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Weaving the Web of the Sustainable Society 

The Work of the Science and Environmental Health Network in 2007 
 
 
The impetus for precautionary action and policies in the United States has grown dramatically in 
the past year. This movement is cooperative, responsive to events, and partly mysterious, like life 
itself. It is a web of many strands and connectors that is beginning to reveal the outlines of a truly 
sustainable society. Many people and organizations have constructed and tended strands of the 
web. The Science and Environmental Health Network (SEHN) has played its part, spinning out 
new ideas, removing barriers to change, and filling in supporting connections that make the vision 
real in the world. This is ecological work in every sense. 
 
Much, though not all, of this work that revolves around the precautionary principle carries the 
name “precautionary.” Tracking the use of the term “precautionary principle” or “precautionary 
approach” reflects the way this idea has radiated out into the world in the past 10 years. The 
boxes on pages 2 and 4 are a sampling of what people have said about the precautionary principle 
in the past year and how they are using it. These definitions and applications of the precautionary 
principle bear the stamp of SEHN and the 1998 Wingspread conference--shifting the burden of 
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proof, examining alternatives, and acting on what we know despite lingering uncertainties. These 
have become the standard vocabulary of precaution. What was once an obscure principle of 
international law is now common parlance and a ready tool of policy and persuasion.  
 
But our work is not done. SEHN’s activities and accomplishments of the last year confirm our 
sense over the past decade that the precautionary principle could be the basis for a major shift in 
our environmental policies. We could not have imagined, however, how far that change would 
reach into law, economics, science, and culture. 
 
NEW ECONOMICS 
 
Economics has been used as the number one argument against the precautionary principle, against 
environmental regulation, and against protective policies of all kinds. Since the early days of the 
precaution movement, advocates have been looking for economic arguments for the 
precautionary principle. Making that kind of argument hasn't been easy in the past because the 
studies simply had not been done. That is changing. An increasing number of recent studies have 
examined the hidden costs of the industrial growth society and the unsung benefits of a transition 
to sustainability. Those studies are reaching critical mass and they make explicit what many of us 
have suspected all along: precautionary action does pay, by economic as well as other measures. 
 
In 2007 we launched the True Cost Clearinghouse on our website at 
http://www.sehn.org/tcc.html. The clearinghouse assembles the growing body of precaution-
related economic analyses exposing health and social costs of pollution, costs of worker 
exposures, hidden costs of resource exploitation, and cleanup and remediation costs—more than 
200 articles and studies, with more added each month. The response from activists, journalists, 
and policy makers has been enthusiastic and the material has been used in policy-making venues.  
 
TRANSFORMING THE L AW 
 
Two years ago we began working on a long-term strategy for law essential in the 21st Century, 
with the planet under enormous stress. That vision is set forth now in two white papers, The Law 
of Sharing and Law for the Ecological Age. Versions of these papers will soon be published in 
the Vermont Law Journal. Many reviewers have greeted these papers enthusiastically and 
contributed comments and suggestions.  
 
The Law of Sharing traces the strands of law that protect and support the commons as a basis for 
our economy and wellbeing. Law for the Ecological Age makes the case for implementing the 
precautionary principle in all the ways SEHN worked out over the past several years—including 
shifting the burden of proof, addressing cumulative impacts, establishing the rights of future as 
well as present generations to a healthy planet, and more. It then forges new legal theory around 
an Òecological tortÓ that would define a new legal balance between the values of economic 
growth and protection of the earth. This is a significant contribution to moving the precautionary 
principle into our fundamental common law property and liability laws. We envision it as laying 
groundwork for lawyers in tort litigation to urge judges to adopt new structures that will 
implement elements of the precautionary principle in common law. While no one else is doing 
this kind of thinking, it builds on the work of others who are potential allies in carrying it 
forward. 
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Much of this theoretical work grew out of and is tied directly into policy development. In the past 
year, for example, SEHN Legal Director Joe Guth was called in to advise on a state 
environmental protection statute and developed new model legislation incorporating the 
precautionary principle, cumulative impacts, shifted burden of proof, and environmental justice. 
He developed and circulated analyses on shifting burden of proof on chemicals, core legal test of 
chemicals policies, federal preemption, and the significant ongoing role of common law in 
environmental policy, which found immediate application in the chemicals policy movement, 
especially the revision of the proposed national Kid -Safe Chemicals Act. Joe was one of the 
original advisers and contributors to the 2006 UC Berkeley white paper proposing green 
chemistry for California, and he has continued to be a close advisor to the current California 
Green Chemistry Initiative. 
 
