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Praise for Playing by the Rules


“Security mania has invaded almost every aspect of life, from air travel to parenthood. Tracey Brown and Michael Hanlon artfully expose a fixation that has become wasteful and, ultimately, self-defeating. It’s not for the squeamish, exploring an obsession at times so illogical that it leaves the reader bewildered and deeply concerned about our collective sanity. But it’s a book that needed to be written, and one that needs to be read.”


—Patrick Smith, New York Times bestselling author of Cockpit Confidential


“This is the book I have been writing in my head ever since the TSA confiscated my unopened jar of peanut butter because it was a ‘liquid.’ ‘But it’s not,’ I said, turning it upside down. ‘See? Solid.’ The TSA agent gave me a rueful smile…and then he took my Jif. THANK GOD someone else has taken a look at all the stupid, annoying, and pointless ‘safety precautions’ we’re up against every day and given them the analysis—and scorn—they deserve.”


— Lenore Skenazy, founder of the book, blog, and movement Free-Range Kids


“As Brown and Hanlon have shown in this engaging investigation, our obsession with ‘safety and security’ has done little to actually make us safer—indeed, such measures may even be amplifying other risks.”


—Dan Falk, author of In Search of Time and The Science of Shakespeare
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For Zachary, Francis, Alec, and Carl.


We know it’s hard when your parents insist on asking for evidence in public places.
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Introduction


“Go back! Go back!” chanted the safety sentinels from their canoe patrols along Lake Michigan. It was the summer of 2012. “You have passed the safe swimming depth.”


“But we’re only up to our knees.”


“Yes. But we must instruct you to stay at the safe swimming depth.”


“But there’s been a drought. The safe swimming depth is a puddle. It’s only three feet deep where you are. Why can’t we swim there?”


“It’s not safe.”


“Why?”


“One of our patrol canoes might run into you.”


Over the past twenty years, new rules have mushroomed “for your safety and security,” and they have sneaked into new parts of our lives. These rules are making life more complicated, more expensive, and more frustrating than it needs to be. If you are traveling through an airport with carry-on baggage, you will already have discarded your bottle of shampoo and abandoned your water (only to find yourself waiting in line for replacements at twice the price on the other side of security). You will have kicked yourself for leaving your good nail file in your bathroom bag, as this will now be at the bottom of a ten-gallon drum, along with discarded snow globes, bottles of aftershave, key rings, and a variety of artifacts and souvenirs whose plane-hijacking potential could never have been anticipated by their owners.


If you visited the last Summer Olympics or other major sporting event, you probably had your outside food and drinks confiscated on arrival. If you have ever tried to find out which hospital a relative has been taken to, boarded a Greyhound bus with a penknife in your backpack, taken more than two small children to a public swimming pool, or dropped by to help with reading classes at your local school, you will quite likely have discovered that, in the interests of safety and security, you can’t.


Most of us, in one area of our lives or another, have encountered safety and security rules that appear to defy logic and common sense. For our own safety, we are guided out of danger that we never knew we were in. Guards are employed along the shores of American lakes to make sure that we do no more than paddle. Cyclists can’t leave their bikes near government buildings in some international cities because of fears the frames might have been turned into bombs. Children have to use more complex passwords on their school intranets than the U.S. government used to defend its nuclear arsenal at the height of the Cold War.*


This safety imperative is confounding and intimidating. It regularly silences our better judgment. Youth football coaches enforce rules they don’t really agree with because they don’t want to appear to be encouraging paedophiles. Passengers worry that if they seem less than cooperative, they will be deemed a security risk and banned from boarding their flights—and they’re probably right. Many of us don’t question the increasing regulation of the Internet, for fear that to do so looks like a vote for pornography, child abuse, or fraud. Any politician or public official who suggests relaxing a safety rule courts career suicide.


We also worry that there are hidden dangers we cannot perceive. We imagine that these rules must be necessary and that someone somewhere has evidence that shows they are making us safer. However, go in search of that evidence and you will find conflicting stories about why safety rules are imposed, as well as huge disparities concerning their justification. In some cases, there is compelling evidence that the rules do indeed make us safer. For others, the evidence is contradictory, or based on a single, dubious study, or even shows that the rules put us in more danger, not less. In many cases, there is simply no evidence one way or the other. There is sometimes, though, an unwelcome alliance of official self-importance, media hysteria, and commercial exploitation, with the result that many safety rules enjoy an authority they don’t deserve.


This makes us angry, which was why we decided to write this book. We first met more than a decade ago, when Michael was a newspaper science editor and Tracey was persuading scientists to speak up in public debates about research. Over the following ten years, we maintained a conversation that focused on some of the most controversial science stories in the news and the evidence behind them. Then, one day, we both attended a conference about science, health, and reason. During a lull in proceedings, we started passing a scrap of paper back and forth. On it, we competed over who had engaged in the most ridiculous argument about safety rules. At the top of Tracey’s list was being told she couldn’t leave her son at his swimming lesson. Michael countered that he was once threatened with arrest for contemplating an unseasonal dip in one of the Great Lakes. We also discovered that we both like our hamburgers rare, something that regularly results in debates with waiters about what we are allowed to order.


