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Q.1 How is relative risk information being
used by the Department of Defense
(DoD) and military services at the field
and headquarters levels?

A. Field activities within the DoD use
relative risk information as one means
of representing the status of their
environmental restoration program to
DoD, regulators, and local stakeholders.
Information on site relative risk is used
by each military installation or formerly
used defense site, in conjunction with
other risk management considerations,
to help sequence work at sites in light of
available resources within DoD.

Headquarters environmental restoration
program offices within each military
service collect relative risk information
from each field activity to identify to
Congress, regulators, and other
stakeholders the distribution of sites in
each of three relative risk categories−
high, medium, and low. A series of
discrete relative risk site evaluations
provides headquarters program
managers with a macro-level view of
changes in relative risk distributions
within DoD over time. In the event of
budget cuts or recessions, Headquarters
Program Offices will consider the
relative risk of sites along with other
risk management considerations in the
resultant deferral of projects. In general,
low relative risk sites will be deferred
before medium relative risk sites, and

medium relative risk sites will be
deferred before high relative risk sites.
At the installation or field level, specific
work program adjustments will be made
considering relative risk and other risk
management concerns in the event that
budget cuts or recessions occur.

Relative risk information will also be
used to provide DoD with a basis for
establishing goals and performance
measures for the environmental
restoration program. In this regard, DoD
has established goals for all DoD
Components to reduce relative risk at
sites or to have remedial systems in
place where necessary for these sites,
within the context of legal agreements.
Military services and DoD will track
changes in relative risk towards these
relative risk reduction goals as a
measure of merit (MOM). Relative risk
will not be used to set cleanup
standards, nor will it be used as a basis
for making remedial action decisions,
remedy selection decisions, or no further
action decisions.

Q.2 How are other risk management
considerations taken into account for
priority setting?

A. Relative risk is not the sole factor in
determining the sequence of
environmental restoration work, but it is
an important consideration in the
priority setting process. It should be
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factored into all priority setting
decisions, and should be discussed with
regulators and public stakeholders in the
environmental restoration process.

The actual funding priority for a site is
identified after relative risk information
is combined with other important risk
management considerations (e.g., the
statutory and regulatory status of a
particular installation or site, public
stakeholder concerns, program
execution considerations, and economic
factors). These additional risk
management considerations can result in
a decision to fund work at a site that is
not classified as a high relative risk.
Military services have each developed
guidelines for combining relative risk
and risk management considerations as
part of their planning, programming,
and budgeting process.

Q.3 What is the role of the community in
evaluating relative risk at sites?

A. Community members of Restoration
Advisory Boards and other members of
the public participate in the technical
evaluation of relative risk at a variety of
levels depending on their desire for
involvement. At some installations and
formerly used defense sites, community
members have received relative risk
training and participate directly in the
evaluation of relative risk factors for
each environmental medium at a site. At
other installations and formerly used
defense sites, community members
review and provide input into relative
risk evaluations prepared by installation
personnel. DoD intends to increase
community input into relative risk
evaluations at all installations and
formerly used defense sites where there
is sufficient interest. To increase
community awareness of and access to
guidance on performing relative risk site
evaluations, DoD has placed the

Relative Risk Site Evaluation Primer on
the DoD Environmental Restoration
Electronic Bulletin Board, a World
Wide Web site at http://www.dtic.dla.
mil/envirodod/envdocs.html.

Q.4 What is the role of regulatory agencies
in evaluating relative risk at sites?

A. State and federal regulatory agency
personnel are key participants in the
relative risk evaluation process. Their
involvement in this process largely
depends on their degree of involvement
in an environmental restoration program
at a particular installation or formerly
used defense site. At some installations
or formerly used defense sites,
regulatory agency personnel have
received relative risk training and
participate directly in the evaluation of
relative risk factors for each
environmental medium at a site.
Discussions with regulatory agency
personnel on relative risk at these
training sessions and at project team
meetings at installations have proven
helpful in increasing regulatory
acceptance of relative risk. DoD seeks
to increase regulatory involvement in
relative risk evaluations at all
appropriate installations and formerly
used defense sites.

Q.5 How often will field activities need to
conduct relative risk site evaluations?

A. Relative risk at sites should be evaluated
whenever important new information
about a site becomes available. DoD
will collect information on site relative
risk from the military services on a
semi-annual basis, once in the middle of
the fiscal year and once at year end.