We have also partnered with the International Human Rights Clinic  of the Harvard Law School 
and others to develop strands of the law specifically establishing and implementing rights of 
future generations to a healthy environment (see “Future Generation Guardianship” below).We 
are posting all of this work on a new section of our web site called Law for the Ecological Age, 
http://www.sehn.org/law_intro.html.  
 
UNDERSTANDING THE SCIENCE 
 
Emerging understanding of environmental influences on disease, human development, and 
health—and the often intractable uncertainties involved--has been a major impetus for 
precautionary policies. SEHN has called attention to these connections, and it is now the work of 
large coalitions which SEHN has helped form and lead, including the Collaborative on Health 
and the Environment, Healthcare Without Harm, and the Coming Clean and related campaigns 
for chemical policy reform. 
 
SEHN Science Director Ted is a trusted source for the media on environmental health, and the 
public is beginning to understand many of these connections—as evidenced by the response in 
2007 to toxic toys, cosmetic ingredients, and plastics. And yet these connections, which still often 
focus on a single ingredient or contaminant, are only the tip of the environmental-health iceberg. 
The challenge is to understand and address the interaction of many simultaneous and cumulative 
influences on health. These connections cannot be understood by simple causal analyses.  
 
The multifactorial or ecological approach to health has been a guiding theme of SEHN’s work 
in the past two years and it is gaining traction in policy. For example, Schettler was involved in 
planning the neurotoxicology conference held in San Antonio, November 2007 and strongly 
advocated for featuring a more integrated view of the role of environmental factors in brain 
development and function. The conference was highly successful and for the first time introduced 
many attending neurotoxicologists to the importance of social and nutritional factors as modifiers 
of effects of neurotoxicants. 
   
The joint project between SEHN and Greater Boston Physicians for Social Responsibility, titled 
Environmental Threats to Healthy Aging, has developed into an integrated, multifactorial 
analysis featuring interconnections among exposures to environmental contaminants, nutrition 
and agricultural production systems, and the built social environment. We believe that this report, 
expected to be released in mid-2008, has great potential both to foster cross-disciplinary scientific 
discussion and research and to help forge new coalitions of advocacy groups across issue areas -- 
at a time when there is increasing attention to health care costs, the need for health care reform, 
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and the long-term insolvency of Medicare as currently funded. This report has strong potential to 
draw major public attention and foster a much needed integrated conversation.   
 
FUTURE GENERATION GUARDIANSHIP  
 
The precautionary principle requires long-term thinking and care for the future. With the concept 
of future generation guardianship we have translated that ethical stance into an active role. 
According to the Bemidji Statement on Seventh Generation Guardianship, which we drew up 
with the Indigenous Environmental Network in 2006, people who live today have the “sacred 
right and obligation to protect the commonwealth of the Earth and the common health of people 
and all our relations for many generations to come.” Guardians of future generations take specific 
responsibility for our common future. This concept can be applied on many levels—personal, 
communal, institutional, and legal. In 2007 this idea began to call up and release an energy of 
hope and responsibility that has been waiting just below the skin of our troubled times. 
 
Law. In addition to our own work on law for the ecological age, the International Human Rights 
Clinic of Harvard Law School took up our challenge of researching and developing law to 
establish rights of future generations to a healthy and beautiful environment. In early 2008 we 
will release the results of this work: 
 

1. A model constitutional amendment for states and tribes establishing this right; 
2. Model legislation spelling out this right and how it is to be enforced; and 
3. A description of new institutions, especially guardians and ombudsmen, needed to bring 

the rights of future generations into legal and policy decisions. 
 
In 2007 this collaboration on legal rights of future generations expanded to include the Climate 
Legacy Initiative of the Vermont and University of Iowa law schools. 
 
Website guardiansofthefuture.org. In the fall of 2007 we launched an interactive website to 
track developments around this idea and serve as a center for writing and activities it will inspire. 
The website contains a Living Library where we are beginning to post developments around law, 
projects, stories, dreams, art, and other carriers of this idea. Anyone may post chapters to the 
library and write on the communal blog. The site explains guardianship and how the idea was 
generated.  
 
Seventh Generation Guardianship in Minnesota. The idea of future guardianship came from 
the Indigenous peoples’ Seventh Generation principle and our collaboration with the Indigenous 
Environmental Network. It is only appropriate that the first major community guardianship 
program will be developed in the tribal communities of Northern Minnesota. A Minnesota-based 
foundation has endorsed this idea with a planning grant. 
 
