ Management

▪ Less resource intensive at narrative end though not easy to replicate.

▪ How easy is it to revisit the risk assessment? Easier with quantitative methods. 
Qualitative requires extensive documentation and access to the same experts at the same 
time in their experience.

• Long term usefulness should be a significant component of the consideration of which 
technique to use. [essentially consider the full life cycle of the risk assessment and its use]

• comparing the various graphs of efficiency it is possible to see the potential of a sweet spot or 
sweet spots where it could be possible to achieve a reproducible risk assessment at reasonable 
expense; depending on the requirements of the study.

Discussion: 

Q: Could you give an example of a 'ferrari' risk assessment model?

A:  Reviewed one for mad cow disease hazard importing beef into the USA from Canada. It was done 
by MIT for Harvard. The end model required a full month of computer computation to run. It probably 
could have been done on the back of an envelope. It took 3 weeks just to understand the model.

Other examples are in the field of nuclear waste storage

Q:  Is an evaluation like what you just gave available as a publication for decision makers?

A: No, very little. some guidelines exist in Canada based on who the assessment is being done for. 
Treasury Board has specifications for what it considers a valid risk assessment and that is based around 
the ISO 31000 standard. Other than that its much a free for all about what can be done.

C: We tried to use the ISO standard and became overwhelmed by issues of terminology and such and 
became mired. Eventually we broke away and created what would work for the needs; an all hazards 
risk assessment.

C: Some hazard specific guides exist.

C: about ISO 31000. It is not used in the USA. There, the standard used is from NAS (National 
Academy of Sciences) and OED and those are a better comparison for science. Unless you have to do a 
risk assessment for Treasury Board it would be better to use another system. Would recommend 
harmonizing with NAS rather than ISO. Much of the USA risk work is around the environmental 
agency or health.

Q: Does the NAS have a lexicon of risk?

A: Sort of and no. They do not have a published glossary though they use a common language based 
around science risk.



Q: Are simplifications in a risk assessment Hazard and Project specific?

A: Yes; certainly for Hazard and mostly for Projects.

Q: Can qualitative and quantitative techniques be combined in a single study?

A: Yes. It would be important and useful in some studies to ensure that risk information is captured 
even if there is no quantitative method for it. Mixing sweet spots. Many narratives are good at 
capturing the complex realm of social behaviour and such where quantification has been difficult.

Q: Does it make a different for public impacted by a risk assessment that they understand the method in 
addition to it being transparent.

A: A risk assessment has to be correct and cannot be oversimplified to the point of making it useless or 
worse: wrong.


