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The Choppy Waters of Risk Analysis to ‘Manage’ the Corona Virus 
Pandemic in Australia 

Stella H. Coram April 5, 2020 

 

The somewhat verifiable musings of a concerned citizen   

An academic friend, of considerable standing, once addressed me somewhat dismissively 
during a post-Christmas get-together in 2003, mid debate on the politics of technological 
innovation, to ask why should anyone listen to me. His partner was appalled but I was not 
offended at all. In fact, I understood he was referring to convention that one had to possess 
the necessary credentials to be paid due respect by being listened to. Nowadays, the most 
fool hardy of people expects to be heard, demanding their opinion be weighted the equal of 
an academic or expert. I’m happy enough just to be read and to be disagreed with.    

Seventeen years on, I am about to wade again into waters not of my field of expertise. In this 
instance, I speak of politics, specifically the politics of risk analysis, and its means for managing 
the Corona Virus (COVID-19) spread in Australia. I am especially sceptical about the utility of 
risk analysis to manage the pandemic, defined in my trusty Pocket Oxford as a “disease, 
widespread, universal”, in Australia. To my mind, a weakness, of risk analysis is the scope for 
manipulation, for taking a risk that a potentially identifiable adverse event won’t occur. 
Rather than being risk averse our political leaders appear ready to take a huge risk to not act 
proactively. In the case of a pandemic, this means in effect to gamble with peoples’ lives.   

On Friday March 13 2020, my husband and I travelled to New Zealand for the weekend for a 
family celebration. Tullamarine Airport was unusually quiet prompting us to question whether 
our outward-bound flight would go-ahead. After two delays, it did. The flight was not busy so 
we could spread out. No health checks were done on arrival in New Zealand, which at the 
time only had 5 cases of the virus, courtesy of a family of four returning from the US, a 
backpacker from Europe and an Australian tourist.   

It was a completely different scenario at the airport for our return flight on Monday March 
16. Very busy at Auckland airport with people scrambling to get home. This time the flight 
was packed and I was seated next to a young man. I kept my face turned toward my husband 
for the entire journey. Seated in the exit row near the toilets, I watched people navigate the 
door. Some covered their hands or used their elbows to enter but because of the pull action 
required to close the door many left it open, which of course is the opposite of minimising 
contamination. And, because the plane was full, it took ages to get off which meant that it 
was difficult to keep a safe distance from each other.   

We were expecting to be questioned on disembarking to check our health status but nothing, 
not even a temperature check. Instead, we were handed an information sheet advising us on 
the importance of self-isolation for the next 14 days and then completed the questionnaire 
at the electronic e-passport checkpoint before exiting the terminal. We had arranged for a 
taxi to pick us up, which violated the rule of distance but we did our best to keep our ‘spray’ 
to ourselves. It is well known that many returning passengers did not isolate for the required 
time and contributed to the spread. This was a manageable risk that went begging. Two weeks 
later, by the end of March, every passenger is automatically quarantined at designated hotels 
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under security. My guess is that we were not questioned when we arrived at Melbourne 
because there was not the available staff in place, which arguably is part of the net effect of 
automation. Less need for people until you need them.    

The ‘risks’ of risk analysis and foreseeing the ‘Black Swan’  

According to Adam Hayes, on Investopedia (October 2019), risk analysis is the process of 
assessing the likelihood of an adverse event occurring within the corporate, government, or 
environmental sector. Risk analysis is the study of the underlying uncertainty of a given course 
of action and refers to the uncertainty of forecasted cash flow streams, the variance of 
portfolio or stock returns, the probability of a project's success or failure, and possible future 
economic states. Risk analysts often work in tandem with forecasting professionals to 
minimize future negative unforeseen effects. 

