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		Abstract

		In 1992, the precautionary principle emerged from the sidelines to make a splash at Rio and make its debut on the international environmental law stage. Since then, the principle has been adopted in numerous international agreements and has become an important principle of international environmental law. It has also, however, experienced something of a backlash. Among other things, commentators have argued that it is incoherent and paralyzing or anti-scientific.    

This article identifies and analyzes four themes that emerge from the way in which the principle has been addressed by four major international conventions for the conservation of wildlife - the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands, the Convention on Biological Diversity ("CBD"), the Convention on Migratory Species ("CMS"), and the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species ("CITES"). These themes shed light on how the parties to these conventions perceive the precautionary principle, its role in decision-making, and its relationship to science. The principle's use suggests that the principle is primarily perceived as a stop-gap measure to be applied at the operational level when information is clearly absent. Where, however, information is available, the principle is frequently treated as irrelevant. This in turn leads to arguments that those who see a role for the principle in these circumstances are acting contrary to the science.    

This article argues that this approach misconceives the nature and level of uncertainty in conservation. It proposes that decision-makers recognize the pervasiveness of uncertainty. As such, they should develop a distinct role for the precautionary principle that is complementary to science and that will allow the inevitable value judgments implicated in conservation activities to be made openly and with a background principle of ensuring conservation. To the extent this role takes the principle beyond its beginnings in Rio, this article argues that the role is necessary as part of the principle's maturing process. 
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