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DEFINITION:
In 1992 the United Nations Declaration on the Environment stated that "where there are
threats of serious or irreversible damage, lack of full scientific certainty will not be used as a
reason for postponing cost-effective measures to prevent environmental degradation".
Since this interpretation has been reaffirmed within numerous framework conventions and
national environment law in a number of countries has begun to incorporate it.

THE CONTENTS OF THE PRECAUTIONARY PRINCIPLE:
There are in fact two completely different ideas about the principle:
� the absolute: the precautionary principle would aim to guarantee complete harmless. The

aim is zero risk and even a minimal suspicion of risk should result in a moratorium or a
defintive ban,

� the moderate: its implementation is subject to a scientifically credible statement of
hypothetical risk. It also gives priority to positive measures particularly research to provide
a better assessement of the risk. In every case, before any decision a statement of cost and
of advantages should be drawn up.

The concept of prudent avoidance introduced in 1989 by G. Morgan and adopted by some
states (Sweden, Australia…) seems to be a specific application of the precautionary principle
to EMF, taking into account the cost of the policy.

THE EMF RESEARCH:
After more than 20 years of research (epidemiological residential and professional studies, in
vitro studies and laboratory animal studies) the scientific uncertainty has been considerably
reduced but the possibility of some adverse effects remains. This fact and the public concern
about EMF (partly explained by the ubiquity of exposure) explain the temptations in applying
the precautionary principle to the EMF issue.

DOES THE PRECAUTIONARY PRINCIPLE APPLY TO EMF ?
Usually the formulation of guidelines establishing limits of exposure for workers and public
(as proposed by ICNIRP for example) is the more logical solution, but this approach is limited
(for some radical groups) by the fact that these limits are based on induced currents and not on
the cut-off points of epidemiological studies.
In fact if the principal aim is to guarantee maximum safety without paralysing activities
essential to economic and technological development a series of propositions could be made:



� Public or private decisons makers must have immediate access to experts able to supply
answers to the questions being asked (what are the levels of exposure of the general
population ? who is exposed ? who is at risk ?),

� continuation of accurate research to reduce the scientific uncertainty,
� follow explicit guidelines for application of the principle: particularly: proportionality and

examination of the cost-benefit ratio of planned actions.