Hayes points out that risk analyst starts by identifying what could go wrong. This is then 
weighed against a probability metric to measure the likelihood of the event occurring. Risk 
analysis attempts to estimate the extent of the impact should an event occur. Risk analysis 
allows professionals to identify and mitigate risks but, importantly, not avoid them 
completely. Methods of risk analysis are by and large quantitative. In contrast, Hayes outlines 
qualitative risk analysis techniques including identifying uncertainties, evaluation of the 
extent of impact (if the risk ensues), and countermeasure plans in case a negative event 
occurs. SWOT Analysis – strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats – is a hallmark of 
qualitative risk assessment. 
  
Everyone is exposed to some type of risk every day – whether it’s from driving, walking down 
the street, investing, capital planning, or something else. In general, as investment risks rise, 
investors expect higher returns to compensate for taking those risks (Hayes, 2019). Risk is a 
probabilistic measure and cannot fully identity the precise risk at a given time. There are also 
no standard methods for calculating and analysing risk. It cannot account for extreme or 
"black swan" events. It is a gamble in other words. A calculated one but a gamble nonetheless. 
The task is to identify the black swan so as to best be able to mitigate its risks.  

The black swan theory, developed by Nassim Nicholas Taleb, is a metaphor for describing an 
event that comes as a surprise, has a major effect, and is often inappropriately rationalized 
after the fact with the benefit of hindsight. The term is based on an ancient saying that the 
black swans did not exist – which has since been reinterpreted after black swans were 
discovered in the wild. Taleb designated the black swan to explain:   

1. The disproportionate role of high-profile, hard-to-predict, and rare events that are 
beyond the realm of normal expectations in history, science, finance, and technology. 

2. The non-computability of the probability of the consequential rare events using 
scientific methods (owing to the very nature of small probabilities). 

3. The psychological biases that blind people, both individually and collectively, to 
uncertainty and to a rare event's massive role in historical affairs. 

Such an event represents an extreme outlier that plays a much larger role than regular 
occurrences. The importance of the metaphor lies in its analogy to the fragility of any system 
of thought. A set of conclusions is potentially undone once any of its fundamental postulates 
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is disproved. The observation of a single black swan would be the undoing of the logic of any 
system of thought, as well as any reasoning that followed from that underlying logic.  

His 2001 book Fooled by Randomness, Taleb focused on financial events. However, he 
extended the metaphor in subsequent studies to consider its application in relation to major 
scientific discoveries, historical events, and artistic accomplishments that are undirected and 
unpredicted such as the rise of the internet. Despite this, we seek explanations after the fact 
to make explainable and predictable. For Taleb, the black swan explains almost everything 
from the success of ideas and religions, to the dynamics of historical events.  

The corona virus pandemic is the globe’s black swan in 2020. It was foreseeable, given 
previous viral outbreaks resembling influenza, and therefore potentially could have been 
contained in its early inception. It’s just that China willfully denied evidence of its presence 
until such time it was ready to inform the globe in a manner designed to control risk of fallout.    

From a “cautious approach” to a “sizeable mistake” 

Dario Thurburn (AFP) reported on January 28 that the World Health Organization (WHO) has 
admitted an error in its assessment of Wuhan Coronavirus risk”. The WHO, which has been 
criticised for its handling of past disease outbreaks, admitted an error in its risk assessment 
of China’s virus. The agency stated that the risk was "very high in China, high at the regional 
level and high at the global level." In a footnote, WHO explained that it had stated 
"incorrectly" in its previous reports that the global risk was "moderate".  

Correction of global risk though does not mean that an international health emergency has 
been declared. The WHO stopped short of declaring the virus a public health emergency of 
international concern, a rare designation used only for the worst outbreaks that would trigger 
more concerted global action. WHO chief, Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, who is visiting 
China to discuss ways of containing the outbreak, came under intense questioning from 
reporters on Thursday over his decision not to declare the emergency with some reporters 
asking whether the decision was politicised? Tedros had said that “the designation could be 
changed at any moment and that the global risk from the outbreak was high. WHO's risk 
assessment is that the outbreak is a very high risk in China, and a high risk regionally and 
globally. The global evaluation of risk cover severity, spread and capacity to cope. The agency 
added that the mistake had been an error in the wording. Asked about the correction, Antoine 
Flahault, co-director of the Swiss School of Public Health, told AFP: “It's a mistake…definitely 
a sizeable one... but it's a mistake that has now been corrected" (Thurburn, AFP, April 28). 

