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At the interface between policy and science gaps in current knowledge cannot be allowed to impede public health protection. Neither can these gaps be used as an excuse to avoid investing in staff skills or to delay further research or to avoid detailed site characterisation. Policy makers and regulators have a duty to recognise the current limits of knowledge and to be informed by the latest ever growing corpus of that knowledge. Practitioners have a responsibility to ensure their ever growing understanding, often gained at the public purse’s expense, is pooled, shared and refined for the wider good. 

The Environment Agency, as custodian of the former Department of the Environment’s research budget, has published regulatory guidance in the form of the CLEA package of reports and software to assist in generic quantitative human health risk assessment. An industry-academia-regulator led initiative has taken this guidance and combined it with a large pool of volunteer effort to develop generic assessment criteria for some 80 substances. The published LQM/CIEH GAC combine scientific rigour and policy compliance and are an excellent example of the best aspects of consultancy and academia combining to deliver to the wider community a tool which is already being widely adopted and saving many wasted hours of consultant time and fruitless consultant-regulator dialogue.

It has been long recognised that total contaminant concentrations area at best a poor indicator of the risk soil contamination poses to human health. However practitioners carrying out detailed quantitative risk assessments led the way in directly invoking estimates of contaminant bioavailability to inform risk evaluations. Many years of Environment Agency prevarication in this area were brought to an end when the latest form of the CLEA software explicitly allowed for bioavailability estimates to be incorporated into the derivation of site specific assessment criteria.

Of course the absence of evidence cannot be used as an excuse for an absence of data or of consideration. All risk assessments are carried out within a given legal and policy context which will determine how our realisation of the limits of our understanding should influence decision making.

