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Some make the principle applicable where harm is harm is possible whilst others make it applicable where harm is probable, two quite different tests. And other formulations, including the well-know Rio Declaration, introduce the notion of cost effectiveness into the application of the principle.

Now the fact that the principle is given different formulations doesn’t invalidate the basic concept. But it does mean, that to be meaningful, the principle has to be defined in terms of the particular context in which it is being used. But unfortunately in discussions about environmental issues, you will routinely hear the expression, “Precautionary Principle” being used without it being defined, with the result that the discussions are confusing and unproductive. 

But there’s a more serious problem about the Precautionary Principle. The form of the principle most commonly advanced by environmentalists is that no activity should be undertaken unless it can be demonstrated that it will not cause environmental harm. Well, at first sight, that appears to be a nice, simple and reasonably defensible proposition. But when it’s analysed, the intent, it turns out that it’s impossible to comply with. Until we know everything about everything, in the universe, it’s a logical impossibility to prove the negative of that kind. That’s brought home to use when we reflect upon complex or chaotic systems, which are sensitively dependant upon measurable conditions, and in which even in the most limited action is capable of generating large and unpredictable effects. In other words, we can never prove, conclusively, that a particular action will not have an adverse consequence, somewhere around the word at some time in the future. It follows that that form of Precautionary Principle precludes us from ever doing anything at all, again.
Now, in case you are thinking that I’m being a bit extravagant in my characterization of where the application of that form of the Precautionary Principle leads us, let me cite a concrete example. You will recall my reference to the inclusion of the mythical, horned mountain goat, pseudo navidis scivadis (spelling?) as an endangered species by the World Conservation Union. Now, by 2003, the Union had reached the point where it could no longer ignore the expressions of doubt that were increasingly being voiced about the reality of this creature. So, did that result in the Union removing it from the list? Not at all! They invoked, and I quote, “The Precautionary Principle requires us to assume the species did exist and might still exist. So there you have it! This wonderfully serviceable principle that can be used to assume the existence of any species which you cannot conclusively prove does not exist. According to that reasoning, it’s now open to anyone to deem the existence of XXXX (unclear), unicorns, the Loch Ness Monster, or any other species, mythical or otherwise, whose existence fits their agenda. 
Now, in these comments, I’m not arguing against the concept of some kind of precautionary principle. Of course we should be circumspect about taking action that XXX (unclear) irreversible environmental consequences. But if we are going to invoke the principle, we must define it and apply it with intellectual rigour. 

Now let me conclude by saying that I’m not suggesting that the doing or understanding of science is universally flawed. You will notice that in the great bulk of science that is simply not the case. But the examples I’ve given are sufficiently so that we can’t be complacent, either. It’s intrinsically harmful in any field of intellectual endeavour, if misapplied, or is distorted by dogma or ideology, or its scope or methodology are not properly understood, but it’s especially harmful in the case of science. 
The resolution of social issues and the development of government policy are today more dependant upon science than has ever been the case before, particularly when responding to climate change, resolving issues related to genetic engineering, or management of water, energy or natural recourses, to determining policies in areas ranging from aging and health care to defence or telecommunications, are just a few examples of fields where the input of science is an essential component of the decision-making process.

That’s why it’s important that we confront the sort of issues to which I have referred, and that’s why the philosophy of the Sceptics Society has never been more important than it is today.

