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Pe rils of peanut butt er and other risks
Re Firem e n Re mov ed From 15 Airports
(April 5):

It is cer tainly tim e that Cana da took a ser i-
ou s look at how we manage risk. In 1995,
fe w, if any, of us wil l burn to death on a
Cana dian airport runw ay, while more than
250 of us wil l die in a crash inv olv ing a
tract or-trailer. Fou r chil dre n died in Ont ario
la st year becau se they were run ove r by a
farm tract or or a wag on bei ng drive n by
thei r pare n t s. For ty thousand of us wil l die
this year from the long-ter m ef fects of tobac-
co smoke.

A recent study don e join tly by res earche rs
at Harvard and Stanford Unive rsit ies deter-
mine d that we hav e a one -in -a-millio n chanc e
of death from many activ ities, inclu ding eat-
ing 40 table spoons of peanu t butter or trav-
el ling 1,000 kilo m etres in an airplan e. Air-
plan es and airports are ver y safe, com -
pare d with other activ ities we take for gran-
ted – like drivi ng on the 401 in Toron t o.

It is tim e to take mil lio ns of dol lars of fire -

fig hting equ ipment out of Cana dian airports
where the risk of dying from fire is alm o st
zero – so that we can eit her inv est that mon ey
where we wil l save liv es or sto p borrow ing
that mon ey on the world bon d market. Dol-
lars spent in air-sea res cue sav e hu ndreds of
live s while the same dollars spent at airports
save non e.

We need to sto p spending mon ey whe re it
does not make a differenc e to savi ng or pro -
tecting liv es and spend it whe re we get a
bang for the buck. This risk-management
ap proach is needed in many are as of pub lic
spending – for exa mple, to shift spending to-
ward preve n ting canc e r and away from tre at-
ments that do not change the probability of
death. Canc e r mo rtali ty is the same now as
it was in the 1950s, and we are spending
bil lio ns of dol lars to stave off death rather
than to sup por t health.

As for the anxie ty expre sse d by pilo t s and
flig ht att endants, may I rem ind them that they
are safer in an airplan e than in a car. And

so are their passeng ers. Pla nes crash and
burn rarely, and crash e s almos t neve r occur
on the runway.

Crashes are newswo rthy becau se people
die in groups and not as indivi d uals like they
do in cars, in indust ria l accid e n t s , or from
sm oking.

We cannot buy all things wit h ou r li mit e d
public fun ds. In past years reg ula tors hav e
est ablis hed fat budge ts and spent mon ey wit h-
ou t assessing the long-ter m im pact – now
the nation is at risk. My hope wou ld be that
ev ery federal and provi nci al gov ernment
woul d take heed of the Transport decisio n to
spend smarter and spend les s. Airports are
ju s t the beginning. Eve ry Cana dian life shoul d
be equ ally guarded aga inst risk: on a farm,
in a school , on a highway, in a log ging camp,
or for a cop on the beat.
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