Workshops and consultations. Ideas about guardianship have blossomed in conversation with 
enthusiastic allies, including the noted spiritual leader and scholar Joanna Macy. We presented 
three workshops on future guardianship in 2007 in collaboration with Macy, IEN, and others—in 
Omaha, at the Bioneers conference in San Rafael, and at the California Institute of Integral 
Studies in San Francisco. We have been in conversation with other organizations interested in 
applying these ideas, including one that is working on peacebuilding in post-conflict Liberia. 
Buttressed by new law and policies in this reborn nation, guardianship and precautionary policies 
could offer hope beyond the terrors of war. 
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Precautionary Principle Taglines 
 

 
“Do nothing that can’t be undone.”  

--A Eugene, OR editorial invoking the precautionary principle on  
gas-powered generators along a local lakeside. 

 
“This is . . . the straight-forward application of the precautionary principle, ensuring that we have given 
careful consideration to the full implications of our investments before we rush ahead to spend them.” 

 --Jeffrey McNeely, chief scientist of the World Conservation Union, writing about biofuels. 
 

“The precautionary principle dictates that, even in the absence of 100 percent certainty,  
we now know enough to get moving fast, to do what we can to slow down [global] warming.”  

--Newsday editorial 
 

“The principle states -- very roughly -- that where an activity raises concerns about public or  
environmental health, the burden of proof is on those carrying out the activity, rather than the public.”  

--News article on opposition to a cell phone tower in upstate NY 
 

“The precautionary approach--popular among European Union countries--shifts the  
burden of proof regarding chemical safety to manufacturers instead of regulators.” 
--Environmental Health Perspectives report on California green chemistry initiative. 

 
“In the good old days of government in the public interest a different principle prevailed:  
the precautionary principle. That held that if there looked like there might be a problem,  

then you assumed in your decisions that there would be a problem. In other words,  
the goal used to be: err on the side of caution. Now we err on the side of profit.” 

Ñ Murray Dobbin, columnist, The Tyee. 
 

“In their view, when the knowledge about these effects is sketchy, it is best to act to reduce risk,  
even if the extent of the risk is unknown, an approach known as the precautionary principle.”  

--NY Times article on drugs in water. 
 

“CDC [Centers for Disease Control] is always going to exercise the ‘precautionary principle,’  
that you take protective measures even though you may not be certain how protective they will be,  

or how much further they may reduce risk.”  
--Eddy A. Bresnitz, New Jersey's state epidemiologist, who helped direct the response to the 2001 bioterror 

attack that caused, among others, six cases of anthrax in New Jersey postal workers. 
 

“Hold off until you know more.” 
—Former commissioner of a state health department, advising applying the 

 precautionary principle to use of artificial turf on sports fields. 
 

 "We believe in the precautionary principle: better to look for a better site."  
--Jeff Tittel, director of the New Jersey Chapter of the Sierra Club, commenting on a plan to  

locate a campground near a former Ciba-Geigy Superfund site. 
  

“Where unknowns abound, a more rational approach to public policy is found in  
‘the precautionary principle.’ It urges the prevention of problems through the exercise of caution.” 

—Walla Walla, WA editorial supporting restrictions on well drilling. 
 
 

(Source: RachelÕs Precaution Reporter, Jan-Dec. 2007)
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SCIENCE AND ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH NETWORK    
 2007 Audited Budget        
Fiscal Year January 1- December 31      
      2007    
REVENUE      Actual    
   Grants *      $420,000     
   Contract/Fees For Services    $65,823     
   Contributions      $9,712     
   Honorariums      $12,450     
   Royalties      $215     
   Interest      $13,661     
   Travel Reimbursement     $16,632     
   Misc. Income        $5,736     

TOTAL  REVENUE       $544,229     
          
EXPENSES          
Personnel         
   Salaries       $333,418     
   Payroll Tax      $24,056     
   Employee Benefits      $48,875     
Office Expenses         
   Telephone/Internet      $9,864     
   Postage/Copying/Supplies     $3,252     
   Subscriptions/Fees/Dues     $2,039     
   Printing/Publishing      $376     
   Website       $1,240     
   Research Materials      $369     
   Staff Travel      $28,394     
   Professional Development     $858     
   Office Equipment/maintenance/new    $4,050     
Consultants         
   Program Consultants     $18,813     
   Accountant/Legal      $9,026     
   Webmaster      $900     
 Steingraber/Winslow Gr bal due1/07     $12,125     
          
Board Meeting      $945     
Conferences & Meetings     $6,433     
Misc. Expenses       $-     

TOTAL  EXPENSES       $505,033     
          
*Grant money includes $194,995 received in 2006 for 2007programs   
 Grant money includes $135,000 received in 2007 for 2008 programs   
 Contract/Fees for Services: Contract with HCWH and other contracts, funds rec'd for articles,  
  reviews, submitted papers.        

  Contributions: Donations made by individuals. 


