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Precaution and Democracy:

A Blueprint for a Healthy World
The precautionary principle can help communities make decisions that protect our health and the health of our environment.

The Principle says that where there is scientific uncertainty and a reasonable suspicion of harm, we as community members have a duty to act to prevent more harm.  For example, if we know that a certain pesticide can harm kids, it makes sense to choose a healthier alternative for pest control in our schools.

Simple, right?  Right.  But the catch is: the precautionary principle only works when community members truly participate in the decisions affecting their own lives.  

Democracy boils down to a question of “who gets to decide?”  There are four basic questions community members can ask to assert control over their own assets, such as air, water, public space, and transit systems.
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Four Basic Questions:

1.)  What are the community’s goals?
•  What does a community want for itself environmentally, economically, and socially?


• What kinds of jobs and businesses does a community want?


• What makes a business a good neighbor?

2.)  What does the community perceive as a harm or potential harm?

• This question can be asked about an environmental harm (pollution), an economic harm (takeover of a local business by a national corporation), or a social harm (closing of a school).

3.)  Who knows what is and is not known?

• Ask this question about a specific harm.  For any proposal affecting it, a community should ask: who knows about this proposal and who does not?  What is known about it?  Who is for it and who is against it, and why?

4.)  What solutions can a community identify?

•  A community can create its own solutions by asking creative questions.  Take a broad view and consider the option of taking no action.  For example, if a new highway is proposed to cut through a community, the right question may not be “where can we put this highway?”, but rather “how do we alleviate traffic congestion with the least pollution and disruption?”

Empowerment Tools

To help answer these questions, a community has many tools to choose from: 

- community asset inventories and mapping

- community-organized opinion polling

- drafting goals with local/ state agencies

- an independent editorial page of a local newspaper

-  citizen advisory committees and community councils

- and many more.

These ideas are excerpted from 

“Precautionary Tools for Reshaping Environmental Policy,” 

edited by Nancy J. Myers and Carolyn Raffensperger 

(MIT Press, 2006; available online at www.sehn.org).  

See Chapter Four, “Democratic Tools: Communities and Precaution” 

by Maria B. Pellerano and Peter Montague, p. 69.

For more information on the Science and Environmental Health Network
 and the precautionary principle, see www.sehn.org.

For more information on the Environmental Research Foundation, 

and precaution and democracy, see www.rachel.org.