Over the following year, our little competition developed into a series of phone calls and emails to get to the bottom of mysterious safety measures and then into more formal requests for evidence and investigations into their origins. We suddenly found ourselves writing a book.


Our core philosophy is ask for evidence. It’s that simple. If some local or national official or “the Man” declares that we are not allowed to do something that seems perfectly reasonable, then we ask: Why? On what basis does this rule exist? Where are the cases of people getting into trouble while doing this? Give us the statistics. Is this rule really making us safer? What is it costing us? Why do different countries have different rules? When asking these questions, we have found that safety rules are not as unassailable as you might think, and your questioning can have an impact on them. This book will tell you what you can do. It will show you the importance of demanding that safety rules must be justified and based on firm evidence. In turn, this will help you decide which rules are necessary and which should be challenged.


You do not need to be an expert to make that challenge. The questions we have asked are probably ones you have wondered about yourself. You might have asked: “Why am I not allowed to take my child in there?” “Do you really need to confiscate my water bottle?” “Do I need to be protected from French cheese?” or “Why on earth is someone shouting at me for swimming in this lake?” If the person is telling you the safety rule with a rueful smile and shaking their head in a moment of shared exasperation at the sheer ridiculousness of it all, then you are seeing the safety cult at work.


In this book, you’ll meet quite a lot of this kind of unquestioned, cultlike safety and many examples of people preferring rules to responsibility. We share our quests for answers about rules and warnings, and challenge the officials who make them.


Sometimes getting answers is difficult. That is why we want to share what we have discovered. We are not professional risk assessors or actuaries. But we do have a lot of experience in seeking out evidence and challenging the authorities who should be using it. We know whom to put on the spot when faced with a particularly onerous or poorly thought-out rule and how to interpret the answers they give.


Our attempts to establish the origins of these rules reveal that many of the things we are forced to do in the interests of safety:




	are a waste of time and money; they look important but they just don’t work


	have unintended consequences, such as causing more deaths on the roads and prompting parents to lie to Facebook


	
are used as excuses to shirk responsibility; rules at recreational centres and age restrictions on toys are designed to dodge liability, not improve users’ safety


	are covers for vested interests, such as kennel owners who like restrictions on people taking their dogs on vacation


	distract from real danger and generate cynicism about the measures that do work, such as memorizing the way to an emergency exit





This is not a contrarian book. Sometimes we have found that a rule does make sense, that there is good evidence for it. Where sensible health and safety rules (and there are many of them) have saved lives or limbs, they should be applauded. Contrary to the common refrain, health and safety rules, on the whole, are not crazy at all. Occasionally, we have even discovered a need for more rules and more safety.


Finally, this book is not driven by the need to be difficult. At the end of a restaurant meal, both of us are the kind of people who will look at the bill to see whether we have been charged for the bread basket, but neither of us would get out the calculator and ask, “Who had the lobster?” That puts us in the same category as the hundreds of people whose experiences inform the following pages, people who have been stopped from doing ordinary things in the name of safety and security rules, and have wondered: “In whose interests might those rules be, exactly?”
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Who Could Be against Safety?


In 2006, Ken Paine was standing on the touchline of a football pitch in Ashford, in southern England. He was there to watch his son, Jake, play in a local under-sixteens’ match. Things turned surreal when he pulled out a camera to take a picture. He told the BBC:






The referee stopped the play, and came over to me and asked if I was a member of the press.


I said, “No.”


He said, “So why are you taking photographs?”


I said, “Because my son’s playing.”


And he said, “Well, you can’t do that, I’m afraid.”


I said, “Well, why not?”


And he said, “Because of the Child Protection Act.”








Paine said that the teenage players were well aware that he and a fellow spectator were being told to stop taking photographs: “They said, ‘Oh, there are a couple of paedos,’ meaning paedophiles, which obviously is going to upset your children if other kids are saying that about your parents.”1


It is strange, when you consider the restrictions we experience in the name of safety and security, that they have expanded into so many different parts of our lives—from the extra hassle prior to boarding a plane to the thirty-page risk assessments schools are obliged to complete before embarking on a theatre trip, to the veto on people taking pictures of official buildings…or even their own children.


Why is it that rules and warnings about safety and security have become so ubiquitous? Why do the signs in a local library no longer say “Quiet Please” but, for safety’s sake, “Parents and caregivers are advised not to leave young children unsupervised”? It is not just the notices that have changed; the dangers in libraries now apparently warrant a security policy.2


There is no single new threat that explains this expansion of safety and security concerns. We are a long way from the Cold War, when everything scary came from a single source: the other side of the Iron Curtain. The instruction to the school cook not to make pastries with pointy corners, the U.S. Transportation Security Administration’s (TSA) ban on snow globes in carry-on baggage, the proposal that teenage babysitters must undergo a criminal record check, and the throng of Internet safety advisers working their way through schools are not responses to a common problem. But they seem to share a common determination to put safety and security at the top of our agendas.


