This document is available online with live links at http://
Getting To Precaution, Getting To Justice

Peter Montague  (peter@rachel.org; http://www.rachel.org)
I. The Box We're In: The Anti-Precaution Regulatory System

The function of the regulatory system is to force communities to accept facilities or practices that they don't want.

The community begins with broad concerns about things like quality of life, fairness, justice, and a decent future for everyone's children.

Then the regulatory system funnels those broad, ethical concerns into a narrow debate over parts per million.

The regulatory system regulates community activists far more than it regulates polluters because the system makes community activists predictable and therefore manageable.

Quantitative risk assessment (QRA) is an essential part of the regulatory system.

You can think of quantitative risk assessment (QRA) as a bulldozer that clears the way for facilities and practices that are opposed by citizens, sweeping aside or plowing through the opposition.

II. Some Criticisms of Quantitative Risk Assessment (QRA)

In doing quantitative risk assessments, specialists pretend to determine what is "safe" or has "acceptable risks."

However, in complicated situations involving human beings, it is not usually possible to determine whether anything is really "safe" because...

a) We are all exposed to multiple stressors simultaneously -- automobile exhaust, second-hand smoke, indoor air pollution from carpets and consumer products, pesticides in food and water, pharmaceutical products, etc.  Science has no reliable way to sort out the effects of one stress among many.

b) Timing of exposures can sometimes make a huge difference -- During growth and development, there are "windows of vulnerability" during which the effects of exposure may be different than they would be at a different time during growth and development.

c) QRA is a basically a political process.  William Ruckelshaus (first administrator of U.S. EPA) said in 1984, "We should remember that risk assessment data can be like the captured spy: If you torture it long enough, it will tell you anything you want to know."  See: Ruckelshaus 1984; http://www.rachel.org/library/getfile.cfm?ID=361
III. Getting Outside the Box, Getting to Precaution

Citizens could figure out ways to get outside the regulatory box, avoid risk assessments (or at least supplement them with other ways of gathering information), and focus everyone's attention on other things.  See http://www.rachel.org/library/getfile.cfm?ID=521 ; and see http://www.rachel.org/library/getfile.cfm?ID=161 .
(1) When possible, focus on the actor instead of the action. http://www.celdf.org/
(2) Focus on how decisions are made -- especially, who gets to decide?  All the problems we care about share one common feature: they occur because the few control the many.   If communities controlled their own decisions about investment, land use and common assets, the world would soon be a different place.   If workplaces were democratized, so that workers made the decisions and shared proportionately in the rewards, communities could become more stable, more self-confident.   See Gar Alperovitz, America Beyond Capitalism; Reclaiming Our Wealth, Our Liberty, and Our Democracy (New York: John Wiley, 2005). ISBN 0-471-66730-7.  http://www.powells.com/s?kw=america+beyond+capitalism
(3) Focus on community assets and community goals in addition to community problems.  Communities that control assets – and individuals who control assets -- are in a stronger position to withstand the “gales of destruction” that our economy periodically brings.  See Melvin L. Oliver and Thomas M. Shapiro, Black Wealth / White Wealth; A New Perspective on Racial Inequality (New York: Routledge, 1997); ISBN 0-415-91847-2. http://www.powells.com/cgi-bin/biblio?inkey=61-0415918472-3  
(4) Focus on "Pollution, justice and democracy are everyone's problems not just a few people’s problems."  About all our adversaries have going for them is a “divide and conquer” strategy.  If we stick together and reach out to others and build a genuine democracy movement, our adversaries don’t stand a chance.  

