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Defining “What If”
One of the fundamental tenets in environmental disputes is called the “precautionary principle”.
This is the principle that holds that a certain activity should be constrained or eliminated on the
grounds that there are strong indicators that it could lead to environmental consequences.
According to a recent United Nations report, there is no accepted definition worldwide of the
“precautionary principle” so it might sometimes
be used by countries to protect their domestic
economies.

“No accepted definition of
the precautionary
principle”

Last year Canada brought a case before the
World Trade Organization arguing that six
countries in the European Union had broken trade rules by barring the entry of genetically
modified foods because of worries about their safety. Argentina and the United States joined
Canada in the action and the resulting ruling was in Canada’s favour. Similarly, the 25 nations in
the European Union collectively ban genetically modified rice in response to public fears that it
may be a “Frankenfood”. The European ban has expanded to 10 other agricultural products.
The disputes are by no means one-sided. The United States bans unpasteurized European
cheeses. Zambia rejects US genetically modified corn because Zambia has a ranking of being a
GMO free country in its exports to the European Union.
The “Precautionary Principle” is the foundation of a number of United Nations’ bans on certain
pesticides and industrial chemicals as well as manufactured refrigerants that are deemed to
affect the Ozone layer.
Rice Risk or Trade Tiff?

Flighty Climate Goals
The transition to green industries such as tourism from traditional industries
is seen as a positive step in climate goals. However, it is not always an easy
step. The Environmental Change Institute at Oxford University in England
has warned that “unless the rate of growth in flights is curbed, the UK cannot
fulfill its commitments on climate change”. Those commitments include
a target of cutting carbon dioxide emissions by 60 percent by 2050. The
University projects that C02 emissions from aviation in Britain will increase
between 4 and 10 times the 1990 levels by 2050 and account for two-thirds
of the government’s emission
target for 2050. Total passenger
traffic, is projected to more than
double in the next 25 years.

“cut-rate airlines would
soon fill the gap”

self-inflicted economic disaster which would result from following the
university’s advice would accomplish nothing in climate terms as cut-rate
airlines from other countries would soon fill the gap. The British government
has proposed to the European Commission, without success, that the airline
industry be able to participate in the carbon
trading program which would allow it to buy
carbon credits from other countries.

The British government so far
has taken the position that the
Proposal Won’t Fly

This Bears Repeating
First there was the malevolent grinning doll of
horror movie fame that returns to theatres
every Halloween. Now it’s the attack of
the killer teddy bear. The Fish and Game
Department in New Hampshire reported that
a teddy bear was implicated in the death
of 2500 trout fish. In this case, a careless
visitor to the hatchery dropped the teddy
bear which in turn clogged the drain,
blocking off the flow of oxygen to the fish.
The event prompted the hatchery officials
to post a sign reading “Release of any
teddy bears into the fish hatchery is not
permitted”.
The suspect was wearing a yellow raincoat
and hat.

UrbanSustainability
The challenge for urban planners in incorporating sustainability
into their planning models is not limited to reducing emissions.
Comprehensive sustainable planning for communities
encompasses the impact of planning on an exhaustive range of
urban challenges from health indicators to crime.
A conference to be held in Glasgow, Scotland this June entitled
“Sustainable Urban Development: Meeting the Challenges of
Whole Life Assessment” – will examine the scope of community
planning for sustainability.
The conference will focus on the need for robust assessment
mechanisms that can be applied by planners and civic officials
to meet sustainability goals. Topics included will cover: the
economics of urban sustainability, environmental justice, lifecycle
assessment, democratic participation for urban sustainability,
sustainability principles for at-risk societies, and common
protocols for measuring urban sustainability.

