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Thursday 17 July 2008, Highways Agency, Manchester
Following our excursion into darkest Yorkshire in April we returned to the familiar territory of the Highways Agency in Manchester for a meeting on improving risk management.  The idea behind this was that the basic building blocks of risk management as a process are now well established.  So the next challenge is to get them to work better in specific areas and we had a number of speakers addressing specific aspects of this.  In the end we were oversubscribed for the room available a packed audience listened attentively to what the speakers had to share with them.

The day was generously hosted by the Highways Agency who provided the venue and refreshments.  We are very grateful for their hospitality.  The lunch was courtesy of the surplus on our paid-for meeting last year.  The presentation slides are on the website alongside this note which provides a brief summary (with the responsibility for any errors or misinterpretations being mine alone!).

First up was John Collicutt of Decisive Operations with his experiences at the North West Development Agency (NWDA).  The North West has an economic gap of £13bn and it is the job of the NWDA to address this.  Two years ago risk was an add-on bureaucratic step and the task was to introduce and embed an understanding of risk so that risk management became a key business tool.  This needed to people to take a fresh perspective on risk and to think laterally about it.  John illustrated this by asking a group of people to make paper planes and get them across the room.  This was typical of some of the provocative approaches he had used.  There was less emphasis on having a big enterprise risk management system, though a simple risk register was developed.

Next on was Gary White from Risktec Solutions who talked about how management of safety risk can be maintained during times of organisational change.  Although some improvement in safety can be obtained through engineering solutions, taking this further needs management systems and then improved culture and behaviours.  Key to this is ‘competency’, composed of knowledge, skills, and attitudes and behaviours.  So competence management is a key element of safe operations.  Gary gave a number of case studies of how this is achieved in practice with appropriate analytic tools.  These included Rolls Royce and fire and rescue services.  Fire and rescue services have to operate a risk-based approach with an integrated risk management plan.  This needs competency requirements to be developed for roles and matched against the capability of the people fulfilling the role.  If they are not competent there is a ‘command gap’.  Gary had some interesting points about how this fitted with personnel development initiatives in the fire and rescue services more generally.

Before tea we had a presentation from Kate Boothroyd on the new IRM diploma.  It’s clear that there is considerable interest in this and the IRM’s other training schemes from IRM members and non-members alike.

First after tea was Steve Treece from the Identity and Passport Service who described their approach to partnership risks.  ‘Partnership risk’ involves both suppliers and working with other government departments and in respect of the former the approach Steve described formed an interesting contrast with the more direct approach taken in construction for example.  He was clear that the challenges included the difficulty of transferring reputational risk, obtaining a reasonable risk premium, assurance of effective management of transferred risk and potentially competing agendas.  The solution is integrated and collaborative, and a key element is the supplier assurance framework in which the supplier letter of assurance plays an important role.

Finally Steve White from PwC gave us an insight into the world of fraud and had some good advice on dealing with this pervasive risk, both to prevent it materialising and to restrict the impact if - or when! - it does.  He noted that interest in fraud (what could he have meant?) creates engagement with risk management generally within an organisation.  Steve’s hints for fraud detection included ‘auditing with attitude’ and ‘following the money’.  Internal audit plays a key role of course as a weak control is a potential fraud: think like a fraudster and you will see big holes in your controls.  Finally, as with all crime, deterrence is very powerful; the fraudster will go somewhere else.
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