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The Precautionary Principle 
The precautionary principle arose from a growing awareness in the ‘80s and ‘90s that a “monitor and respond” or reactive approach to environmental management was unsatisfactory. It often failed to protect the environment (measures were taken too late), and created an uncertain environment for business development.

There have been many definitions of the precautionary principle, usually reflecting the interests of originating organisations. However, most would agree that the spirit of the principle is simply this: 
· we should be careful when embarking on something new; 
· we should be reasonably convinced that no harm will come of it; and 
· we should be particularly careful when there is much uncertainty or ignorance about possible effects.  
The principle is not and cannot be a simple decision criterion, since the word “reasonable” is a key word in most definitions (including that of the European Commission) – implying the need for a judgement or a weighing of evidence. 
The principle does not require developers to prove absolutely that something is safe. This is usually impossible from a logical and scientific viewpoint. It does require:

1. A clear and independent presentation of possible impacts, associated risks and uncertainties (including probability and severity of impact);
2. convincing evidence that serious harm is very unlikely;

3. convincing evidence that any risk of harm is more than outweighed by the benefits; and
4. an independent process for making judgements about the nature of any risk, the degree of uncertainty, and the overall balance of costs and benefits – to ensure “reasonable” precaution.
This type of information is usually (but not always) presented and analysed in Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) or at public enquiries in the case of larger or more controversial development proposals.
It is arguable that the main weakness in delivering the principle in most countries lies in the EIA process. Although EIA forces a thorough analysis of environmental issues, it is not independent, and this is a particular problem when assessing risk and uncertainty, since the perception of risk is largely cultural and subjective. The EIA is typically commissioned by the developer, and the analysis of costs and benefits and the assessment of risk is bound to reflect the developer’s perspective. 
The implementation of strategic environmental assessment should address this, insofar as it will address longer term cumulative impact and risk issues, and because it will normally be funded by central or local government. However, a comprehensive and effective SEA process will be costly, and to some degree compromises the “polluter pays” principle.
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