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The precautionary principle has been much discussed in international bodies, courts of law, and among environmental 
policy and decision-makers in recent years. It emerged as an explicit principle in international environmental 

law from German (and Swedish) national environmental law in  the late 1970s, in the context of multilateral efforts 
against marine pollution in the North Sea. Since that time it has been rapidly incorporated into a very wide range of 
multilateral legal and policy instruments, including in the context of climate change, international trade in hazardous 
chemicals, transport of hazardous wastes, biodiversity, biosafety, and pollution. Furthermore, the principle is being widely 
incorporated into national environmental law and policy.

Some examples of different formulations of the Precautionary Principle
 

Rio Declaration, 1992, Principle 15
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.

Convention on Biological Diversity, 1992, Preamble
[W]here there is a threat of significant reduction or loss of biological diversity, lack of full scientific certainty should not 
be used as a reason for postponing measures to avoid or minimize such a threat.

UK Biodiversity Action Plan, 1994, para 6.8
In line with the precautionary principle, where interactions are complex and where the available evidence  
suggests that there is a significant chance of damage to our biodiversity heritage occurring, conservation measures are  
appropriate, even in the absence of conclusive scientific evidence that the damage will occur 

Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora,  
 Resolution Conf 9.24 (Rev CoP13)
[T]he Parties shall, by virtue of the precautionary approach and in case of uncertainty either as regards the status of 
a species or the impact of trade on the conservation of a species, act in the best interest of the conservation of the 
species concerned and adopt measures that are proportionate to the anticipated risks to the species.

However, it is clear that further understanding of how to implement the principle in practice is required. There has been 
discussion and disagreement over the principle within the World Trade Organisation, the Convention on Biological  
Diversity and the Convention on International Trade on Endangered Species of Wild Flora and Fauna. In countries such 
as Canada, Australia, and India, there have been a series of court cases in which interpretation of the principle has been 
an issue. Despite widespread obligations to apply the Precautionary Principle, there often appears little evidence that it 
is being applied, and in some cases evidence that is being applied in a counter-productive or inequitable manner. 

A range of initiatives are underway to provide guidance on applying the precautionary principle in different sectors 
or contexts. This document provides guidance on the application of the Precautionary Principle to the conservation 
of biodiversity and natural resource management. Throughout this document the term natural resource management 
(NRM) refers only to the management of living natural resources. These guidelines have been formulated through  
focusing on forestry, fisheries, protected areas, invasive alien species, and wildlife conservation, management, use and 
trade. They may also be relevant to decision-making in other sectors that impact on biodiversity.

The primary target audience of these guidelines is policymakers, legislators and practitioners, but they also aim to 
create a culture of precaution in all sectors relevant to biodiversity conservation and NRM. 
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INTRODUCTION

The uncertainty surrounding potential threats to the environment has frequently been used as a reason to avoid  
taking action to protect the environment. However, it is not always possible to have clear evidence of a threat to the 
environment before the damage occurs. Precaution – the “Precautionary Principle” or “Precautionary Approach” – (see 
Box 2) is a response to this uncertainty. 

Precautionary Principle or Precautionary Approach?

There has been much debate about the nature of the concept of precaution, in particular whether it should be  
accepted as a legal principle in addition to being a sound policy approach. Some have argued against the recog-
nition of precaution as a “principle” of environmental law, which implies a broad obligation to apply precaution 
in decision-making, in favour of viewing precaution as merely one particular policy/management “approach” to 
dealing with uncertain threats. While it is undisputed that in an increasing number of specific contexts there are 
clear legal requirements to apply precaution, there is an ongoing debate on whether precaution has become part of 
international customary law. The development of these Guidelines has not been shaped by this distinction, and the 
term ‘Precautionary Principle’ is used throughout for consistency.

The Precautionary Principle has been widely incorporated, in various forms, in international environmental agree-
ments and declarations and further developed in some national legislation. An element common to the various 
formulations of the Precautionary Principle is the recognition that lack of certainty regarding the threat of environ-
mental harm should not be used as an excuse for not taking action to avert that threat (See Box 1). The Precautionary 
Principle recognizes that delaying action until there is compelling evidence of harm will often mean that it is then 
too costly or impossible to avert the threat. Its use promotes action to avert risks of serious or irreversible harm to 
the environment in such cases. The Principle therefore provides an important policy basis to anticipate, prevent and 
mitigate threats to the environment. 
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THE GUIDELINES   
  To apply the precautionary principle effectively:

A. ESTABLISH THE FRAMEWORK

Guideline 1: INCORPORATE 

Incorporate the Precautionary Principle explicitly into appropriate legal, institutional and 
policy frameworks for biodiversity conservation and natural resource management. 