It goes without saying that some rules and warnings are sensible. But these are often obscured by the illogical and the gratuitous, such as the way in which British train operators respond when the government raises the level of security alert. This alert system was designed to regulate security in government buildings, based initially on the U.S. government’s codes for security threats. Yet the train companies feverishly increase the frequency of announcements about reporting suspicious behaviour, even though there is no history of mainline train bombs in the UK and no indication that trains are any more of a target for terrorists than, say, West End theatres or Oxford Street shops. (And in any case, as we came to discover, where safety and security announcements actually work, more is rarely better.)


Safety and security have become their own arguments. Officials and organisations seem to believe that the mere mention of these words is enough—no further justification is needed. Safety and security are good things, they figure, and everyone agrees about that. So it must follow that anything proposed under that banner is a good thing too. Right? Unfortunately, no. There are countless references to safety that don’t make sense even at face value, never mind when you delve into the evidence behind them.


Take the library security policy described previously. If there had been a spate of library abductions, the newspapers were strangely quiet about it. But if libraries really did pose a risk to children, how about a notice saying: “Children, if you are worried about anything, please come to the desk and tell the librarian. We will help. Don’t worry that you might be bothering us”? Instead, libraries have policies for their staff that say things like this: “Care should be taken when siting [computer] terminals to avoid the possibility of an adult striking up inappropriate relationships/conversations with children.”3 In one of the few places where older people might engage happily with the young around something of common interest—reading—they must be segregated despite a lack of evidence that there is a safety problem to start with.


Invoking “the interests of safety” has become so widespread that the phrase seems to mean everything and nothing. One combat role-playing society has a definition all its own: “In the interests of safety, all players should avoid targeting an opponent’s head if possible; but if necessary, the head is a viable location.”4 Safety is not a general set of values and numbers we have all looked at and agreed on, yet “the interests of safety” has a ring of objectivity to it, as though we have a pre-agreed standard and officials need only mention it for us to fall into line.


Safety typically means protection against accidents, while security means protection against intentional acts; the former is also sometimes used to mean what happens to you and the latter to mean what happens to society. But the two terms are often used interchangeably. And, as any user of public transportation will know only too well, many officials feel that the best course of action is to use both of them repeatedly, just so no one is in any doubt about the seriousness of the potential threat.


Safety rules and proscriptions modify the ways in which we move around and interact with other people. They can fundamentally alter the experience of getting to work, raising our children, going on vacation, and participating in sports or community activities. But if we are expected to abide by them, surely they should meet some basic standards of reasoning and evidence. Lives are not magically saved or crimes prevented simply by dreaming up a new rule. If the authorities tell us that they are protecting us or preventing accidents, we have the right to say, “Where is the evidence? And if there is any, did anyone refer to it when formulating these safety procedures?”


It is time to start asking these and a host of other, more specific, questions:




	Why can’t you use your phone at the petrol station? If phones are so dangerous, why are you allowed to have one in your pocket as you fill up? And, come to think of it, why are you allowed to squirt petrol into a machine that consists of big lumps of extremely hot metal?


	Why are drink bottles and nail files confiscated at airports, and not only from passengers but from pilots, who then enter cockpits that are equipped with axes (and, incidentally, the controls of the plane)?


	Why do Israeli airports—which have more cause than most to take security seriously—not bother with many of these new screening rules?


	Why does the United States need so many rules about the storage and serving of raw food and Japan so few, even though the Japanese eat far more raw food than the Americans (and suffer far fewer cases of food poisoning)?





We started asking these questions and found others who were asking them too. We discovered that asking questions forces the people who make the rules to account for their actions and even changes things. So we want to enlist you in doing that too.


Evidence-Based Safety


We are not advocating danger! Health and safety regulation was one of the past century’s great social advances. Many lives have been saved by essential rules governing dangerous premises and equipment, and the need for proper training. Thanks to increased concern for health and safety, deaths from fire in New York City have fallen by a factor of five since 1970. The introduction of random alcohol testing has drastically reduced the likelihood that a pilot will be drunk in charge of an aircraft. (Thirty years ago, before testing was compulsory, the U.S. National Transportation Safety Board found that 6.4 percent of fatal incidents on commuter airlines, 7.4 percent on air taxis, and 10.5 percent in general aviation involved alcohol.5) Cars must now be equipped with efficient brakes, airbags, deformable hoods (to protect pedestrians), and safety-glass windshields. Meanwhile, DUI laws are far more stringent than they were a generation ago in most developed countries. In other parts of the world, these safety measures are still far down the public agenda, and the difference is startling. According to figures from the World Health Organisation, in India, a rapidly developing economy with more than a billion people and a great deal of road traffic, 18.9 people per 100,000 are killed each year on the roads, which equates to 100 deaths for every 100,000 road vehicles. Meanwhile, in the Democratic Republic of Congo, the figure for deaths per 100,000 people stands at 20.9, and deaths per 100,000 vehicles at a scarcely comprehensible 6,440. The equivalent figures for the United States are 10.4 and 15, respectively.


