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Charter for the environment 
Conclusion and recommendations 

 
 
 

Concern for the environment and sustainable development 
 
Contemporary society has an increasingly keen awareness of the importance of the environment, perceiving 
itself at the same time dependent upon and responsible for the latter. The geography of the Earth has 
undergone radical transformations over the course of geological time. Since the appearance of life on our 
planet, living species have appeared and then disappeared making way for others. This continuous 
evolution demonstrates that it is inconceivable that, by means of legal rules, one might  confer 
upon nature a right to immutability, which it has never known, while the very notion of life implies an 
adaptation to conditions which have constantly changed. The new problem which faces us today is that the 
possibilities opened up by science and technology have reached a level such that man is capable of 
seriously altering the framework of life and embarking upon paths of development which will perturb that of 
future generations even more.  
 
The search for the necessary compromise between development and preservation of the environment of 
our descendants lies at the heart of the concept of sustainable development. This duty of solidarity between 
the generations means that the inevitable modifications of the environment must remain within  acceptable 
limits. There is a need for long-term reconciliation of the protection of the environment, health and natural 
resources with the economic and social development which alone can permit the reduction of the tensions 
created by geographic and social inequalities and demographic evolution.  
 
 
The role of research and of the sharing of knowledge 
 
The progress in science and technology has made possible the advances observed over two centuries in 
minimization of the hardship of work and everyday life, in the quality of life, in health and longevity, in 
education and in the possibilities of exchanges between men and between cultures. While several decades 
ago one might have feared that the demographic growth would lead to a deficit in global agricultural 
production, the latter is now in surplus, even though the problem of hunger in the world is far from 
resolved. Concrete management of the consequences of human actions upon the environment can only be 
performed, from a humanistic point of view, based upon evaluation of the negative and positive 
consequences of the decisions to be taken. The evaluation of these consequences becomes easier as the 
phenomena are better understood and research is vital to progress in this direction; it may also 
provide certain technical solutions .  It is the responsibility of scientists to pursue these efforts and gain a 
clear realization of the obligations of sustainable development. But they must also contribute to informing 
the politicians responsible and citizens on the state of knowledge and on the uncertainties that remain to be 
clarified. In this way the foundations will be laid for a social awakening to what is at stake, to the risks and 
to the decisions to be taken. The ability of citizens to come to grips with environmental problems will 
become easier the more solid their knowledge is. Thus it is appropriate that the core education should 
include an initiation to the physical, mathematical, chemical, geological and biological phenomena which 
arise in the interaction between man and his environment. The notions of risk and risk management must 



also be inculcated from the youngest age, together with the true dimensions of the various problems of 
environment and health, not forgetting their cost.  
 
The principle of precaution 
 
A broad swath of public opinion openly favours the principle of precaution, which appears to respond to 
the fears generated by possible harmful effects of new technologies. However, this consensus upon a word 
is only apparent and in fact hides various positions, since its definition is very open to debate. Because of 
the difficulties of interpreting it and of the existing tendencies, its application may slow down progress and 
be against the general interest. Certain judicial decisions have been based upon the principle of precaution, 
understood as the forbidding of action if the slightest possibility of a negative consequence of the action is 
to be feared. Such an extreme acceptation of a principle which is considered to be fundamental could lead 
to absurd decisions such as the renunciation of any measure which might have a negative effect. It is indeed 
imperative to weigh  the risks of a technology against its advantages. 
 
The concern to protect the framework of human life may legitimately lead to ensuring that anyone who 
proposes a decision has undertaken an in-depth a priori analysis of all the implications, 
advantages and disadvantages of the latter, calling upon all the scientific and technical knowledge of 
the day. Such a rule could be understood as the principle of precaution. Unfortunately, that term may also 
be understood in a completely different way.  
 
The French Academy of Sciences recommends that the principle of precaution should not be 
written into texts of constitutional importance or into a legal instrument since it might give rise to 
perverse effects which could have disastrous consequences for the future progress of our well-
being, our health and our environment.  
 
It is appropriate, on the other hand, to anticipate, from now on, the greatest possible risks, including both 
those which are well identified and those which are only imperfectly identified. In parallel, plans for 
vigilance and monitoring, which permit the collection, analysis and consideration of alarm signals, should be 
put in place.  
 
The interest of a National Consultative Committee for the Environment  
 
The diversity, the complexity and the gravity of the problems raised, and also the need for a broad debate, 
plead the case for the establishment of a structure capable of addressing them in all their dimensions, 
ethical, scientific, economic and legal. A National Consultative Committee for the Environment 
should include representatives from  scientific, economic and legal circles and also from the community, 
from civilian society, from  great political families and from major streams of thought.  

 
Its missions should, in particular, include: the definition of the requirements for scientific expertise; the 
evaluation of objectives, means and results of research in this area; the development of decision-taking 
methods and monitoring of the effectiveness, harmlessness and cost of measures proposed; the analysis of 
provisions to be submitted to the legislative body; dialogue with European and international circles and the 
making available of objective scientific data which make it possible to enlighten public debate. In short, this 
structure should have the status and the role currently attributed to the National Consultative Committee 
for Ethics, in the field of bioethics. 