Elaboration: Application of the principle requires a clear legal and policy basis and an effective system of governance. It 
also requires the establishment and maintenance of adequately resourced institutions to carry out research into risk and 
uncertainty in environmental decision-making. 

Guideline 2: INTEGRATE

Integrate application of the Precautionary Principle with the application of and support 
for other relevant principles and rights.

Elaboration: Other principles and rights are also relevant to conservation and NRM, including prevention, liability for 
environmental damage, inter-generational and intra-generational equity, the right to development, the right to a healthy 
environment and human rights to food, water, health and shelter. These other rights and principles must be borne in 
mind when applying the Precautionary Principle. In some circumstances they may strengthen the case for precautionary 
action, while in others the Precautionary Principle may need to be weighed against these other rights and principles.  

Guideline 3: OPERATIONALISE 

1

2

3
Develop clear and context-specific 
obligations and operational measures 
for particular sectors and contexts, or 
with respect to specific conservation 
or management problems. 

Elaboration: The Precautionary Principle is a gen-
eral guide for action; it is not a “rule” specifying 
that a particular decision should be made or out-
come reached. To have conservation impact, it will 
typically require translation into concrete policy and 
management measures that are readily understood, 
that address the conservation problem and that iden-
tify actions to be taken in specific contexts. Without 
these, incorporation of the principle in law or policy 
may have little influence on practice. However, there 
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is also a need for flexibility: the specific decisions and management or policy measures that it supports may vary over 
time and with changing circumstances.

For instance, imagine a country in which strong advocacy from NGOs has led to the incorporation of 
the Precautionary Principle into fisheries law and policy, in recognition of the high level of uncertainty 
surrounding many marine ecological parameters and fisheries impacts. Laws and policy statements 
include phrases such as “due regard should be given to the Precautionary Principle”, “decisions 
should be consistent with the Precautionary Principle”, or decision-makers should “bear in mind 
the Precautionary Principle”. However, if these broad obligations are not translated into operational 
measures such as conservative catch quotas, careful monitoring, or obligatory moratoria if certain 
levels of uncertainty or impact are found, they may have little impact on the risk of overfishing and 
broader ecosystem impacts. Pressures from industry groups, for instance, may mean that fisheries 
catches continue at high and unsustainable levels. This is why it is not enough to simply write the 
precautionary principle into laws and policy, but it is necessary to operationalise it through concrete and  
specific measures.

Guideline 4: INCLUDE STAKEHOLDERS AND RIGHTHOLDERS

Include all relevant stakeholders and right-
holders in a transparent process of assessment, 
decision-making and implementation.

Elaboration: Precautionary decision-making involves mak-
ing decisions where there is uncertainty about the under-
lying threat. This means that judgements, values and cul-
tural perceptions of risk, threat and required action must 
play a role. Therefore, it is important to include stake-
holders and rightholders and to be transparent through-
out the process of assessment, decision-making and im-
plementation. Key stakeholders include those who bear 
the costs of the potential threat, such as those who will 
be impacted by degradation or loss of biodiversity or natural resources, and those who bear costs of precaution-
ary action (if any), such as those whose legitimate use of natural resources will be restricted. Indigenous peoples 
and local communities often play a very important role in NRM or rely on biodiversity and natural resources, 
and should be included. They should have the opportunity and resources to represent themselves and their in-
terests effectively, and this should not be precluded by logistical, technical or language barriers. The imperative of  
including key stakeholders should, however, be balanced against potential conservation costs of delaying a decision. 

Guideline 5: USE THE BEST INFORMATION AVAILABLE

Base precautionary decision-making on the best available information, including that 
relating to human drivers of threats, and traditional and indigenous knowledge.
 
Elaboration: All relevant information should be taken into account, including that relating to human drivers of threats 
to biodiversity, as well as biological and ecological information. The best available scientific information should be used. 
In addition, traditional and indigenous knowledge and practices may also be relevant and should therefore be taken into 
account in decision-making. 