Amid all the new anxieties about safety in advanced industrialised countries, we need to remind ourselves of this amazing transformation in our actual safety. Fewer people die on American roads now than in the 1920s, even though there are ten times as many cars today. You are far less likely (in most places) to die on a plane journey, to be killed at work, to be poisoned by your food, or to die as a result of medical incompetence than was the case even thirty years ago. And those who work in machine tool factories, on construction sites, smelting metal, down a mine, or with hazardous chemicals are tens, or in some cases hundreds, of times less likely to be killed or injured than their predecessors in the 1930s. This is all the result of decades of hard campaigning, often by trade unions; of greater knowledge, advanced technology, increasing prosperity, and higher expectations of living and working conditions.


As safety has improved, so have our expectations. To illustrate just how much, consider the 1953 Argentinian Grand Prix Formula One race. Today, a single death in motor sport generates international headlines, but back then, carnage received little comment. In this race, spectators were allowed to spill onto the unfenced track. More than a dozen were killed by the racing cars. More still were killed by the ambulances that then raced onto the course. The race was not stopped, and few newspaper correspondents bothered to even mention the accident. The past truly was a foreign country.


Data and evidence played a significant part in these developments. The desire to improve safety and reduce damage to property and infrastructure led to the quantification of knowledge about accidents, injuries, crime, and deaths, and to a better understanding of the circumstances in which they occur. We already know a good deal more than we did a hundred years ago about how to collect reliable information, but progress is still being made. Only in the past few years, for example, have any countries collected drowning and near-drowning statistics in a way that links the relevant information from hospitals, coroners, and the police.


As industrialised countries have developed and grown richer, they have spent more on researching which factors affect—or have the potential to affect—all of those accidents, injuries, crimes, and deaths. So we know much more than we did about how to assess causes and effects, and how to design studies to learn even more.


For example, all of this data and research has revealed some strong associations between safety and professional standards and training. It has shown that surgeons should be trained to communicate clearly with other staff in the operating room. (One 2003 study found that the absence of such nontechnical skills accounted for 43 percent of surgical errors.6) Meanwhile, people with high boredom thresholds (whose minds don’t wander during repetitive tasks) can be identified through psychometric tests, and in some countries, only these people are now employed to drive high-speed trains. It has shown that evacuation training increases the survivability of aircraft accidents, and that nonevacuation training can increase the survivability of wildfires. In fact, training of any kind is very often the most effective way to increase real safety dramatically.


Developments in computing capacity and data management have made it possible to establish patterns in the way that accidents happen, so highway authorities can model the effects of rerouting traffic away from accident black spots, and health authorities are better able to locate a source of infection and predict its likely spread. Town planners now take into account the often counterintuitive findings of road-safety experts, whose research has established that generic warning signs, lights, traffic segregation, and sanctions for violations might all be less effective in reducing accidents than a more subtle approach that relies on competence and empathy. Airlines are increasingly using the Line Orientation Safety Audit system to monitor their pilots’ interactions with the aircraft in real time, and their flight programs calculate thousands of variables to find the schedule that is most in tune with the circadian cycle and therefore minimises crew fatigue. Our capacity to record, model, and calculate has made these sophisticated insights possible, and with them, a group of dangers became risks we could do something about.


We applaud these advances. They are part of the reason why the world is a better, safer place, and why it is likely to become even safer in the future. But not all safety and security measures are quite so rational and considered. These are the rules and regulations that show little regard for evidence or for their consequences, the ones that fail to distinguish between children’s playgrounds and dangerous industrial sites, between petrol stations and oil rigs—measures that seem to be motivated more by authorities’ fears that they will be found wanting, or by a desire for easy answers, than by any desire to tackle a genuine safety problem.


Anything-Can-Happen Safety


In the past, rules were largely event driven: incidents occurred and rules were drafted in response, often in the face of fierce opposition and with the support of incontrovertible evidence. Nowadays, many safety rules are foresight driven: they anticipate all potential harm, however unlikely it might be. The rule in British swimming pools that an adult can accompany no more than two children under eight did not follow a spate of accidents involving adults with three or more children. Nor is there any evidence to suggest that warnings on Californian trains that the rolling stock’s axle grease is carcinogenic are based on any actual increased incidence of cancer among commuters.


The New York journalist Lenore Skenazy calls such measures “worst-first thinking”: we think of the worst thing that could possibly happen and then act as if it is likely to happen. This anticipatory zeal has caused American schools to introduce bans on outside visitors and local authorities in Britain to knock over gravestones and chop down perfectly healthy trees, with opposition silenced by declarations that it’s all for our safety. Sometimes this zeal becomes surreal.


