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PROTECTION OBJECTIVES IN  NATURAL RISK MANAGEMENT 

HOW SUITABLE ARE THEY?

Josef Hess1, H.R. Heinimann2, …. 

Concerning natural risk management, there is a wide agreement among experts, that absolute 
safety is neither technically feasible nor economically affordable. The question “How safe is 
safe enough?” plays a crucial role. To answer this question, risk management practitioners 
elaborated suggestions of protection objectives. These determinations reflect – in expert’s 
opinion – people’s appraisal of an acceptable safety level. Do the common protection 
objectives really match the needs of a sustainable natural risk management? Commonly 
suggested protection objectives are analyzed in their legal and political context in 
Switzerland.

GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS OF PROTECTION OBJECTIVES 

Protection objectives describe which risks are 
considered acceptable. The acceptability of risks is a 
question of the risk level on one side and a question 
of fairness in risk distribution among society on the 
other side. Protection objectives therefore should 
reduce the overall risk to an acceptable level. At the 
same time they must help to avoid, that residual risk 
turns out unacceptable for any individual. Hence 
there has to be a limit of an acceptable collective and
of an acceptable individual risk to reach a fair risk 
distribution.

Common suggestions of protection objectives can be 
assigned to one of two fundamentally different types 

- Threshold value based objectives; very 
common to describe individually acceptable 
risks. Protection objectives are pursued, 
irrespective to the costs to reach acceptable 
risks.

- Marginal cost criteria based objectives; very 
common to describe collectively acceptable 
risks. Risk reduction costs are the key 
element to define acceptable risks; acceptable 
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Fig. 1: Protection Objectives for flood risks
 in Switzerland (BAFU) 
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risk levels depend on the cost of risk reduction. 
Many conventional protection objective schemes combine the two fundamental types. 

GUIDING PRINCIPLES OF PROTECTION OBJECTIVES 

As mentioned, the acceptability of risks is a question of the risks magnitude and a question of 
fairness. Justice theories describe fairness mainly as  

- Equality; (e.g. meeting any individuals safety needs in absolutely the same extent)  
- Utility and Welfare; (maximizing safety for the whole society) 
- Equity and Desert; (providing safety according to any individuals contribution to risk) 

These principles aim at fairness towards personality. In addition, responsibility for the society 
and the environment – the “retinity” - must be a guiding principle as well. It depends on a 
society’s values, as well as on its political and legal system, which of those fairness principles 
prevails.
Legal order in Switzerland envisages - as in many other countries - that public actions follow 
the maxims of legality, proportionality, public interest, good faith and equal rights. In that 
way the aforementioned principles are implemented into legal order and operationalized. The 
analysis of protection objectives shows, that most of the practitioner’s solutions reflect those 
tenets as well. Hence – although common and operable protection objectives are located on a 
low statutory level – they dispose on fairness principles, legal basis and democratic 
legitimation. 

OPERABILITY OF PROTECTION OBJECTIVES 

A good operability of protection objectives is characterized by i) good availability of 
necessary information, ii) good accuracy in designation of (acceptable) risks, iii) suitability to 
identify priorities for an efficient risk management over a wide area. 

Most practitioner’s solutions are characterized by considerable operational qualities. But the 
two aforementioned fundamental types of protection objectives both suffer of intrinsic 
shortcomings: 

- Threshold value based objectives may entail inefficient resource allocation in risk 
management. 

- Marginal cost criteria based objectives overcome this flaw, but their application leads 
to unequal levels of acceptable risks. Furthermore the application of marginal cost 
criteria requires detailed information on risk reduction measures and their 
effectiveness. Such information is hardly obtainable over wide areas.  

CONCLUSION

Protection objectives fulfill requirements of sustainable fairness and legal order in large 
extent. Improvements are mainly necessary to overcome shortcomings in operability.  
Advanced in that extent, protection objectives can lay the foundations for a new generation of 
risk based regulations, which will allow a more efficient and sustainable approach to the 
management of natural risks. 
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