Critics refer to past criticism over its slow or too hasty use of the term, first used for the deadly 
2009 H1N1 swine flu pandemic. During that outbreak, the UN health agency was criticised for 
sparking panic-buying of vaccines with its announcement that the outbreak had reached 
pandemic proportions, and then anger when it turned out the virus was not nearly as 
dangerous as first thought. But in 2014, the WHO met harsh criticism for dragging its feet and 
downplaying the severity of the Ebola epidemic that ravaged three West Africa countries, 
claiming more than 11,300 lives by the time it ended in 2016. I don’t see that the over-
assessment of the 2009 swine flu pandemic was costly. Better to be safe than sorry, which 
appears to be the case given the underestimation of the 2014 Ebola epidemic. Bottom line, 
the WHO is driven by an unnecessarily cautious approach. It would rather be wrong for under-
estimating than over-estimating. Now, it is considering whether to recommend the wearing 
of face masks for the general populace. Circumstances, as they are globally, call for a review.       
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Expert reasoning is that masks are required only for health workers, or those on the frontline, 
and for people who are infected with the virus to stop their potential for spread. The advice 
to date is that it is not necessary for healthy people to wear a mask, which may change. In 
any case, virologists point out that only hospital grade masks provide sufficient protection 
from infiltration of virus particles. Demand for masks means that priority must be reserved 
from frontline staff and fair enough. But this ought not preclude benefit for healthy folk from 
wearing a mask since it affords a form of barrier. New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern 
declared in an address to the nation that everyone “must behave as if they have the virus”.  
In light of this, it is conceivable that wearing a mask is an act of care for self and others.          

Deploying timeline analysis  

Stephanie Parker draws on timeline analysis in her article “From Wuhan to New York: A 
timeline of COVID-19’s spread”. She draws on information gathered from a range of sources, 
including news outlets, such as the New York Times and CNN, science articles, and releases 
from the World Health Organization (WHO). While acknowledging this is not completely 
comprehensive, it is worthwhile she claims for telling the story of the COVID-19 pandemic 
through 30 key milestones of this global health crisis (msn news). 

Grant Hindsley, drawing on the timeline approach, wrote in the New York Times that it was 
only in December 2019 that a doctor in Wuhan China, Dr Li Wenliang, sounded the alarm 
about a new respiratory virus. Since then, cases have been confirmed in nearly every country 
and on every continent except Antarctica. He notes that the US recently became the country 
with the most COVID cases in the world. The story of how it spread so far and so fast is a story 
of government secrecy, delayed action, and a highly contagious disease not seen before. The 
situation changes daily, but what is clear is that this virus is still spreading quickly and that the 
surest way to slow it down, to flatten the curve, is to keep people apart through social 
distancing and isolation. Hindsley refers to the “lost month and how a failure to test blinded 
the US to Covid-19”. Aggressive screening, he insists, might have helped contain the virus in 
the US but technical flaws, regulatory hurdles and lapses in leadership led to it spread 
undetected for weeks (Hindsley, 2019).   

Australia’s timeline shows a sharper degree of urgency with early messaging for greater 
awareness of hand washing and social distance. There have been some missteps though 
namely to do with incoming passengers especially passenger disembarking off the Ruby 
Princess and the lax handling of passengers arriving from international flights. Too much 
latitude in terms of not enforcing quarantining meant cross infection within the community. 
Australia is also reluctant to move toward stage 4 emergency lockdown which is torture since 
we have been on the brink for weeks now.  