On Veterans Day 2014, a group of surfers in Solana Beach, California, decided to help war-wounded local residents to ride some waves. According to organiser Joel Tudor, they asked for help on Facebook, which is what brought a state park official to their event. The official conceded that everything they were doing gave no cause for concern. It was fine to have a beach barbecue. It was fine for that small number of disabled and able-bodied surfers to gather on the beach to surf. But the Facebook post had caused the authorities to reclassify the event as publicly advertised, so now it was no longer fine. It was against the rules. In the end, the organisers were allowed to continue, but without their tent and barbecue.


This zeal is not just an American affliction. In April 2013, the British Health and Safety Executive, the official body that actually regulates safety in the workplace, released a report detailing no fewer than 150 absurd restrictions and actions that had been justified on the spurious grounds of “health and safety.” For example, a pear tree was felled on council orders “because it could attract wasps” (although it never had); a woman was stopped from reading her Kindle in the viewing gallery of a swimming pool because staff feared she was using it to take photos (it had no camera); and cleaners at railroad stations were banned from wearing woolly hats (more on that ahead). All it takes is someone to see something a little unusual and wonder if they might get into trouble if they do not stop it. They know they can fall back on safety in the absence of any other justification. We might be mystified, we might roll our eyes, but we must abide.


Moreover, once an unjustified safety measure is introduced, it can travel very easily from one context to another. Instead of gathering evidence of a real problem and developing measures to combat it, the logic is reversed: the safety measure is introduced first, and then the authorities look for places to apply it. This is mission creep, where what’s good for a plane is automatically considered good for a train or even a bus; where employment background checks that are used for newly appointed teachers are used by youth football clubs for the dads who pick up the cones and balls at the end of practice.


Paradoxically, it was often the entirely justified safety measures—those that have reduced accidents—that met the greatest resistance. DUI laws have saved hundreds of thousands of lives around the world, yet they were opposed by politicians, bar owners, the alcohol industry, and drivers themselves in the early years. It took until the 1970s to establish clear drunk-driving restrictions in most states in America, despite calls for action on the dangers of driving drunk as early as 1907. In Britain, the transport minister, Barbara Castle, became a hated figure when she introduced the Breathalyzer in 1967. She was derided as a shrill, nannying harridan by barroom boors who complained that the country pub would be destroyed by the new legislation. There were similar protests against the compulsory wearing of seat belts and motorcycle helmets.


The safety imperative has become so established in the public consciousness that people often don’t think to question the premise that “they” (the government, the airline, the police, the railroad operator) are motivated simply by a desire to make us more safe and secure. We have accepted that once-public places such as the residences of American and European leaders have slowly mutated into high-tech fortresses. What is sometimes called “public risk” (in the policy-based discussions of these issues) is now much more highly regulated than before, and that includes everything from an annual cheese-rolling festival to visiting a museum, from youth football matches to walking on the beach.


There are differences between countries in the way that social and political trends have come together to produce a desire to limit and control public risk, as we will see, but there has been a particular intensity to those controls across most advanced economies in the past twenty years, even though we are not in more danger now than we were in the 1980s. The reason for this is that attempts to control public risk don’t stem just from assessments of danger, but from fear of litigation, from commercial gain, from a huge increase in the number of “safety officers,” and from the growing political appeal of safety and security initiatives.


Suing for injuries—holding someone else liable—has been a routine response to accidents in the United States for many years. This goes some way to explaining the rather peculiar and prissy (to European eyes) safety and compliance culture that exists in this otherwise freedom-conscious nation. Kinder Eggs (a popular German treat comprising a foil-wrapped chocolate egg encasing a toy) are more or less unobtainable in the United States because, someone reasoned, a child might mistake the toy for a piece of candy and choke on it. So it was decided to ban the things—and go through the rigamarole of searching returning American tourists for them at the Canadian border, which, according to U.S. Customs and Border Protection, leads to sixty thousand eggs a year being confiscated—rather than risk outcry and, possibly, litigation.


Now fear of litigation is contributing to the safety culture in the UK too. The Courts and Legal Services Act 1990 paved the way, followed by the introduction of “conditional fee” regulations in 1995, which allowed firms of lawyers to tout for business on a “no-win, no-fee” basis for the first time. The stated intention of this legislation was to give every citizen the right to sue (previously litigation had been a preserve of the rich), but its consequence was to put public services and amenities under continual fear of legal action. Rarely has a single law change had such a pernicious effect on the national psyche.


In practice, compensation claims have significantly escalated in only a few specific areas: medical accidents, workplace injuries (but these have been offset by a decline in payouts for deaths and serious injuries), and traffic accidents. However, the fear of litigation is much more widespread than this, and it has given rise to new rules in schools, parks, festivals, tournaments, parades, pools, and many other settings.


We accept rules because we think that, no matter the cost or inconvenience, they must be doing some good, but also, increasingly, because the act of questioning itself invites suspicion. After all, no matter how pointless and onerous a new youth football rule might seem (no school uniforms to be visible in children’s league registration photos, no parents in the changing rooms, criminal record checks for the admin officers), who wants to appear cavalier about child protection? Likewise, challenging transport security rules might attract unwanted attention or be construed as supporting terrorism. Argue your case at the airport, and the chances are you will not be boarding your plane.


