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Appendix C – Risk Assessment Terminology 



 

 

Definitions and Classifications of Risk Assessment Terminology. 
 
 

Probability 
 
Probability can be defined as the chance of a particular event occurring in a given period of time. 
 
Descriptions of each of the four qualitative terms to be use in this report to describe the 
perceived probability of any identified pollutant linkage becoming realised are shown below in 
Table W. 
 

Term Description 

High 
Likelihood 

There is pollutant linkage and an event would appear very likely in the short-
term and almost inevitable over the long-term, or there is evidence at the 
receptor of harm or pollution. 

Likely 

There is pollutant linkage and all the elements are present and in the right 
place which means that it is probable that an event will occur. Circumstances 
are such that an event is not inevitable, but possible in the short-term and 
likely over the long-term. 

Low 
Likelihood 

There is pollutant linkage and circumstances are possible under which an 
event could occur. However, it is by no means certain that even over a long 
period such an event would take place, and is less likely in the shorter term. 

Unlikely There is pollutant linkage but circumstances are such that it is improbable 
that an event would occur even in the very long-term. 

Table W. Description of Probability Classifications 



 

 

Severity 
 
Severity (consequence) can be defined as the adverse effects (or harm) arising from a defined 
hazard, which impairs the quality of human health or the environment in the short or longer 
term. 
 
Descriptions of each of the four qualitative terms to be use in this report to describe the 
perceived potential severity of any identified pollutant linkage becoming realised are shown 
below in Table X. 
 

Term Description 

Severe 

Highly elevated concentrations likely to result in “significant harm” to 
human health as defined by the EPA 1990, Part 2A, if exposure occurs. 

Equivalent to EA Category 1 pollution incident including persistent and/or 
extensive effects on water quality; leading to closure of a potable abstraction 
point; major impact on amenity value or major damage to agriculture or 
commerce.  

Major damage to aquatic or other ecosystems, which is likely to result in a 
substantial adverse change in its functioning or harm to a species of special 
interest that endangers the long-term maintenance of the population. 

Catastrophic damage to crops, buildings or property. 

Medium  

Elevated concentrations which could result in “significant harm” to human 
health as defined by the EPA 1990, Part 2A if exposure occurs.  

Equivalent to EA Category 2 pollution incident including significant effect on 
water quality; notification required to abstractors; reduction in amenity 
value or significant damage to agriculture or commerce. 

Significant damage to aquatic or other ecosystems, which may result in a 
substantial adverse change in its functioning or harm to a species of special 
interest that may endanger the long-term maintenance of the population. 

Significant damage to crops, buildings or property. 

Mild 

Exposure to human health unlikely to lead to “significant harm”. Equivalent 
to EA Category 3 pollution incident including minimal or short-lived effect on 
water quality; marginal effect on amenity value, agriculture or commerce. 

Minor or short-lived damage to aquatic or other ecosystems, which is 
unlikely to result in a substantial adverse change in its functioning or harm to 
a species of special interest that would endanger the long-term maintenance 
of the population. 

Minor damage to crops, buildings or property. 

Minor 

No measurable effect on humans. 

Equivalent to insubstantial pollution incident with no observed effect on 
water quality or ecosystems. 

Repairable effects of damage to buildings, structures and services. 

Table X. Description of Severity Classifications 



 

 

 
Once the severity and probability of a pollutant linkage has been determined the risk can be 
assessed using the risk matrix shown overleaf on Table Y. 
 
Risk Matrix 
 
By cross referencing the derived severity and probability in Table Y, below the perceived 
potential risk can be determined. 
 

  Severity 

  Severe Medium Mild Minor 

Pr
ob

ab
ili

ty
 

High 
Likelihood 

Very High Risk High Risk Moderate Risk Moderate / Low 
Risk 

Likely High Risk Moderate Risk 
Moderate / Low 

Risk Low Risk 

Low 
Likelihood 

Moderate Risk 
Moderate / Low 

Risk 
Low Risk Very Low Risk 

Unlikely Moderate / Low 
Risk 

Low Risk Very Low Risk Very Low Risk 

Table Y. Risk Assessment Matrix  

 
The risk categories detailed above are defined below in the following Table Z.   

Term Description 

Very High Risk 
There is a high probability that significant harm could arise to a designated 
receptor from an identified hazard at the site without appropriate remedial 
action. 

High Risk 
Significant harm is likely to arise to a designated receptor from an identified 
hazard at the site without appropriate remedial action. 

Moderate Risk 

It is possible that without appropriate remedial action, harm could arise to a 
designated receptor but it is relatively unlikely that any such harm would be 
severe and if any harm were to occur, it is likely that such harm would be 
relatively mild. 

Low Risk 
It is possible that significant harm could arise to a designated receptor from 
an identified hazard but it is likely that at worst this harm if realised would 
normally be mild. 

Very Low Risk 
There is a low possibility that harm could arise to a receptor.  In the event of 
such harm being realised, it is not likely to be severe. 

Table Z. Definition of Risk 
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