It is well accepted that a major source of risk of spread has to do with international incoming 
passengers returning from hot spots such as China, Iran, the US, Italy and Spain. Planes and 
cruise ships therefore are high risk for contamination and spread given that people of 
different countries of origin share/occupy close spaces. The berthing of the Diamond Princes 
cruise ship in Yokohama Japan, with over 3,700 passengers on board, and subsequent 14-day 
quarantine of all on board before being transported to the airport for immediate departure 
to country of origin, in January, is a case in point.  
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Passengers were not permitted to disembark unless they were seriously ill requiring 
hospitalization. Dennis Normile writing for Science Magazine (February 25) notes that corona 
virus infections keep mounting with 700 confirmed cases not counting those after passengers 
returned home. The 14-day quarantine was a disaster with improper infection control 
measures in place. Japanese specialist, Hitoshi Oshitan, from Tohuku University, observed 
that “the transmission chain becomes invisible, completely off our radar”.  

Yet, inexplicably, the New South Wales state government allowed on March 19 over 2,700 
passengers to disembark the Ruby Princess Cruise Liner docked in Circular Quay Sydney when 
cabin crew and passengers had already presented with flu like symptoms. The Ruby Princess 
had sailed to New Zealand and was therefore deemed a ‘low risk’. The destination may have 
been but most certainly not the passengers. The state premier Gladys Berejiklean asserted at 
a subsequent briefing that “blame is to be shared”. The lack of a clear directive from the 
federal government’s Border Force, did not help nor did it help that it was assessed to be low 
risk given that the cruise was to ‘low risk’ New Zealand. This ignores the fact that many 
passengers posed a ‘high risk’. Passengers speaking to media sources have revealed that they 
were ordered to disembark with no passport checks.   

Reading between the lines, NSW was desperate to avoid unwelcome headlines linked to sister 
ship the Diamond Princess and made the decision to allow passengers to disembark to 
become somebody else’s problem. Make it go away. Should positive cases arise, tracing would 
be done. It is quite possible that there was not the available staff to properly assess each 
passenger in addition to the absence of readily available places to quarantine infected 
passengers. The fallout has been huge with over 440 cases and 19 deaths attributed to the 
Ruby Princess as of April 3. A “sizeable mistake”. The Guardian reported (April 4) that health 
officials did not board the Ruby Princess. Little wonder the NSW government announced that 
it will report figures from Ruby Princess only for the state. 

Simply put, to not have authority figures on site opens the door to unregulated non-
compliance. In this instance, the policy of self-isolation, outlined in an information sheet, 
becomes reliant on individual conformity. Discretion is needed to recognise the need for 
compliance, but sadly can go begging including by people who ought to know better.   

The doctor of a famous Australian performing artist flew back to Australia from a trip to the 
US on February 29. He developed flu like symptoms but opted to return to work. He later 
tested positive for the Corona virus. He meant well by returning to work but disregarded the 
appropriate course of isolation so as to avoid putting his patients at risk. Medical practitioners 
must be held to a higher standard. It was simply not good enough to defend the decision to 
go to work on the premise that there were no such directives in the guidelines. To hide behind 
the rules, or absence of rules, does not cut it. The prospect for infecting patients ought to 
have been sufficient pause for caution. This is about foresight – what could potentially happen 
and acting accordingly with prudence over and above the risk of the degree of likelihood of 
transmission. This is indicative that to assess by degree of risk is deeply flawed. The mere fact 
that contamination will occur is sufficient to dispense with any evaluation of risk.      

