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The presentation focuses on the dismantling and reorganisation of the German Federal Health Agency (Bundesgesundheitsamt, BGA) in 1994 as a case study of an institution preoccupied with precaution in the field of health and treatment supervision. The ultimate objective of this analysis is to identify institutional benchmarks which might guarantee precaution with a view to laying the groundwork for a discussion of this topic in the workshop.
The stripping of the BGA, which was until then a prestigious, internationally reputed agency, was prompted by 373 cases of patients who presumably became infected with AIDS after the transfusion of blood products, the safety of which was supposed to be guaranteed by the BGA. In response, the Ministry fragmented the BGA, previously a single federal agency accountable to the Minister, into separate agencies, which would all be individually accountable to the Minister.
The parliamentary inquiry board, immediately installed in October 1993, uncovered a multitude of instances of misconduct and areas of institutional weakness on the part of the agency: foremost the lack of an appropriate risk assessment, the failure to inform patients of the risk of AIDS through blood products, the continued approval of unscreened blood products, as well as the delay in development of a preliminary AIDS test. The fact that it gave high consideration to the pharmaceutical industry and non-commercial blood suppliers, at the expense of public interest, qualifies the BGA as a "captured" agency, disregarding the common good in favour of private interest of special groups. Other factors leading to the agency's failure and demise were general weaknesses in expertise and leadership.
However, in a parliamentary hearing for the restructuring of the federal health agency, an expert panel considered the results of the inquiry board's investigation and concluded that the intended reforms did not address the structural problems of the agency: The experts stressed as crucial the fact that in scientific matters, institutes needed to be entirely free from any interference from the government. It was essential that a clear separation existed between political normative decisions and politically independent scientific agencies. 
This criticism is reflected by academic theory which holds that open legal terms inherent to the precautionary principle such as "reasonable scientific probability" can only be objectified through pluralistically formed scientific bodies with a high degree of credibility. Precaution requires approaches of "balanced representation". The crisis of the BGA might very much be a crisis of ministerial interference.
There are also flaws in current administrative proceedings. Here, the underlying ministerial directive has created a lopsided provision for the inclusion of only the pharmaceutical industry while excluding the patient and consumer.
Therefore, an agency's efficiency is determined by its internal structure, its management processes and the selection of its employees. Hierarchies should be as flat as possible, and cooperation between smaller independent entities must be ensured. However, foremost risk assessment must be based on an independent scientific vote with no political interference, and exposure to outside pressures should be measured in a balanced fashion. With a view to precaution and risk assessment, the installation of a parliamentary watchdog as a "side institution" could be an effective way to ensure precaution.