Q.6 Will progress in the environmental
restoration program be measured on the
basis of Relative Risk?
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A. Yes, for the following reasons. Progress
at sites in DERP has traditionally been
measured by reporting on the response
status of sites at the field and
headquarters level (e.g., number of sites
with responses complete). While these
traditional measures of progress are still
important measures, DoD planning
guidance for Fiscal Years (FYs) 1998-
2002 establishes goals for all military
services to reduce relative risk at sites.
The planning guidance specifically
requires (1) military services to
implement actions that lower relative
risk for all high relative risk within
specific time frames or have remedial
systems in place where necessary for
these sites, (2) implement actions that
lower relative risk of all medium
relative risk sites within a specific time
frame or have remedial systems in place
where necessary for those sites, and (3)
implement actions that result in
“response complete” for all relative risk
sites within a set time frame.

Q.7 Does relative risk site evaluation apply
to sites at Base Realignment and
Closure (BRAC) installations?

A. Yes. DoD planning guidance requires
that available restoration funds at BRAC
installations be used to implement
actions to lower relative risk for all high
relative risk sites within specific time
frames or have remedial systems in
place where necessary for these sites.

Q.8 What is the relationship between the
Relative Risk Site Evaluation
Framework and risk assessment?

A. Relative risk evaluation and risk
assessment share a common conceptual
framework, but have significant
differences in purpose and
methodology. First and foremost,
relative risk evaluation is not a
substitute for a risk assessment. It is a

screening-level evaluation of site
information at a point in time based on
three factors: the contaminant hazard
factor (CHF), the migration hazard
factor (MPF), and the receptor factor. In
terms of hazard assessment, the relative
risk framework uses maximum (worst-
case) contaminant data, while risk
assessment uses average and/or
reasonable maximum concentrations of
contaminants. For exposure assessment,
the relative risk framework relies on a
qualitative evaluation of fate and
transport of contaminants away from a
source, while risk assessment
emphasizes quantitative predictions of
contaminant fate and transport. In terms
of toxicity assessment, both relative risk
and risk assessment use similar data.
The relative risk framework uses
concentration standards derived from
preliminary remediation goals that are
calculated using the same toxicity data
used in risk assessment. In terms of
results, relative risk information is used
at the field level to help sequence work
at sites. Risk assessment results are
typically used to determine whether or
not additional response actions are
warranted at a site.

Q.9 Why were the Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) preliminary remediation
goals (PRGs) multiplied by 100 for
carcinogens?

A. PRGs are concentrations of
contaminants in a specific medium that
have been estimated to (1) cause 1
excess cancer occurrence per 1,000,000
people over the course of a 70-year life-
time or (2) cause non-cancer adverse
effects (e.g., birth defects, neurological
problems). These values have been
calculated through the use of toxicity
data found in EPA databases and by
using conservative assumptions (e.g., a
person will obtain all water for drinking
and showering over a 30-year period
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from the same source). The methods
used by EPA for calculating “safe”
doses for cancer-versus-noncancer
effects differ dramatically. Noncancer
effects have thresholds (levels of
exposure that do not cause toxicity),
while cancer effects are not assumed to
have a threshold. The differing
assumptions for noncancer and cancer
effects mean that respective toxicities
are handled differently when setting
acceptable exposures. For cancer-
inducing agents, mathematical formulas
are used to determine acceptable
exposure levels. For noncancer
toxicants, a “reference dose” that is
related to the threshold is used.
Threshold doses are generally much
higher than are doses that cause 1 in
1,000,000 cancer occurrences.

In Office of Solid Waste and Emergency
Response (OSWER) Directive
9355.0-30, dated 22 April 1991, the
Role of the Baseline Risk Assessment in
Superfund Remedy Selection Decisions,
EPA states that action is generally not
warranted if reasonable maximum
contaminant exposures at a site are less
than the reference dose or cause fewer
than 1 in 10,000 excess cancer
occurrences. This is consistent with the
remedial action threshold for
carcinogens defined in the Preamble to
the National Oil and Hazardous
Substances Pollution Contingency Plan
(55 Federal Register 8716, March 8,
1990). This means that EPA has made
the reference dose equivalent to
1 in 10,000 cancer occurrences for
screening purposes. Because PRGs are
reference doses and concentrations of
contaminants that result in 1 in
1,000,000 cancer occurrences, the PRGs
for cancer agents are 100 times smaller
than the equivalence set by OSWER
Directive 9355.0-30. Multiplying the
cancer PRGs by 100 restores the

equivalence for purposes of relative risk
evaluation.

Q.10 What is the relationship between
Maximum Contaminant Levels (MCLs)
and concentration standards in
Appendix B-1?