Efforts should be made to ensure evidence and information is independent, free of bias, and gathered in a transparent 
fashion. This can be facilitated by ensuring it is gathered by independent and publicly accountable institutions without 
conflict of interest. In addition, taking into account multiple sources of information can help minimise bias.



B. DEFINE THE THREATS, OPTIONS 
AND CONSEQUENCES

Guideline 6: CHARACTERISE UNCERTAIN THREATS

Characterise the threat(s), and assess the uncertainties surrounding the ecological, 
social and economic drivers of changes in conservation status. 

Elaboration: The threats addressed should include not only direct ones but also indirect, secondary and long-term 
threats, and the incremental impacts of multiple or repeated actions or decisions. Their underlying causes and potential 
severity should be assessed, and efforts made to determine what is known and not known, what knowledge can be easily 
improved and what cannot. There should be explicit recognition of ignorance, areas of uncertainty, gaps in informa-
tion, and limitations of the statistical power of available methods for detecting threats. Where threats may interact or be 
inter-related (e.g. action against one may exacerbate another) they should not be addressed in isolation. However, there 
is a need to balance the benefits of delaying a decision to gather more information against the potential threats raised 
by such a delay. 

Guideline 7: ASSESS OPTIONS

Identify the available actions to address threats, and assess the likely consequences of 
these various courses of action and inaction.

Elaboration: The principle should guide a constructive search for alternatives and practical solutions, and support 
positive measures to anticipate, prevent and mitigate threats. The potential benefits and threats raised by available 
courses of action and inaction should be assessed – these threats and benefits may be of various kinds, from various 
sources, and may be short or long term. There may be threats associated with all courses of action: often conser-
vation and NRM decisions involve a choice between “risk and risk” rather than between “risk and caution”. In 
assessing the likely consequences of alternative courses of action and inaction the technical feasibility of different 
approaches should be taken into account. 

Sometimes it is easy to see what strategy is the precautionary one. For instance, not releasing a pollutant 
will reduce the risk to biodiversity compared to releasing it, all other things being equal. But sometimes it is 
not so simple. Sometimes actions to counter a threat raise threats of their own;  or the alternatives to a risky 
activity are also risky. For instance, use of poison baits to control introduced rats may save vulnerable native 
birds from extinction, but cause possible groundwater pollution. Banning the gathering of medicinal plants 
or wild foods from a protected forest may help prevent (legal) overharvest, but cause resentment among 
local people, their opposition to further conservation efforts, and ongoing (illegal) harvest. Prohibition of 
management burning or thinning in forests may minimise disturbance, but increase the risk of catastrophic 
large scale fire. The consequences of available courses of action, including the status quo, each need to be 
assessed and compared against each other in order to guide application of the Precautionary Principle.
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Guideline 8: ALLOCATE RESPONSIBILITIES FOR PROVIDING EVIDENCE

Allocate roles and responsibilities for providing information and evidence of threat and/
or safety according to who is proposing a potentially harmful activity, who benefits from 
it, and who has access to information and resources.

Elaboration: In general, those who propose and/or derive benefits from an activity which raises threats of serious or 
irreversible harm should bear the responsibility and costs of providing evidence that those activities are, in fact, safe. The 
information itself should be the best available from a variety of sources (see Guideline 5). However, if this would involve 
requiring poorer, vulnerable or marginal groups to carry the responsibility and costs of showing that their activities 
(particularly traditional and/or livelihood activities) do not raise threats, either these responsibilities and costs should 
be placed on relatively more powerful groups, or financial/technical support should be provided. Moreover, in some 
circumstances, the different options available will each raise potentially significant conservation threats, in which case the 
guidance for assessing threats in Guideline 7 is relevant.

For example, consider the case where a multinational corporation is proposing a new development such 
as a mine in a biodiversity-rich region, where the benefits will flow to a relatively small group of already-
powerful private interests, but the potential risk will be borne by the public and future generations. In 
this case, this Guideline argues that the corporation should be required to provide evidence that the 
development will not harm biodiversity, natural resources, or related ecosystem services before the 
development is allowed. On the other hand, consider the case where indigenous forest people are using 
wild plants or animals for subsistence and basic needs, and a well-funded international NGO is arguing 
that such use may be unsustainable and should be restricted. In this case, this Guidelines would argue 
in favour of the NGO being required to provide supporting evidence before such a practice is restricted. 
Further if such restrictions are imposed, ways to minimise negative impacts on the local people should be 
explored (see Guideline 11).
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C. DEVISE THE APPROPRIATE 
PRECAUTIONARY MEASURES 

Guideline 9: BE EXPLICIT

Specify that precautionary measures are being taken and be explicit about the uncertainty 
to which the precautionary measures are responding. 