But we can strike back. We can challenge the authority of these safety rules, which aren’t necessarily in your interest or even society’s, and in some instances are masking commercial and other interests. In fact, it is our duty to do so, because when we stop questioning the assertions of safety—and the policies and products and rules that rest on them—the people who introduce them stop bothering to check that they even make sense. By shrugging and accepting safety rules, we underestimate the role that each of us can play in sorting the socially useful from the pointless. One way we can do this is by asking for evidence.


So many pointless rules are perpetuated because we don’t ask: Why? Who introduced this rule? What evidence is there of a problem? What evidence is there that the rule will solve that problem? Are we safer because of it? Have you considered the other effects it is having? Who really benefits from it?


Ask for the Evidence


People can have wildly different ideas about what constitutes “evidence”—from an account of a single incident to a systematic review of all the data ever collected by well-designed studies. You don’t need to be an expert to pose the questions that need to be asked, although knowing about different kinds of evidence and where to find the relevant research and scientific analysis can be useful. (You will find “Asking for Evidence” notes scattered throughout this book, short guidelines on how to interpret information from various sources.)


Rules, restrictions, and warnings can also have unintended consequences and might even be counterproductive by creating more danger. So we have looked at trade-offs—the ways that a change in behaviour can simply exchange one set of risks for another—as well as the social, economic, and emotional costs of rules.


Evidence is also a useful tool for challenging our own assumptions, which are strongly influenced by what we read and watch, and by what captures our imagination. For example, perception of crime is very different from incidence of crime. A 2014 YouGov poll found that around half of U.S. citizens thought violent crime had risen since the 1990s, when in fact it has almost halved. The gap between perception and incidence of crime is becoming so significant that the U.S. and German governments have started researching it,7 while police authorities in the UK are now required to track both incidence and perception. Such official interest in our perceptions is hardly surprising: when people think crime is high, they generally think the government is doing a bad job.


Sometimes safety measures don’t seem misguided initially, but then later turn out to be. A safety rule might seem to solve an immediate problem, but without further detailed investigation, it could well prove to be overly simplistic (or overly complicated). Being as much a product of our times and current anxieties as the next person, we have been surprised by a few of these ourselves. Careful analysis and reflection are therefore essential; unfortunately, these tend to be in short supply in times of shock or political crisis, or on subjects that provoke intense anxiety, such as child safety. However, the simple act of questioning regulations, rather than accepting them automatically, is often enough to make the rule makers think again.


Lenore Skenazy was dubbed “America’s worst mom” after letting her nine-year-old son use the New York subway alone and then writing a column about his experience. The outraged reaction to this experiment in childhood freedom led her to write Free-Range Kids: How to Raise Safe, Self-Reliant Children (Without Going Nuts with Worry) and to set up a website* to challenge the “worst-first thinking” that she believes lies behind many safety initiatives. Shortly before Halloween 2013, she posted on her blog some new rules that had been announced on the official website of the city of Waynesboro, Georgia. These included:




	“Trick-or-treaters” are restricted to twelve years old and under, in a costume and accompanied by a parent, guardian, or adult twenty-one years of age or older.


	“Trick-or-treating” will conclude at 8 p.m.





How exciting. As Lenore commented, Halloween is the one time in the United States when the rules should be: the children own the streets; they can stay out late; they can eat candy nonstop. In response not only to the Waynesboro rules but also to a flurry of Halloween safety checklists published in magazines and on community websites, she pointed out that no child has ever been deliberately poisoned by Halloween candy and that there is not a spike in the number of child abductions and/or murders on October 31. Her article drew a lot of comments, both positive and negative. And the new rules quietly disappeared from the City of Waynesboro website.


This absence of actual Halloween harm has not stopped the fearful stories from circulating and taking on new twists. For Halloween 2014, a Denver-based company called CB Scientific came up with a novel way of appealing to parents’ worst fears. They marketed a kit which uses a dye to detect the active ingredient in marijuana, tetrahydrocannabinol (THC). The idea is that children out trick-or-treating are in danger of being given candies laced with pot. The fifteen-dollar THC-detection kit cannot come a moment too soon, in the view of Denver health and police chiefs. According to Jill Boyle, the emergency room director at Saint Anthony’s Summit Medical Centre, “[Parents] need to look at every single piece of candy.” A report by the news channel CBS Denver said that the hospital had launched an informational campaign urging parents to be “edible aware.”


A moment’s thought brings the realisation that there are some practical issues here. Most kids out trick-or-treating come home with a bucket of candy. Analysing several dozen pieces is going to occupy Mom and Dad most of the night, as the test takes at least ten minutes per piece, never mind the cost. There are other questions to be asked, though: Accepting that there may be people with such a warped idea of humour, why would they want to give a child candy laced with THC if they are not going to be around to witness the effects? Colorado’s paediatric hospital reported nine cases of accidental ingestion of marijuana, through children being exposed to it at home, but how do we get from this to actively giving it to trick-or-treating children? And is the “pot-laced candy bar” just another one of the endless Halloween urban myths that have emerged over the decades—myths that include poisoned or razor blade–laced goodies?


