9822

ALACK HATS, ECONOMISTS AND SOCIETAL RISK ASSESSMENT

Marina v.N. Whitman

General Motors Corporation

hppearing before this organizabion reminda me of three pieces of
immortal agvice from Winstoen Cnurenill: "pever cry Co walk up a wall
that's leaning toward you...never try to kiss a person that's leaning away
from you,..and neyer speak to a group that khows =are about a subject than
you do,"

I've done very well with the first two precepts, but [ may be 1n
danger of violating the third one teday. As I discoss public policy.
eecnamics, and risk analysis, I'1l try oot to stray too far into your
territary, if I can halp 1k.

I would like to begin, though, by comgratulating this organization cn
thE remarkable lmpact Lb's recently had on reguiatlon and poliay~
setting. All of you degerve tremendous eredit for your ground-breasklng
and imm=nsely important work.

" IMMORALM ECONOMISTST

3ince at least the time of Walthus, economics has been called the
"dismal seience™ and eccnomists have been roundly condemned for having a
callouz atbltudes toward issues that affect public healkh and safely.

Cur attempts to quantify some of the bepefits and costs agssociateo
with public health and safety 'nitiatives have been criticized as
tagteless at best and downright immoral at worsk. We are told that 1t 1S
wrong o place a monetary value--ar in fast any finite value--on human
life and health. It even seems to some that the mere linking of the words
"aceeptable risk" is a contradleotion, like "crimimal justice"™ or "jumbe
shrimp"--an cxymoren that violates Judeo-Christian moral precepts, which
hold human life to ba absolutely sarred.

1 admit that we economists can get carrlied away with number-
arenching..that we sometimes ignare-at our peril-bhe gualitative, human
aspects assoclated with health and safety Issues. So it's little wonder
that in the public eye, wa're 30 often the onesz in the black hars,

That reminds me of the popular distinction batween a dead dog on a
highway and a dead econcmizt: there are skid marks wn front of a dog! 1
trust that everyone here brakes for economists.