Elaboration: When decisions are made in situations of uncertainty, it is important to be explicit about  
the uncertainty that is being responded to, and to be explicit that precautionary measures are being taken.  
This ensures transparency, and also provides a clear basis for monitoring and feedback to decision- 
making/management. 

Consider a country concerned about preventing the entry of invasive alien species that could have 
devastating effects on economies, livelihoods and biodiversity. If they erect broad trade barriers without 
justification or explanation they are likely to provoke suspicion of their motivations, and be accused of 
trade-protectionism. Further, because invasiveness of species cannot be reliably predicted, if they seek 
to argue that available science conclusively shows the measures are necessary, it will be rightly be 
pointed out that the science is uncertain. However, if decision-makers are transparent about the existing 
evidence concerning the threat, explicit about the uncertainties that exist, and explicit about the fact 
that they are taking precautionary measures in the face of this uncertainty, this encourages confidence 
in decision-making and allows decisions to be revisited if more information becomes available and 
uncertainties are reduced. 

Guideline 10: BE PROPORTIONATE

9
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In applying the Precautionary Principle 
adopt measures that are proportionate to 
the potential threats.

Elaboration: A reasonable balance must be struck between 
the stringency of the precautionary measures, which may 
have associated costs (inter alia financial, livelihood and  
opportunity costs) and the seriousness and irreversibility 
of the potential threat. It should be borne in mind that 
countries, communities or other constituencies may have 
the right to establish their own chosen level of protection 
for their own biodiversity and natural resources. 



11Guideline 11: BE EQUITABLE

Consider social and economic costs and benefits when applying the Precautionary 
Principle and where decisions would have negative impacts on the poor or vulnerable 
explore ways to avoid or mitigate these.

Elaboration: Attention should be directed to who benefits and who loses from any decisions, and particular  
attention should be paid to the consequences of decisions for groups which are already poor or vulnerable. 
Where the benefits of an existing or proposed threatening activity accrue only to a few, or only to the already 
powerful and economically advantaged, or are only short-term, and potential costs are borne by the public and 
communities, by poorer or vulnerable groups, or over the long-term, this argues strongly in favour of increased 
precaution. If the application of precautionary measures would impact negatively on poor or vulnerable groups, 
ways to avoid or mitigate impacts on these groups should be explored. Threats to biodiversity and living natural 
resources may need to be weighed against potential threats to livelihoods and food security, or resources may 
need to be invested in compensation or in support for alternative livelihoods.

A
ll 

ph
ot

og
ra

ph
s:

 J
er

em
y 

H
ol

de
n 

/ F
FI



D. IMPLEMENT EFFECTIVELY 

Guideline 12: BE ADAPTIVE

Use an adaptive management approach, including the following core elements:

■ monitoring of impacts of management or decisions based on agreed indicators; 
■ promoting research, to reduce key uncertainties; 
■ ensuring periodic evaluation of the outcomes of implementation, drawing of lessons
  and review and adjustment, as necessary, of the measures or decisions adopted;
■ establishing an efficient and effective compliance system. 

Elaboration: An adaptive approach is particularly useful in the  
implementation of the Precautionary Principle as it does not  
necessarily require having a high level of certainty about the impact 
of management measures before taking action, but involves taking 
such measures in the face of uncertainty, as part of a rigorously 
planned and controlled trial, with careful monitoring and periodic 
review to provide feedback, and amendment of decisions in the 
light of new information. 

Applying the Precautionary Principle may sometimes require 
strict prohibition of activities. This is particularly likely in situ-
ations where urgent measures are required to avert imminent 
threats, where the threatened damage is likely to be immediate-
ly irreversible (such as the spread of an invasive species), where  
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particularly vulnerable species or ecosystems are concerned, and where other measures are likely to be ineffective. This 
situation is often the result of a failure to apply more moderate measures at an earlier stage. 