A. MCLs, established by EPA under the
Safe Drinking Water Act, apply to water
supplies used for human consumption.
Under the Comprehensive
Environmental Response,
Compensation, and Liability Act, as
amended (CERCLA), MCLs are often
considered applicable or relevant and
appropriate requirements for
groundwater response actions. Some
MCLs are risk-based, while others are
technology-based. When compared to
concentration standards in
Appendix B-1, results are mixed. For
noncancer toxicants, concentration
standards in Appendix B-1 are generally
equivalent to or lower than MCLs. For
cancer-causing agents, concentration
standards in Appendix B-1 (equivalent
to 1 in 10,000 excess cancer
occurrences) are in some cases above
MCLs and in others below MCLs
depending in part on whether the MCL
is risk-based or technology-based.

Q.11 Why is the threshold for the CHF rating
of “significant” set at 100?

A. The relative risk site evaluation
framework is a programmatic tool used
to categorize sites that have
requirements for future work into three
broad bands called “high,” “medium,”
and “low.” In order to place the CHF in
the appropriate perspective, it is
important to note that neither the intent
nor the application of relative risk
evaluation is to classify risk in an
absolute sense that defines what
remedial action is required. Decisions
regarding future work are made
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separately on the basis of a remedial
investigation, baseline risk assessment,
and evaluation of the acceptability of the
calculated risk. As stated in response to
Question 16, a low overall site rating is
not equivalent to a no further action
decision. Thus, the descriptors used in
the relative risk evaluation process such
as “significant,” “moderate,” and
“minimal,” as applied to the CHF ratios,
and “high,” “medium,” or “low,” as
applied to the overall site rating, must be
considered relative terms to be used
only in the relative rating of the sites
under consideration. If there is
insufficient data to categorize a site, it is
identified as “Not Evaluated.”

The threshold values for the CHF
descriptors were chosen as 2 and 100
such that when the site CHF was
combined with the other site rating
factors, an approximately equal
distribution of sites among the three
overall categories of “high,” “medium,”
and “low” would result. This was
determined by testing the framework
with various values of CHF thresholds
at thousands of DoD sites. Each of the
three site-rating factors, which are based
on the three elements of the conceptual
site model used in a baseline risk
assessment, are intended to have a
balanced and appropriate impact on the
final overall site rating. The balanced
weighting of the three factors is
illustrated (see Figure 7 in the Primer)
by the fact that a “moderate” CHF will
result in a “high” overall site rating if an
“identified” receptor exists and the MPF
is either “evident” or “potential.” Even
with a “potential” receptor, a “high”
overall rating will result if an “evident”
pathway exists for a site with a
“moderate” CHF. (Also see
Question 13.)

Q.12 Does the Relative Risk Site Evaluation
Framework consider wetlands as an
ecological receptor?

A. Wetlands, in the broad sense of the
definition, are present at a large number
of DoD sites. As a result, maximum
resolution of sites on the basis of
relative risk to human health and
ecological receptors is obtained by
considering wetlands as ecological
receptors when they are part of sensitive
environments such as critical habitats,
marine sanctuaries, spawning areas, and
other such environments listed in
Table 2 of the Primer.

Q.13 What is the rationale for the assignment
of ratings to the 27 combinations of the
three factors used in the Relative Risk
Site Evaluation Framework?

A. The bottom line answer is that for
relative risk site evaluation to be a
useful programmatic tool, it had to
result in placing a significant
distribution of the evaluated sites into
each of the three broad categories of
“high,” medium,” and “low.” The
thresholds for each category were
established by evaluating data from all
the services to ensure that there would
be a distribution of sites into each
category. The choices of categories for
the 27 possible combinations of the
three different site characterization
factors (depicted in Figures 3 and 7 of
the Primer) are based on a balanced
consideration of the three factors as they
describe the degree of completion of
exposure of receptors to contaminants.
The logic of the assigned categories is
perhaps best understood by considering
the combinations depicted in Figure 7 of
the Primer in light of the exposure
scenarios represented by each of the
27 possibilities.
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With a significant CHF, which
represents a concentration of
contaminant that is two orders of
magnitude above the concentration
standard (see Appendix B of the
Primer), any combination of evident or
potential migration pathway with an
identified or potential receptor is
assigned to be in the high category. Any
potential for exposure to contaminants
at this high relative concentration will
receive highest priority. Only if either
the migration pathway is confined (no
migration to a point of exposure) or the
receptors are limited (little or no
receptor access to site) is the site placed
in a medium category. If both migration
is unlikely and receptor access is
unlikely, the site is assigned a low
rating. In this case, the contaminant,
though present at high concentrations,
will not be exposed to receptors and can
await cleanup while other sites with a
more certain scenario for exposure are
addressed.