As ever, a look at the statistics is instructive. After the news emerged about the testing kits, Washington Post columnist Christopher Ingraham, who writes about drug policy and statistics, decided to examine the scale of the threat. In November 2014, he scoured the news reports for cases of children coming down (or up) with cannabis-related conditions as a result of Halloween candy poisoning. The number he found? “None, zero, zilch… In fact, during the same period, you were rather more likely to contract Ebola in the United States (two cases) than succumb to booby-trapped trick-or-treat candy.


“In short, nobody has tried to poison kids with weed, because poisoning kids with weed would be a dumb and expensive thing to do,” he wrote.


Not everyone has Christopher Ingraham’s or Lenore Skenazy’s wide audience or access to the media, but many of the people who feature in this book have recorded impressive successes simply by creating a fuss and embarrassing the officials who conjure up unjustified safety rules. And the huge rise in blogging, forums, Facebook, Twitter, and other online networks has brought with it far more opportunities for all of us to engage directly with both the authorities and those who can garner greater publicity.


Are You Trying to Help the Terrorists?


We accept rather than challenge new rules not just because we assume there must be something—some evidence, some danger we haven’t noticed—behind their introduction, but we also go with the flow because issues such as children’s safety and airline security are highly charged and sensitive to tackle.


Take, for example, the predicament facing volunteer coaches at a small-town youth football club in England. To be an accredited club, everyone involved in the club must have a criminal record check, and “they shouldn’t set foot on the pitch without one.” This is a tricky situation for the club. It wants to encourage all the parents to get involved and share the load. One of the best ways to do this is to avoid asking for a big commitment, but to let people be drawn in by helping out and becoming part of things. Presenting them with a four-page form and asking for copies of utility bills and their passports, just because they’ve offered to take the goal nets down after practice, is like talking about marriage on the first date. The coaches know that the rule is impractical and also daft—all the kids are at the same few schools, so the parents know each other well—and that the biggest issues about coaching behaviour are not even picked up in a criminal record check. However, they figure that the rule must have been introduced for a reason. There might be some danger that they can’t perceive. In any case, ignoring—or even challenging—the rule would seem like opposing child protection. And who would want to step forward to do that?


The prospect of “helping” terrorists strikes a similar chord of uncertainty: Who would want that on their conscience? In February 2011, the scientist Richard Dawkins was lining up at London Heathrow Airport’s security when he saw a mother growing agitated because she was not allowed to take her young daughter’s eczema cream on board. The woman proposed putting some of it in a smaller container, but still the officials refused. Dawkins wrote about the incident, frustrated that good judgment was being overridden by the rule book: “No sane person, witnessing that scene at the airport, seriously feared this woman was planning to blow herself up on a plane.”8


While many readers shared his sentiment, the online comments below his article indicated the degree to which we now live under the shadow of “What if one crazy thing did happen, and you have condoned the circumstances in which it did?” “Hasn’t he heard about the Tamil mother who killed her baby to protect other terrorists?” one outraged reader asked. “The stakes are too high for judgment,” wrote another.


Politicians share this fear that something bad might happen on their watch, which in turn would allow their opponents (or the media) to argue that adequate precautions were not taken. Then they project their fear onto the rest of us, presenting compliance with a proposed new rule as a simple choice that will encourage us to play along: Do you want to side with the bad guys or with safety? But invariably this is a false choice. Even on its own terms—if we accept that there is a genuine risk and we put safety and security above all other considerations—we must still ask whether the rule actually makes us safer. Moreover, might some other approach not do a better, more effective job? Safety and security rules are not always a small price to pay, and not just because they have consequences in terms of cost and inconvenience. They also swallow up resources and distract attention from other things that could have positive effects on our lives. The answer to anyone who suggests you are helping terrorists by questioning security rules should be that it is an odd understanding of responsibility to just shut their eyes tight and hope that the rules will work and everything will be fine. There’s an assumption that questioning is disruptive, even selfish, an act of somebody not prepared to accept a small sacrifice of inconvenience for the greater good. But the actual utility of this inconvenience is conveniently missing here. Remember, for example, that not a single one of the restrictions that have been put in place for travelers since 9/11 would have prevented those atrocities. Hardly anyone ever points this out, and it is a central security paradox that has never been addressed.


But is it even worth trying? It can seem like a lot of hassle to try to change the rules or to ask officials for evidence to justify their actions. And hassle is probably what you’d get if you choose to question the whole security response to 9/11 while lining up with your family at airport screening checkpoints as you set off on your summer vacation. However, ill-chosen moments aside, if you start asking a question or two in some of the situations where you suspect rules are overwhelming good sense, you will contribute to a change in the environment by making it clear that every rule or safety measure is not uncritically embraced by everyone, and by pushing authorities to think more critically about the unwarranted restrictions they propose.