Australia has remained incredibly quiet on the US, perhaps not wanting to upset an ally, which 
is problematic given that US is a recognised hotspot for the pandemic.  
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A rough timeline for the Corona virus pandemic in Australia is as follows:  

• December 31 – China notifies WHO of new virus 

• January 7 – Corona virus named  

• Jan 19 – first case identified in Melbourne, a man from Wuhan, border  

• January 25 – second case identified in Sydney, a student from Wuhan 

• February 29 – doctor returns from the US infected with corona virus 

• March 1 – borders closed to China  

• March 2 – first death, a 78 years-old man, a passenger on the Diamond Princess 

• March 8 – Cricket Women’s T20 final at the MCG 

• March 15 – all incoming passengers to self-isolate for 14 days   

• March 16 – Grand Prix cancelled  

• March 19 – Australia closes it borders, AFL first round goes ahead 

• March 19 – 3,700 passengers disembark the Ruby Princess cruise ship  

• March 21 – Stage 1 non-essential services to close and rules of isolation announced 
with gatherings of two people only   

• March 24 – long queues at Centrelink, My Gov online service crashes, Minister for 
Social Services Stuart Robert blamed crash on a “hacker”   

• March 25 – Stage 2 announced, penalties for breach of isolation, Remain home    

• March 30 – all passengers from international destinations automatically quarantined 

• April 3 – 5,350 cases of infection and 28 deaths nationally, 217 new cases in 24 hours  

• April 4 – Over 440 cases and 19 deaths linked to the Ruby Princess.   

Stage 3 is not officially announced but is in place in practise with all but essential services 
remaining open. No gatherings at parks which are to be reserved for exercise only. Thankfully, 
by April, important decisions have been made by the Morrison coalition government: wage 
subsidy and job-keeper allowance, nationalising health effectively commandeering private 
hospitals and free childcare. A cause for a wry smile given that Morrison stands for small 
government in utter refutation of market intervention. In a welcome move, he has eschewed 
risk for necessity. It remains to be seen if he reverts to type once the pandemic has passed.      

The challenges of messaging  

Political figures rely on regular briefings to communicate policy to the nation. However, the 
style of messaging tends to be patronising in their appeal to “do the right thing” by staying at 
home and maintaining social distance in order to break the cycle of contamination. PM Scott 
Morrison, as do state and territory leaders, generally appear to avoid looking and behaving 
like an authoritarian state. Never mind that the federal government authorised a federal 
police raid of the ABC Television Ultimo Headquarter on June 5, 2019 to identify the source 
who blew the whistle on human rights abuses by SAS soldiers in Afghanistan (Hannah 
Wootten, Financial Review, August 2, 2019). Morrison adopts the soothing tone of a father 
figure talking to his children in his pleas to members of the public to comply rather than 
insisting that they do so. The messaging ought not to be a plea to do the “right thing” because 
this implies a choice to ignore the message given as there really is no choice. A statement on 
compliance being one’s obligation and duty than a mushy invoking of social cohesion, to 
implore all to do the right thing, is all that is necessary. Briefings in the main, from the 
Victorian premier, Daniel Andrews, have been direct. Less words and more to the point.  
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Where the messaging has been particularly confusing is in relation to numbers of gatherings 
ranging from 500 for an outdoor event to now five for a wedding. Ten people could gather 
now it is two. Only business providing essential services may remain open but with a curious 
exception of hairdressing salons being permitted to remain open. This breaches the 1.5 metre 
distance rule. Each client was permitted only 30 minutes before being revised to unlimited.  

Part of the challenge to getting the messaging right is that expert opinion differs on the best 
course of action. Some urge early lockdown based on the positive results for nations that did 
so with some success such as Singapore and Taiwan. New Zealand prime minister, Jacinda 
Ardern, having already announced that all citizens aged seventy and over are to not leave 
their homes then announced in March 24 that the country would go to stage four – 
emergency lockdown for four weeks. This followed her announcement that all incoming 
passengers would go into mandatory isolation for 14 days on March 16. New Zealand has 
since experienced a spike in the number of cases attributed to infected citizens returning from 
overseas and a rise in community-related infections, which are untraceable.  

Other experts have urged a more staged approach to lockdown arguing that to go to stage 4 
too early risks a huge spike as soon as the restrictions are lifted. For this reason, lock down 
could be up to 12 months in the making or until a vaccine is developed. Australia has adopted 
the staged approach. In any case, messaging has the veneer of ‘talking’ to. A directive is far 
more conducive to clarity and certainty and therefore to minimising misunderstanding.     