IV. Precautionary Decision-Making

In practice, a precautionary approach begins by setting goals:
Questions we can ask…
1) What is our community's goal in this instance? And what are the goals of the other parties to the decision?  Being clear about everyone's goals can help us understand conflicts and hidden agendas.
2) Are the affected parties being brought into the discussion during the earliest stages of this decision?
3) What's the best alternative for achieving the community's goal?
For each alternative, we can ask:
a) What can the best available science tell us about this alternative, and what can it not tell us?  What additional information is needed besides scientific information?
b) Will this option increase the community's future options or reduce them?
c) Who will benefit and who will pay?
d) Will this alternative increase or decrease inequality?
e) What will be the effect of this alternative on the sickest, the poorest, the most vulnerable among us?
f) What effect will this decision have 50 years from now?
g) Is the needed information being made available by the people who have it?
h) Will this option provide us with useful new information?
i) Can the results of this option be monitored continuously so we can learn how things are going?
j) Will this option increase the stability of the whole community?
k) How will we know if harm starts to occur, and what will we be able to do about it at that point? Can this option be reversed (or modified) if need be?
V. How can we frame (define) our issues to get the best response?
More questions we can ask…
1) Is there a way we could frame this issue (whatever it may be) that would lead people to understand, or at least get a glimmer of, the oppressive power relationships and injustices that got us to the present moment? Can this issue reveal how the few control the many?
2) Is there a way this issue could be framed that would help people see it in terms other than (or in addition to) technical/medical/legal issues? Can we frame it to highlight ethics, democratic decision-making, oppressive traditional power relationships such as white supremacy ("racism") and patriarchy?
3) Have we framed this in a way which, if we were to win in terms of our frame, what we won would make a real difference in this issue and/or in future struggles?
4) Have we framed this in a way which, if we were to lose in terms of the substance, we would still have advanced our cause by making assumptions explicit and throwing them into question, forcing our adversaries to display naked power, or forcing people to take sides?
5) Is there a way to frame this issue (whatever it is) that highlights the disparity between what the U.S. says it stands for and what this situation actually reveals?  Can we frame this in terms of liberty, equality, and democracy?
6) In doing what we're doing, are we tinkering with the regulatory system or are we working to change the ground rules by which all future issues will debated and decided?
7) Will this issue -- even if we lose -- prepare the way for us to make larger, sustained claims and demands?  (President Bush’s social security proposal comes to mind – even if he loses this year, he has managed to make privatizing social security a legitimate topic of discussion from here on out.)
8) Instead of our present issue (whatever it is) -- which I assume was forced upon us and thus has forced us to react -- are there other issues that WE could initiate that would be better for OUR SIDE from the viewpoint of questions 1-7 above?  How could we take the offensive against our adversaries? 
9) Is there a way we can frame this issue that would divide our adversaries?
10) How can we focus attention on the ACTORS in this situation, and not on merely on modifying their actions? http://www.celdf.org. Help people fight the smoke, but also help them see who set their house on fire.
11)  How can we frame our issues for two distinct constituencies --
a) The 50 million “cultural creatives” whose allegiance to the system's values of exploitation and dominance is weak but who are nevertheless pretty comfortable and therefore usually don't have strong reasons to confront the system. http://www.rachel.org/bulletin/index.cfm?issue_ID=1898
b) those who are being directly harmed and disadvantaged – the traditional engine for change.
VI. Good Additional Reading (from my biased viewpoint)
Answering the Critics of Precaution, Part 1 
http://www.rachel.org/bulletin/pdf/Rachels_Environment_Health_News_2431.pdf
Answering the Critics of Precaution, Part 2

http://www.rachel.org/bulletin/pdf/Rachels_Environment_Health_News_2432.pdf
Fourteen Reasons for Precaution

http://www.rachel.org/bulletin/pdf/Rachels_Environment_Health_News_2435.pdf
Precautionary Mister Rogers, Part 1

http://www.rachel.org/bulletin/pdf/Rachels_Environment_Health_News_2479.pdf
Precautionary Mister Rogers, Part 2

http://www.rachel.org/bulletin/pdf/Rachels_Environment_Health_News_2480.pdf
Precautionary Mister Rogers, Part 3

http://www.rachel.org/bulletin/pdf/Rachels_Environment_Health_News_2482.pdf
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