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How should government plan for the worst-case scenario? A year a�er the BP blowout, which 

claimed 11 lives and spewed nearly 5 million barrels of oil into the Gulf of Mexico, the question is 

more than academic. 

Ted Jackson/ The Times-Picayune 

Oil skimmers try to clean up oil released from the Macondo well last 
April. 

Nor is it limited to that event. Earlier 

this month 12 people were killed and 

200 injured when an explosion ripped 

through a metro station in Belarus 

during rush hour. A week before, 

Southwest Airlines passengers watched 

in horror as a chunk of their plane's 

roofing tore away from the fuselage, 

forcing an emergency (and, thankfully, 

safe) landing. 

Did I mention that Japan's Fukushima 

Daiichi nuclear power plant, crippled 

by last month's tsunami, is still 

streaming radioactive iodide into the 

air? 

The truth is that even with the events of 9/11 and Hurricane Katrina in our recent past, we are 

still not paying enough attention to catastrophic threats. And when we do, we go about it the 

wrong way. Low-probability, high-impact events -- sometimes called "black swans" -- are 

notoriously hard to plan for. 

Policy makers are used to managing threats to safety or the environment according to a loose 

formula in which risk is the product of an event's probability multiplied by its potential harm. This 

equation helps government set priorities. The probability-impact relationship informs a wide array 

of government standards, from the quality of your drinking water to the wattage in your car's 

headlights. 

But what if you don't know the probability of an event or the full dimensions of its impact? If that 

formula is your only decision-making tool, a black swan will eat you for lunch. 

Estimating the probability of a worst case is o�en impossible because they occur so rarely. Our 

measurements of hurricanes in the Gulf go back only a few decades; and climate change will likely 
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