As precautionary measures are taken in the face of uncertainty and inadequate evidence surrounding potential threats 
to the environment, their application should be accompanied by monitoring and regular review, both to examine 
whether knowledge and understanding of the threat has increased, and to examine the effectiveness of the precautionary 
measure in addressing the threat. Any new information gained through monitoring and further research or informa-
tion-gathering can then be fed back to inform further management and decision-making. While in some cases this may 
lead to the precautionary measure no longer being needed, in others it may lead to the determination that the threat is 
more serious than expected and that more stringent measures are required. 

If meaningful participation by stakeholders/rightholders is ensured throughout the process for implement-
ing the Precautionary Principle, compliance is likely to be higher. The costs of compliance should be borne by the  
parties with the capacity to do it and at the least cost to society. Customary practices and social structures should be  
considered and, where appropriate, incorporated into the compliance scheme. 

The management programme should be consistent with the available resource-base (monetary and non-monetary). 
Governments, private organizations, communities and individuals can contribute to this base. In determining this base, 
managers should consider the relative benefits to the relevant parties. Resources must be employed efficiently and tasks 
should be supportive of the management programme.



These Guidelines have been developed by The Precautionary Principle Project – a joint initia-

tive of Fauna & Flora International, IUCN-The World Conservation Union, ResourceAfrica and  

TRAFFIC. They are the product of an international collaborative process of research, dialogue and 

consultation, carried out from 2002 to 2005, involving a wide range of experts and stakeholders from 

different regions, sectors, disciplines and perspectives. This process has included a wide range of 

activities. The paper The Precautionary Principle in Biodiversity Conservation and Natural Resource 

Management: an issues paper for policy-makers, researchers and practitioners was published in 

the IUCN Policy and Global Change series. Three workshops in different developing regions were 

held: for Southern/Eastern Africa in Dar Es Salaam, Tanzania, in June 2004; for South/South-east 

Asia in Manila, The Philippines, in June 2004, and for Latin America in Quito, Ecuador in April 

2005. On the basis of an internationally distributed call for proposals, a set of 27 case studies were  



This document has been produced with the financial assistance of the European Union. The contents of this 

document are the sole responsibility of IUCN, Fauna & Flora International, TRAFFIC and ResourceAfrica and 

can under no circumstances be regarded as reflecting the position of the European Union.

These Guidelines have been developed by The Precautionary Principle Project –  

a joint initiative of Fauna & Flora International, IUCN-The World Conservation  

Union, ResourceAfrica and TRAFFIC. They are the product of an international  

collaborative process of research, dialogue and consultation, carried out from 2002 

to 2005, involving a wide range of experts and stakeholders from different regions, 

sectors, disciplines and perspectives. This process has included a wide range of  

activities. The paper The Precautionary Principle in Biodiversity Conservation and 

Natural Resource Management: an issues paper for policy-makers, researchers and 

practitioners was published in the IUCN Policy and Global Change series. Three work-

shops in different developing regions were held: for Southern/Eastern Africa in Dar 

Es Salaam, Tanzania, in June 2004; for South/South-east Asia in Manila, The Philip-

pines, in June 2004, and for Latin America in Quito, Ecuador in April 2005. On the 

basis of an internationally distributed call for proposals, a set of 27 case studies were  

commissioned from a wide range of experts and carried out, examining the  

precautionary principle in contexts as diverse as marine turtles in Costa Rica,  

fisheries in Australia, protected area policies in India, and forest management in  

Uganda. Meetings and discussions were held at the World Summit for Sustainable 

Development, the IUCN World Parks Congress and the IUCN World Conservation  

Congress. Draft Guidelines were distributed widely and an open-access e-conference 

held in June 2005. Finally, draft Guidelines were debated and revised at a final inter-

national workshop involving representatives from a wide range of regions, disciplines, 

sectors and perspectives. 

These Guidelines are taken from the forthcoming book of case studies and analyses 

Biodiversity and the Precautionary Principle: Risk and Uncertainty in Conservation 

and Sustainable Use (Earthscan, London), and do not necessarily reflect the view  

of IUCN or other collaborating organisations. They are currently under review by  

the IUCN Council.

c/o Fauna & Flora International,
Great Eastern House, 
Tenison Rd, 
Cambridge CB1 2TT, UK
Tel: +44 1223 571 000 

Contact:

Rosie Cooney – rosie.cooney@fauna-flora.org
Barney Dickson – barney.dickson@fauna-flora.org
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