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Af Chresten Anderson, Direktor, Copenhagen Institute
The strict interpretation of the precautionary principle
harms the benefit of European and American consumers.

Last Thursday the European Parliament
=] voted to implement REACH, a massive
new chemical regulations policy. As I
wrote earlier, REACH is useless, very
costly and has negative repercussions for
businesses around the world.

A compromise on the proposed policy was reached before
the vote, to exempt some chemicals from the full range of
tests and reduce the paperwork requirements. But REACH
remains deeply flawed, as it is an expensive bureaucratic
program. And none of the proposed reforms to the policy
can change the fact that the program promises little or no
environmental impacts. But it does promise severe
economic setbacks, as it will create needless market
distortions and hinder free trade.

In addition to the European Parliament, however, the
European Union member states also have to accept
REACH. The vote was scheduled for the end of this
month, but it has been postponed until later this year.

Before the EU members vote on this flawed proposal they
would do well to read a recent study from the Washington
Legal Foundation: Exporting Precaution: How Europe’s
Risk-Free Regulatory Agenda Threatens American Free

Enterprise .

While the study has an American focus, perhaps the
European politicians are capable of putting two and two
together. When they notice that REACH, which
implements the Precautionary principle, has a severe
negative impact on American enterprises, they will
hopefully understand that these regulations will have even
greater negative implications for European enterprises that
are already unfree to a troubling degree.

In the report author Lawrence Kogan explains that
international bureaucrats and influential activist groups use
the precautionary principle as a vehicle to advance special
interest agendas hostile to free enterprise and technology.
The principle is a scheme for establishing environmental,
health and safety regulations that are based on irrational
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fears rather than empirical science.

The strict interpretation (as applied in REACH) of the
precautionary principle harms the benefit of European
consumers. It calls for a ban or restriction of activities,
products and substances on the sole basis that there is a
possibility that they or the processes used for their
manufacture, formulation or assembly might perhaps cause
some harm to human health or the environment in some
future circumstances. To put it bluntly: It weighs
hypothetical risks higher than actual hazards and ignores
real life benefits.

The precautionary principle may help to explain why EU
nations lag behind the U.S. in economic growth.
According to a June 2004 report from the Swedish think
tank Timbro, U.S. gross domestic product (the measure of
the value of the goods and services produced by a country
in a given year), was 17% higher than the nearest
European country, Switzerland.

Any American reader should carefully consider how to
fight the precautionary principle in Europe rather than
waiting for it to reach the States. In the report by Kogan,
he describes how the scaremongering campaigns of
environmental and “social responsibility” groups created
public pressure for the EU to implement a strict
interpretation of the precautionary principle. And now the
same groups are using strict EU laws and regulations as a
platform for promoting similar regulatory change in the
U.S. Soon bad policy may be the European Union’s
primary export.

Also published on Bruxelles Journal.
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