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Emerging Contaminants: Risk Communication Challenges

Issue Paper

Background:  

The risk associated with an emerging contaminant is discussed among federal and state agencies as well as communicated to the general public.  A challenge facing federal and state agencies is that incomplete, inaccurate, or information taken out of context creates confusion and turmoil in the public arena.  Agencies struggle to effectively communicate clear and consistent information to the public.    

The risk communication challenge also involves the sharing of information among federal and state agencies.  The lack of a common definition of “emerging contaminant” among agencies should not be allowed to be a barrier to effective risk communication both internally and externally.  Though federal and state agencies perception of emerging contaminants may vary, they do recognize the “life cycle” of an emerging contaminant.  An emerging contaminant life cycle includes three phases: (1) discovery or rediscovery; (2) information collection, data gathering, and evaluation; and (3) determinations regarding environmental and human health.  Each phase requires a communication strategy that considers the certainty and uncertainty of available information.  

At each phase, federal and state agencies should be communicating a clear and consistent message to the public.  Throughout an emerging contaminants life cycle, open and transparent information should be shared among federal and state agencies.  Early, transparent communication among agencies is a first step to communicating risk to each other leading to development of clear and consistent public outreach.  It is important to recognize that federal and state agencies have unique missions that guide their risk communication strategy.  Regardless of their missions, federal and state agencies strive to effectively inform the public of risk associated with emerging contaminants.       

Discussion:  The workgroup has identified specific risk communication challenges that impede effective communication among agencies and with the general public.  

· There’s a lot we know and a lot we don’t know—which leads to confusing messages among agencies and the public.  The workgroup identified the major concerns for each consumer of risk communication information.  

· Public Concerns

· Who is at risk?  The public is interested in knowing the different levels of risk, such as subpopulations at a higher risk level because of unique factors.  For example, an older gentleman may be concerned about the risks associated with eating large quantities of salmon despite that the high risk subpopulation has been identified as women of childbearing years.  Risk should be communicated to a wide array of potentially effected persons, rather than communicating strictly to high risk subpopulations.  

· What are the health effects?  

· Where is the contaminant located?  What is the nature and extent of the contamination?

· Factual description of the contaminants typical use.  Placing in context how the contaminant is typically used may increase public trust.

· Interagency Information/Data Concerns

· Are there completed pathways/current exposures? If so, are there immediate actions that need to be taken?

· What kind of data gaps exist, and what are the ramifications?

· What new information/data needs to be collected?  Which agencies are responsible or have the capacity to gather information/data?

· What are the available remediation techniques? 

· Are there any pollution prevention actions available that would correct or limit the problem?

· States Concerns:

· When an established risk value is not available, how can states develop an effective early public advisory that is conservative, yet consistent with federal agencies perception of the emerging contaminant?

· Identify the public outrage of the risk to better communicate information to the concerned public 

· Currently, information about risk associated with emerging contaminants exists in scattered websites and other information sources, with varying levels of credibility and accuracy.  These unorganized and numerous information sources lead to confusion among federal and state agencies.  The workgroup recognizes that information must be creditable, accessible, and openly debated.  

· Federal and state agencies communicate risk to effected communities through a variety of mechanisms.  The workgroup identified interactive communication methods that may effectively provide public outreach.  These communication methods may include the following:  

· Community meetings/public availability sessions

· Community information lines

· Interactive website

· E-mail

· Open and transparent communication among agencies and the public is necessary to increase trust among all involved parties.  The workgroup identified early sharing of information such as monitoring data and collaborative research among agencies would improve trust.  In addition, early data and information should be shared with the public to keep them informed of emerging contaminant issues.  The workgroup recognized that agencies may share among themselves raw data and their methodologies for interpreting the data.  The workgroup also identified that summarizing data for the public is a useful communication tool, but to improve trust raw data should be made publicly available.  The public should not be required to submit a Freedom of Information Act request to obtain raw data regarding emerging contaminants.    

· Determining the appropriate level of risk also impacts how to effectively communicate to the public.  In the early phase of addressing an emerging contaminant, the lack of information (e.g., no established risk level either by federal or state agencies) may result in an agency adopting an early conservative risk level.  As new information becomes available, the risk level may be adjusted either higher or lower.  A risk communication challenge is how to present new information, the revised risk level, to the public so they understand and trust the new risk level.  

· Emerging contaminant issues involve a wide array of agencies with widely different roles and responsibilities.  Regulatory and public health agencies have specific requirements for protection of public health which differ from the roles and responsibilities of other involved agencies.  These different roles can lead to conflicting risk communication messages that confuse and frustrate the public and undermine public trust.  Early sharing of information and notification of proposed actions among agencies before releasing the communication document to the public will assist in minimizing confusion. 

· Over the course of an emerging contaminants “life cycle”, federal agencies may engage in an interagency deliberative process to evaluate the issue and develop a position.  During this process, federal agencies may not be available to guide states in addressing emerging contaminant issues.  To build capacity among states and achieve consistent public outreach, states may be interested in drafting a risk communication strategy for this specific time period.    
Recommendations: 

It is important to recognize that addressing emerging contaminants brings together diverse federal and state agencies.  The workgroup identified two broad recommendation categories that explore the interagency dynamics and the public outreach of risk attributed to emerging contaminants.  Within each category, the workgroup identified tasks to explore that will result in future work products.  

Communicating Risk to the Public 

A successful risk communication strategy that informs the public must involve a collaborative process among federal and state agencies.  To achieve effective communication of risk, the workgroup will consider the following issues and develop the associated work products.