In reference to schools, the advice has been that the risk of transmission through students is 
low and as such it is safe for schools to remain open. Prime Minister Morrison encouraged 
parents to continue to send their children to school although, at the same time, he pointed 
out that it was a matter for the states and territories to decide whether to stay open or close. 
Additional reasons outlined for keeping schools open is to maintain learning and that frontline 
emergency staff needed to be able to send their children to school in order to work. Even so, 
many parents elected to take their children out of school. Victoria decided to bring the April 
school holidays forward and closed schools for an extended period of time. Children, it turns 
out, are high transmitters and also contrary to consensus they are susceptible to the virus.       

Reasoning for remaining open rests on the premise of there being “no evidence” that keeping 
schools open represented a high degree of risk for children. They can, of course, transmit to 
people of high risk such as grand-parents and people with underlying health conditions. “No 
evidence” is a catch cry. It all depends on where one looks and how hard one looks. Indeed, 
it is conceivable that some refuse to see evidence before them so as to serve justification for 
a given course of action or inaction. For instance, the justification for allowing passengers to 
disembark from the Ruby Princess was based on the assertion of “no evidence” that 
passengers on board were infected with the virus. This does not mean that they were not 
infected. Rather, this means that they were not tested which is not the same as being tested 
and finding no evidence. In any event, the aim is to control the message which is much easier 
to do after the event because responsibility can be handed around or down played.  

Leaders prefer to take action only when it becomes necessary. And if they can pass the 
responsibility around, they will. This amounts to a huge risk since opportunity for containment 
will be lost. The approach to medicine is “preventative” so it is curious that the process 
adopted, at least unofficially, is on a ‘need-to-basis’ only. To be reactive rather than proactive.  
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Continuing the staged approach, the idea is to drip feed, to introduce a measure followed by 
another more restrictive measure. The need for isolation was duly presented in terms of a 
request to stay home. Then it moved to “stay at home” but later came the qualification “stay 
at home if you can”. This is confusing in implying choice to ignore the message and people did 
prompting powers for police to issue on-the-spot fine. I realise the qualification “if you can” 
is intended to acknowledge that many people don’t have a home but it lacks clarity of 
explanation. It also buys into the business of pleading to people to do the right thing.     

Underpinning the staged approach is an attempt to keep the economy going for as long as 
possible before it becomes necessary to go into stage four lockdown. Understandable as this 
is, it is dicey given that the more people not in isolation the greater the risk of spread. The 
economic cost of managing the effects of a breakout could very well outweigh any benefit 
gained from maintaining the economy. At hand is a balancing act with people queueing for 
government assistance outside of Centrelink offices across the nation, with the forecast to 
exceed one million, and practising safe distance to limit the spread. Once again, there is not 
the staff to cope with such a demand, largely a result of systemic cuts to the public service.      

Various sectors of the economy have turned themselves inside out trying to work out a way 
to continue to operate, bearing in mind rules of isolation, including sporting institutions. The 
women’s T20 world cup cricket final went ahead at the Melbourne Cricket Ground with over 
86,000 people attending on March 8. Soon after, it was discovered that a cluster of positive 
tests could be attributed to members’ stand at the ground. The Australian Football League 
(AFL) commenced competition with Round 1 on March 19 only to be cancelled with a member 
of staff at an AFL club testing positive. Prior to this, on March 13, the Grand Prix was cancelled 
with patrons queueing at the gates after announcements were made that it would go ahead 
despite drivers and their teams withdrawing from the event. Australia loves its sport. But this 
amounts to playing with fire that no amount of justification can reconcile.  

Celebrities are deployed to assist with the messaging. I squirm watching them on television, 
well-meaning as they are, reassure us with the jingoistic soundbite “together, we will get 
through this”. It is as if by speaking to us about togetherness we can take comfort from this, 
from our shared experience. But we are not together, quite the opposite in fact. The reality is 
that far too many are going to get the virus and not come out the other end.    

