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ABSTRACT: This presentation offers qualified support for adaptive approaches to risk governance under
conditions of uncertainty, complexity and controversy. From a Bayesian perspective, the combination
of early engagement with risks and systematic reassessment of policies based on emerging information
offers an ideal approach to risk governance. However, adaptive strategies face significant political,
economic and epistemic challenges. To illustrate the potential and limits of adaptive approaches to risk
governance, this presentation features a cautionary tale on transfats and evolving current cases on
pharmaceuticals and synthetic biology.

Transfats: Manufacturers and regulators in the US and Europe substituted transfats for saturated fats to
extend product shelf life and reduce coronary heart disease. This case examines the fifty year lag
between early reports on adverse health effects and revisions in dietary standards, with emphasis on
sources of dysfunction in research funding and in the integration of research results into policy.
Pharmaceuticals: Extraordinary advances in the life sciences have not been matched by corresponding
advances in delivered pharmaceuticals. This forward looking case compares established binary
approaches to assessing and addressing drug safety, efficacy, and effectiveness with current proposals
for more adaptive approaches to drug licensing from the EMA, FDA and Health Canada.

Synthetic Biology: The rapid development of this field has been driven by exponential advances in DNA
sequencing and synthesis and by the appeal of applications in materials production, agriculture,
medicine, remediation, and restoration. This forward looking case examines adaptive approaches to
assessing and addressing environmental, health and security risks of synthetic biology, with reports on
work by the UN BWC and WHO; by NSF, EPA, HHS, DARPA, FBI, DHS and State; by transnational
consortia IGSC and IASB; and by the Sloan Foundation, MIT and the Woodrow Wilson Center and iGEM.
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