The Precautionary Principle and Children's Health

American Public Health Association Resolution

November 15, 2000


Recognizing that, for centuries, the cornerstone of public health policy and practice has been the prevention of injury and disease,


Recognizing that the US has signed the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development which states:


In order to protect the environment, the precautionary approach shall be widely applied by States according to their capabilities. Where there are threats of serious or irreversible damage, lack of full scientific certainty shall not be used as a reason for postponing cost-effective measures to prevent environmental degradation.


Recognizing that the American Public Health Association has previously encouraged the implementation of the Precautionary Principle with regard to workplace chemical exposure prevention policies,


Recognizing that current environmental regulations are primarily aimed at controlling pollution rather than using primary preventive measures to avoid the use, production, or release of toxic materials,


Recognizing that development of enterprises, projects, technologies, products, and substances, that may adversely affect public health, proceeds through initiatives that may or may not have considered a range of safer alternatives,


Recognizing that many of these enterprises, projects, technologies, products, and substances are considered safe until proven harmful, 


Recognizing that public health decisions must often be made in the absence of scientific certainty, or in the absence of perfect information, 


Recognizing that some industries engaged in the production, release, or distribution of potentially hazardous products and processes use their influence to delay preventive action, arguing that the immediate expense of redesign to achieve pollution prevention is unwarranted, lacking scientific certainty about harmful health effects,


Recognizing that fetuses, children, and all developing organisms are often more susceptible to environmental contaminants than adults, and that agency policies and decisions often fail to reflect this unique susceptibility,


Recognizing that proof of cause and effect relationships is often difficult to establish because of non-specificity of health effects, long latent periods, subtle changes in function that are difficult to detect without resource-intensive studies, and complex interactions of variables that contribute to adverse health effects, 


Recognizing that some lack of scientific certainty is irresolvable by more data collection; that some residual lack of scientific certainty is actually the result of indeterminacy due to multiple factors interacting in complex systems or due to ignorance about what questions to ask or what effects to look for,


Declaring that children and other sensitive populations are, therefore, in particular need of protection from environmentally related hazards, 


Recognizing that Presidential Executive Order #13045 requires that all Federal agencies, when developing policies, must explicitly consider their impacts on children, therefore

1) Reaffirms the APHA’s explicit endorsement of the precautionary principle as a cornerstone of preventive public health policy and practice, 


2) Encourages government at all levels, the private sector, and health professionals to promote and abide by this principle in order to protect the health and well-being of all developing children. Thus, APHA calls for explicit inclusion of the precautionary approach in all Federal, State, and local legislation, rules, or policies intended to protect children or that may impact the health of children,


3) Urges that whenever an enterprise, project, technology, product, or substance is proposed for initiation, manufacture, or use - or continued manufacture or use ñ the goal of public health advocates should be to reduce or eliminate the creation of conditions that may adversely impact fetuses, infants, or children, 


4) Advocates significant increases in pollution prevention efforts through clean production, assessment of safer alternatives, energy efficiency, waste minimization, and reduced consumption as a general means to protect children's health and development, rather than relying on risk management of individual hazards,


5) Encourages explicit consideration of the kinds and magnitude of harm to fetuses, infants, or children that may result from an activity and its alternatives,


6) Encourages explicit consideration of the kinds and magnitude of uncertainties inherent in assessing potential harm to fetuses, infants, or children from an activity and its alternatives,


7) Encourages precautionary action to prevent potential harm to fetuses, infants, and children, even if some cause and effect relationships have not been established with scientific certainty, 

8) Urges scientists to engage in analysis and studies to develop implementation strategies using the precautionary principle that are based on sound science. Thus, APHA enunciates the urgent need for improved research methods to understand better the additive, cumulative, and synergistic effects of multiple stressors on children's development and health, 


9) Urges the United States to honor and explicitly refer to the precautionary principle during negotiations of international agreements, while working to establish the precautionary principle as a guiding principle of environmental and health-related international law. 


Potential Implementation Actions: 


1) The APHA will consider convening a multi-disciplinary, multi-organizational conference on the precautionary principle for the purpose of identifying strategic opportunities to implement those goals articulated above.


2) The APHA will encourage authors who publish articles in the American Journal of Public Health to identify specifically, when appropriate, how their policy recommendations, if any, reflect consideration of the precautionary principle. This will require authors to explicitly consider evidence of harm, scientific certainty, and precautionary action.


3) When implementing adopted APHA resolutions dealing with children's health, the APHA will identify opportunities to explicitly acknowledge and incorporate the precautionary approach. 


4) The APHA will promptly inform the US State Department and US EPA of its strong support for explicitly requiring the precautionary approach in the international treaty on persistent organic pollutants (POPs), currently being negotiated under the auspices of the UN Environment Program. In particular, the APHA will indicate strong support for explicitly requiring a precautionary approach when new chemicals are considered for addition to the treaty, as provided for in Article F and when interpreting the risk profile as required in Annex E.


5) The APHA will inform the US EPA of its strong support for including the screening and testing of environmentally relevant mixtures of pollutants for toxic effects on developing organisms.
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