The thin wedge of “good news…” 
Leaders are eager to deliver good news – to put a positive spin on things. Amber Phillips, 
writing in the Washington Post, quotes US President Donald Trump:  

I want to give people a feeling of hope. I could be very negative. I could say those numbers are 
terrible. This is going to be horrible. This is really easy to be negative but I want to give people 
hope too. You know, I’m a cheerleader for the country.  

 

His insistence on being positive drove him to berate a journalist at a media briefing for asking 
“negative questions”. Trump got it wrong. Harry Stevens and Shelley Tan reported in The Post 
that Trump urged people as recently as three weeks ago to go about their daily lives, just wash 
hands more frequently. Trump is quoted, on March 10, “just stay calm. It will go away” despite 
the fact that the number of confirmed cases in the US was nearing 1,000 and multiplying 
rapidly. For them, “his apparently cavalier attitude to the virus played a role in Americans’ 
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decisions to take that trip to visit their grandparents, or go skiing in now-hard-hit Idaho, or 
for spring breakers to go to Florida and party on the beaches”. In early March, Stevens and 
Tan write, “Trump was still not willing to take responsibility. Perhaps even worse, he 
acknowledged he knew it could be this bad and did not warn Americans about it”.   

In response to the question whether more lives could have been saved if Trump and his 
administration had taken the virus more seriously and implemented social distancing 
guidelines as early as February, Trump was unwilling to acknowledge his own errors. He 
responded by referring to his sole early action taken, closing borders to China on Jan. 31 which 
has nothing to do with social distancing. It was not until March 16 that he declared a national 
emergency and recommended Americans avoid large groups and stay in their homes, weeks 
after a notable number of private U.S. companies had sent their employees home. He also 
blamed New York for not implementing social distancing sooner.  

Public health experts on the coronavirus task force were more willing to acknowledge the 
administration could have acted sooner. But they were hamstrung by another problem of the 
administration’s making: faulty tests. They did not know how many people were infected in 
February, so could not advise on whether to social distance sooner. When asked about 
testing, Trump, too, dodged responsibility. He claimed he “inherited obsolete tests from the 
Obama administration”, which is false (Stevens and Tan cited in The Post).  

Good news can be delivered in a patronising tone, to remind us for example that “we are in 
this together”. To thank us and to implore us to look out for our neighbours. As if we would 
not. I prefer to be informed not babied. I prefer the full story, not half the story. I can 
appreciate that part of the reasoning for this softly-softly approach is to keep the populace 
calm so as to avoid panic. But panic occurs, I suggest, when people suspect they are not given 
the full story or when directive is missing allowing for unfounded speculation to fill the gap.    

Ruby Princess: Australia’s ‘black swan’ and the gap between policy and practise  

Medical staff have died in the service of patients infected with COVID-19 in China, Europe and 
the US. Undeterred, frontline staff are gearing up for an influx in hospital admissions as 
Australia heads toward winter. Whilst tracking contacts of infected people has been a major 
means for controlling the spread, this may become obsolete with community contamination 
on the rise posing ever increasing risk in terms of health for frontline staff and their families.   

The corona virus pandemic has tested governments and world leaders like nothing else 
including Australia. It has required policy on the run only to be tested again in the delivery of 
policy. In the midst of such a serious matter there have been squeamish moments with black 
flips and blame transfer. It is not just the humungous task of containing a virulent contagion 
that is at stake, though, it is our readiness, or lack of, to be able to respond. Ever so surely, 
we became slaves to the bottom line – what we as profiteers can live with, but unacceptably 
too often at the expense of others. In the process, we have substituted puppeteers for leaders 
whose primary job it seems is to comfort us in our hour of need.    