Sites with a moderate CHF, where
concentrations of contaminants exceed
concentration standards by factors of
2 to 100, also receive high ratings if
migration is evident and receptors are
identified, if migration is evident and
receptors are potential, or if migration is
potential and receptors are identified.
These situations all represent likely
exposure scenarios to concentrations of
contaminant that exceed the
concentration standards by more than a
factor of 2. If both the migration and the
receptors are potential, exposure is less
likely and a medium rating is assigned.
If migration is evident, even if the
receptor is judged to be limited, a
medium rating is also assigned to allow
for the existence of an unanticipated
receptor. In the case of confined
migration (no migration to a point of
exposure), all receptor possibilities are
assigned a low rating because exposure

is unlikely. The combination of potential
migration and limited receptors is also
assigned a low rating.

With a low CHF, where measured
concentrations are less than twice the
concentration standard, only sites with
both evident migration and identified
receptors are assigned a high rating. A
high probability of exposure, even to
this relatively low concentration,
received the highest priority. Evident
migration with potential receptors or
potential migration with identified
receptors both receive a medium rating
because of the likelihood of exposure,
albeit to a relatively lower concentration
of contaminant. All other possibilities
with this relatively lower concentration
of contaminant receive a low rating.

Q.14 What happened to the Defense Priority
Model (DPM)?

A. In 9 November 1993, testifying before
the Senate Committee on Energy and
Natural Resources, Sherri Goodman,
Deputy Under Secretary of Defense
(Environmental Security) stated the
following: “...concerns have been raised
about the use of DPM for determining
program priorities and DoD has decided
not to use the model on a DoD-wide
basis.”

Q.15 How does the Relative Risk Site
Evaluation Framework relate to the
Hazard Ranking System (HRS)?

A. Both the HRS and evaluation
framework are screening tools that can
be used to evaluate relative risks at
waste sites. The HRS is an EPA
regulation (40 Code of Federal
Regulations 300, Appendix A) used to
place sites or aggregates of sites on the
National Priorities List (NPL) if scores
are above 28.5. Although the HRS has
the capability to differentiate among the
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relative risk of sites, it is more
frequently applied to identify candidate
installations for the NPL. The relative
risk framework is a tool used to group
sites in high, medium, and low relative
risk categories to help sequence work at
installations or former defense sites
given the available resources. The HRS
evaluates groundwater, surface water,
soil, and air pathways and considers
human and ecological receptors (called
targets). Each pathway in the HRS is
evaluated using three factor categories
(likelihood of release, waste
characteristics, and targets) each of
which is subdivided into a number of
factors tied to site-related information.
The relative risk framework evaluates
groundwater, surface water, and surface
soils and considers human and
ecological receptors. Both the HRS and
relative risk use toxicity data from EPA
databases for assessing contaminants;
however, only the HRS takes waste
quantity into account. The HRS assigns
a single score to a site between 0 and
100 from a one-time ranking that
becomes permanent. The relative risk
framework assigns a site a high,
medium, or low rating at a point in time,
but allows for re-evaluation of a site
when important new information
becomes available. HRS ranking is
detailed, time-intensive, and requires
significant support documentation. In
addition, HRS evaluations are typically
not specific to sites when applied to
military installations. HRS evaluations
are based on an aggregation of sites
across an installation. Relative risk
evaluation is simpler and more
transparent than HRS evaluation, is
applied site by site, but is subject to
more judgment.

Q.16 Will “low” relative risk sites be
addressed or will they be deferred
indefinitely?

A. A low relative risk site is not equivalent
to a no further action site. Appropriate
response actions will be programmed
for all low relative risk sites as dictated
by available resources and other risk
management considerations.

Q.17 Does the Relative Risk Site Evaluation
Framework apply to ordnance and
explosive wastes?

A. The relative risk evaluation framework
applies specifically to hazardous,
petroleum, and radioactive waste sites in
the environmental restoration program.
A separate methodology has been
developed for grouping ordnance and
explosive waste sites into high, medium,
and low categories. This methodology is
based on safety concerns, and results are
tracked separately from other sites.

Q.18 When are relative risk site evaluations
not performed?

A. Relative risk site evaluations are not
required at sites classified as (1) having
“all remedies in place,” (2) “response
complete,” (3) lacking sufficient
information, or (4) abandoned ordnance.
These four situations are discussed in
section 1.4 of the Primer.


