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Background
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Presentation scope
◦ Key principles of good practice in risk communication 
◦ How site investigation and risk assessment outputs feed into 

effective risk communication 
◦ Case study of putting this into practice on the Buchanan St. 

Ambrose Schools independent review
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Key guidance on risk communication 
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Key principles of good practice in risk 
communication 

1. Understand the context

◦ Past or future exposure?

◦ Voluntary vs. involuntary risk?

◦ Known quantity or new hazard?

◦ Remember Perception = Reality
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Key principles of good practice in risk 
communication 
2. Aim to understand what drives people’s key concerns

◦ Tiered concerns?

◦ Other factors

◦ Stress and worry

3.  Be proactive

◦ Build your relationships with key stakeholders early on
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Key principles of good practice in risk 
communication 

4. Identify your stakeholders
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Key principles of good practice in risk 
communication 
5. Identify the best communication tools to use

◦ Decide whether a process of notification, consultation, community dialogue, or a combination of 
these is most appropriate

Increasing complexity
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Key principles of good practice in risk 
communication 
6. Build trust and credibility and break down barriers

◦ Trust is hard to win but easy to lose

◦ Demonstrate genuine concern and empathy

◦ Take time to understand 

◦ Be honest about what you do and don’t know 

◦ Avoid physical barriers 
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Key principles of good practice in risk 
communication 
7. And finally, remember communication is a two way process

◦ Listen before offering possible explanations or solutions

◦ Communication is not just a technical issue; it encompasses emotions

◦ Use clear language and avoid jargon

◦ Use pictures and diagrams to help visualise
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Developing an effective risk 
communication strategy
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How site investigation and risk assessment 
outputs feed into effective risk communication 

◦ Do the job right from the outset

◦ Project timescales may need to expedited. 

◦ Explain clearly in reports what has been done and 
what the findings are. 

◦ Detail the assumptions and uncertainties in the 
assessment 

◦ Prepare non-technical summaries and get your report 
proof-read by a lay person

◦ Consider ‘what if’ scenarios you may be asked about
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To summarise (ITRC)
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Buchanan and St Ambrose High School 
Campus Independent Review – Background 

◦ 13.2 hectare former landfill site, redeveloped for 
school and learning campus opening November 2012 

◦ Health concerns raised relating to blue tinged water 
and suspected bladder cancer cluster led to public 
concern 

◦ School closed by strike action and significant adverse 
media attention 

◦ Scottish Government Independent Review Team (IRT) 
set up 12 June 2019 to undertake independent and 
impartial review of the evidence relating to the site 
and potential heath effects

Buchanan and St. Ambrose High Schools, Coatbridge (Image: Daily Record)
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Buchanan and St Ambrose High School 
Campus Independent Review – Scope 

Key tasks identified and undertaken by the review team included:
◦ Obtaining relevant background and current evidence from agencies involved to review key decisions, 

the planning process (including site assessment and remediation), water quality testing and responses 
to health concerns.

◦ Engaging with the public and key stakeholders to hear their concerns directly
◦ Liaising with staff from NLC and NHS Lanarkshire to generate a better understanding of their actions, 

and
◦ Reviewing information already in the public domain from media, social media and from the public 

agencies.
◦ Commissioning specialist advisors to verify previous site assessment and testing and to assess current 

site conditions
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Buchanan and St Ambrose High School 
Campus Independent Review – Strategy 

A key aim was to rebuild trust in the community of the professionalism 
and integrity of public officials. As such, the approach adopted was 
based on the following key principles:

◦ independence and freedom from actual or perceived bias or conflict 
of interest

◦ openness, particularly to hear representations from as many as 
possible and assess evidence

◦ transparency, publishing all findings except for medically confidential 
materials

Communication strategies were developed and implemented for:
◦ Data gathering phase – proactive approach, multiple methods of 

communication and engagement with individuals or smaller groups
◦ Report publication phase – larger meetings and wide media 

engagement, but with a strong personal touch 
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Buchanan and St Ambrose High School 
Campus Independent Review – Outcomes

◦ RSK commissioned to provide evidence on current soil 
quality, to assess risks to site users and ideally confirm 
the site had been remediated effectively at the time of 
development

◦ 50 trial-pits excavated across grassed soft landscaping 
areas, 75 made ground soil samples tested for a wide 
range of contaminants of concern, including those 
potentially associated with cancer risk

◦ Additional work beyond the norm to rule out other 
possible concerns 
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Buchanan and St Ambrose High School 
Campus Independent Review – Outcomes

◦ Proactive and transparent approach to stakeholder engagement – using independent experts and 
rapidly disseminating information gathered – facilitated confidence in the conclusions of the final 
report. 

◦ Transition from stakeholder concern regarding the site and suspicion of public authorities’ motives to 
one of acceptance, trust and confidence being restored.

◦ Schools were reopened shortly after the end of the summer holidays – minimal interruption to 
education of pupils and significant associated benefits to stakeholders 

◦ Confidence was retained in the planning regime and the processes used to assess, remediate and verify 
that sites affected by contamination can be developed safely.

◦ ‘Site Recovery Group’ recommended to maintain trust going forward
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Buchanan and St Ambrose High School 
Campus Independent Review – Outcomes
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Thank you for your time