COVID-19 has exposed the underbelly of neo-capitalism in the way it has carved a swath 
through peoples’ livelihoods in the name of profit. Our willingness to trash our industry and 
our over reliance on China for its goods is coming back to bite us it where it hurts. We have 
been caught out wanting with little option but for government to place restrictions on the 
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availability of services including test. Almost a quarter of our workforce is casual with little 
disposable income and almost certainly no savings. This is our doing. Not the virus.   

Risk is a term for identifying the likelihood (predictability) of a given event occurring or not 
occurring. Yes, important data can be gathered from statistical analysis and weighed up with 
best available knowledge to predict trends. To this, the experience of other nation states has 
been crucial in terms of their respective efforts to ‘flatten the curve’ by reducing the rate of 
transmission. Quantitative measures are fine but they do not provide a fuller means for 
measuring the human condition in that trends may be manipulated to suit an agenda. This is 
where risk analysis becomes a risk in itself. If it is to be effective, it has to account for all 
contingencies especially the high-risk contingency of recklessness when decisions are made 
or not made contrary to the best available knowledge because they are inconvenient. 

Leaders are plagued by risk. Their preference is to under than over estimate. Better to over- 
estimate because this implies preparation compared to under estimating risk, which suggests 
lack of preparation. In the latter, the damage is done with leaders taking cover behind 
affirmative statements of what they are doing to fend off criticism for what they did not do.   

In this context, a most damaging failure by world leaders and institutions, including WHO, has 
been to downplay the likelihood of spread of COVID-19. From China, which tried to supress 
knowledge of, to deny even, the emergence of an horrific virus by punishing its whistle-
blowers, to WHO which failed to declare it a pandemic from the outset, to the US which told 
blatant lies in order to pacify its citizens. There is a deep reluctance to speak the truth to great 
adverse impact across the globe. Its as if we are children who cannot be expected to deal with 
the reality of what is required to get on top of the virus. Whilst we are being patronised, 
precious time for putting in place containment measures may be lost.  

Leaders make the mistake of acting only when they are forced to, not when they ought to. 
They refuse to act proactively preferring reactive measures that come too late – after the 
horse has bolted so to speak. There is a false logic at play here. Assuming that the objective 
is to not be held to account for making a mistake by going in early, a safer option is to declare 
in hindsight that a mistake was made. This is simply not good enough. Completely missing is 
the importance of taking the initiative on the basis of best available knowledge, NOT on the 
basis that no knowledge exists to justify inaction.      

Another side to this is the recklessness of decision-making in defiance of knowledge at hand. 
Think Trump telling America to go about its business but, trapped in a code of silence, few 
would dare to challenge him. Trump can afford to tweet in which he will offer the usual non-
sensical backflip. This is illustrative that the unofficial policy standpoint is to deal with adverse 
consequences should they come to light by playing them down with justifications premised 
on “in hindsight…” for example. With lives at stake, the only acceptable risk is NO risk.   

Leadership is not about saying the comfort stuff, in a vacuous attempt to rally the nation, it is 
about foresight to apply the best-available knowledge to a given situation and having the 
courage to articulate what must be said to inform a nation. There ought to be limited scope 
for risk analysis other than to predict trends and the likelihood of an adverse impact to a given 
course of action, or inaction. An alternative model of analysis that requires objective 
assessment of the effects or impacts associated with inaction is needed to avoid another 
monumental stuff up ala the Ruby Princess.  
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I have come to realise that we are accountable to each other. I broke the rules twice whilst in 
isolation to sneak out for five-minute walks though in my defence I was not sure what the 
rules were. I am ashamed to admit that I took unacceptable risks. Perhaps, as Taleb claims, 
some form of risk-taking is central to our lives more so than we realise. Even when my 
mandatory isolation was done, I still broke the rules, unknowingly, by touching potentially 
contaminated surfaces. One has to be conscious at all times, which is stressful. On a much 
lighter note, it is heart-warming to see people rise to the challenge with creative innovations 
and to see people giving of themselves online. I’d like to think my late friend Steve Howard 
would approve of me wading into waters deep despite my run-of-the-mill google search.       

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