Task 1 - Identify existing communication strategies among federal and state agencies that educate the public about the risk of emerging contaminants.  In addition, the workgroup will consider the outcomes from the emerging contaminants state survey being conducted in fall 2006.  It is important that all communication from agencies to the public be consistent and at least address the following: general discussion of emerging contaminants including factual use of the chemical; and provide available health information.  

Task 1 Work Product:

· Phase 1 – Collect and evaluate fact sheets currently used by federal and state agencies to educate the public about emerging contaminants; Identify components of existing fact sheets that provide clear and concise information to the public

· Phase 2 - Create fact sheets on three contaminants, other than perchlorate, as examples of effective fact sheets to communicate risk to the public; Use the results of state survey to identify current state methods to educate public about emerging contaminants 

Task 2 - When federal agencies engage the interagency deliberative process, the communication with state agencies is limited.  As the federal agencies discuss the issue and develop a position, the state agencies and DoD regional environmental coordinators or local service components must take the lead to address local concerns about emerging contaminants issues. 


Task 2 Work Product:

Draft a white paper discussing how the states and DoD local service components communicate risk to the public when federal agencies are engaged in the interagency deliberative process.  Consider possible risk communication strategies that states and DoD local service components have already used including how effective these strategies were in educating the public.  Identify what information the federal agencies are able to discuss with states during this time period.  The workgroup notes that this task will inform both states and DoD local service components that have addressed emerging contaminants issues as well as states that have not.

Interagency Exchange of Information
To effectively communicate with the public, all involved agencies should provide a consistent message that expresses the available information about an emerging contaminant.

Task 3 - The interagency exchange of information is important to develop a consistent risk communication document.  The workgroup identified that agencies should make readily available reasonable data that has undergone q/a.  The exchange of data should occur among agencies and with the public.  


Task 3 Work Product:
· Draft a white paper that explores possible development of an interagency information sharing mechanism such as a website

· The white paper may include a recommendation to hold interagency risk communication informational exchange workshops that focus on emerging contaminants; the workshops could focus on a specific contaminant

Task 4 - The workgroup recognized that early sharing of information among agencies and the public would improve trust among all involved parties.  “Early” in the life cycle of an emerging contaminant may vary among agencies, but it is recognized that sharing information and data as soon as a contaminant emerges will be useful.  In particular, the workgroup is interested in improving the sharing of monitoring data when it becomes available.

Task 4 Work Product:

Draft a white paper discussing the sharing of information/data including monitoring data among agencies.  The paper should include a discussion of sharing early information/data with the public.  The workgroup identified that public trust may improve if raw data is made available to the public without completing a Freedom of Information Act request.  Also, consider the value of interagency discussion prior to the interagency deliberative process.

Task 5 - DoD is a federal agency with local entities that directly communicate risk to the public.  The workgroup recognizes that improving the communication between DoD headquarters and the DoD regional environmental coordinators or local service components will likely improve interagency communication and public understanding of risk


Task 5 Work Product:
The work group will draft a white paper recommending that DoD develop an emerging contaminants policy collaboratively with the states that includes risk communication strategies for educating the public about emerging contaminants.  The issue paper will include a recommendation that DoD devise a strategy for DoD regional environmental coordinators or local service components to educate the public on risk issues.  In addition, the paper will include a discussion of the importance in identifying DoD regional environmental coordinators or local service components role, responsibilities, and communication strategy when a state issues a fact sheet addressing emerging contaminants.  

Task 6 - Emerging contaminants have been an issue for many years involving a wide range of federal and state agencies.  In addition, research organizations and associations also address emerging contaminant issues.  


Task 6 Work Product:
To better understand the universe of available information and actors, identify all organizations (governmental and non-governmental) that address emerging contaminants.  Develop a user friendly source of information listing organizations that contribute to emerging contaminant knowledge.
Emerging Contaminants: Risk Communication Challenges

Proposed Six Month Work Plan 2006

February: 

· Identify EC Task Group participants interested in risk communication

· Finalize risk communication issue paper & work plan

· Task 1 – Phase 1:  Begin collecting and evaluating fact sheets from state and federal agencies

· Task 6:  Begin identifying organizations that address emerging contaminants

March:

· Status of EC Task Group reported to ECOS at spring meeting; includes presentation of finalized risk communication issue paper & work plan

· Task 4:  Draft issue paper circulated for comments among risk communication breakout session participants 

April

· Task 1 – Phase1:  Complete collection and evaluation of fact sheets; Identify components or entire fact sheets that effectively communicate risk to the public; Draft short issue paper explaining fact sheets and provide examples of effective fact sheets

· Task 4:  Issue paper finalized among risk communication participants

· Task 5:  Begin draft issue paper and circulate for comment among risk communication breakout session participants

· Task 6:  Complete list of organizations working on emerging contaminants issues

May 

· Task 2:  Begin draft issue paper and circulate for comment among risk  communication breakout session participants

· Task 3:  Begin draft issue paper and circulate for comment among risk communication breakout session participants

June

· Task 1 – Phase 1:  Draft issue paper and examples of fact sheets available for review by EC Task Group

· Task 2:  Draft issue paper available for review by EC Task Group

· Task 3:  Draft issue paper available for review by EC Task Group

· Task 4:  Draft issue paper available for review by EC Task Group

· Task 5:  Draft issue paper available for review by EC Task Group

· Task 6:  Complete list available for review by EC Task Group
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