And there are a lot of questions to ask, such as: have murders of abducted children by strangers and loose acquaintances remained static since the 1970s?9 (In the United States, it is about fifty murders per year, arising from a little over one hundred abductions by strangers. Those one hundred abductions, points out David Finkelhor, director of the Crimes against Children Research Centre at the University of New Hampshire, are less than one hundredth of one percent of all child abductions—the rest are by estranged parents or others known to the children.) Why hasn’t it changed? Think about the number of safety rules, procedures, and warnings that now exist to protect children from strangers who might do them harm. Yet all of these new rules and regulations have had no discernible impact on the number of children who are killed or seriously assaulted by strangers. The figure fluctuates from year to year, but there has been no long-term downward trend. When we asked why, we discovered an explanation that indicates many child safety measures might in fact be irrelevant. Graham Hill, who headed the Child Exploitation and Online Protection Centre, part of the UK National Crime Agency, spent years interviewing convicted child sex offenders in the United States and Britain to try to determine a pattern in their profiles, but ultimately he concluded that each abductor was quite unique. There was no distinctive pattern in their profiles and behaviour that would make it possible to spot the risk. This is an important point that should always be considered carefully whenever safety rules are drafted: If there is no pattern and no identifiable risk factor, there cannot be a targeted safety rule. We would end up ruling out lots of things that are fine, in pursuit of an unachievable aim. Or to put it another way, as Cambridge University risk expert David Spiegelhalter told us, the fewer the factors (such as “mostly male and single”), the more authoritarian the rule (all single men are suspected or targeted).








	[image: image]

	ASKING FOR EVIDENCE:


	[image: image]






In discussions of statistical trends, you will often see a reference to “since the 1970s” or some other period. Unless there was a major, obvious change (a move from wartime to peacetime, for example), the reason for selecting this contrast could well be that this was the point when data started to be collected or when the current method of defining or measuring something started—as in this case of child murders by strangers—rather than because something completely different happened prior to that point.





Evidence is crucial. It can lead to procedures that stop a surgeon from cutting off the wrong leg, stop the local authorities from felling ancient trees, and stop governments from spending millions on pointless computer security systems. However, before we look at whether there is evidence of a problem, whether there is evidence that a new rule will improve that problem, and whether that rule will have unanticipated consequences, we should first ask whether the rule itself even exists. Because it turns out that some of them are completely fictitious.


Is There Really Such a Rule?


An exasperated operations manager for a company that cleans the subway stations in the London Underground railway network was finally driven to ask that question. The station engagement inspector (yes, that is a genuine job title) had just told him that his cleaners were not allowed to wear woolly hats “in the interests of health and safety.” So the operations manager contacted the national authority, the Health and Safety Executive, which replied:






There are no health and safety regulations which prohibit cleaners from wearing woolly hats while working. If there is a concern about the hats impeding hearing or vision or if it is simply company policy, then this should be properly explained. Otherwise, the wearing of woolly hats to protect against the cold would seem to be a sensible thing to do.10








So we contacted Transport for London, which runs the London Underground network, to put the question to them. A spokesman told us: “London Underground does not prohibit the use of hats, woolen or otherwise, on the Tube network. Indeed, we produce and supply woolen hats to employees who request them for work use.” Furthermore, should any member of staff demand the removal of headgear on health and safety grounds, “they would have been mistaken—and we are clear on that.”


This is a minor issue—though perhaps not for the chilly cleaners—but illustrative. There is no rule prohibiting the wearing of a woolly hat, and there never has been. Indeed, it seems that no one had ever even considered implementing such a rule. (After all, why would they?) Yet, somehow, a worker in nonstandard headgear triggered a light bulb in the head of a supervisor: “Woolly hat… That doesn’t look right… Hmmm… What can I do about it? I know, health and safety!” All too often, such stories arise not because there is a ridiculous rule but because there isn’t one.


Helen, an academic at a leading university, had a similar experience. She was asked to be the second interviewer during a telephone interview with a fifteen-year-old candidate who was requesting early entry to the university. The human resources department insisted that the university’s rules about interacting with children meant that she would have to get a criminal background check first. Quite how the “safety” of the phone call was jeopardised or assured by checking her criminal record was mystifying, especially as someone else (who had already been checked) was leading the interview. So she sent a note to human resources: “Are you sure that’s right?” They looked into it and found that there was no need for a check after all.


If the default response is to assume there must be a rule, the default answer to that should be: Really? Show it to me.


“You Can’t Photograph Your Child. It’s against the Rules.”


Ken Paine’s ordeal, described at the start of this chapter, is not an isolated incident. Both of us, as parents, have been told at sporting and school events that we are not allowed to photograph our own children. Many schools in the United States and Britain now have a blanket policy that no parent may photograph any child, even their own, under any circumstances on school property. One school in Hertfordshire, UK, told parents they could no longer take pictures during the Christmas school play, the sports day, or the PTA craft fair, then employed an official photographer to record these events. The photos were then offered for sale to the parents. This generated considerable resentment, but perhaps not as much as the school’s decision to black out the eyes of children whose photographs appeared in the yearbook.11
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