
A quick scan through history is enough to 
show how, through the millennia and cen-
turies, we have passed from savagery to 
barbarism, from cruelty to sensitivity. Bru-
tal behaviour is still a recent phenomenon. 
Take motor racing, the 24-hour Le Mans in 
particular, where competitors would just 
keep speeding past the flaming car with 
its driver still inside. Fortunately, this no 
longer happens. The precautionary prin-
ciple now extends to every area of social 
life: sport, work, food, health…but how far 
should it go?

A precautionary principle with  
constitutional status…

Enshrined by the Treaty of Lisbon in Arti-
cle 191, the legal basis for EU environmen-
tal policy, the precautionary principle is de-
fined as follows: absence of certainty due to 
lack of technical, scientific or economic in-
formation should not exclude the adoption 
of precautionary risk management meas-
ures in order to prevent potential harm to 
health or the environment. Although trans-
versal in nature, the precautionary principle 
is explicitly mentioned in various pieces of 
EU legislation, e.g. the Biocides Regulation, 
the Regulation on Plant Protection Prod-
ucts and the General Food Law. The Court 
of Justice has been broadly favourable to 
the principle, and will not annul any precau-
tionary measure unless there is a “manifest 
error” or “abuse of power”.

By contrast, the innovation principle is not 
recognised in the EU treaties. According to 
Article 3 of the Lisbon Treaty, the EU “shall 
promote scientific and technological ad-
vance”, while Article 173 provides that in-
novation policy should be promoted – both 
very vague formulations. The Commission’s 
Better Regulation package recognises the 
innovation principle and encourages the Di-
rectorates-General to take it into account, 
but none of this is binding in any real sense.

The precautionary principle clearly has the 
upper hand in the legislative and regula-
tory architecture: it can be found in basic 
acts, delegated acts and comitology. Even 
though the Institutions are committed 

to upholding it, its practical implementa-
tion remains largely at the discretion of the 
Commission services. 

…and universally applied

In the Directorates-General for agriculture 
and food, the precautionary principle is 
applied universally. Here I refer not to DG 
AGRI, whose role has been wiped out, but 
rather to DG SANTE, DG ENV and DG CLI-
MA. All the sensitive policy areas – GMOs, 
New Breeding Techniques, pesticides, her-
bicides and other plant protection products 
– are now governed by the precautionary 
principle. But it gets worse. There is in-
tense pressure to replace the principle with 
a new concept, one which shifts the burden 
of proving harmlessness onto the produc-
er. This system is already partially applica-
ble, most notably for endocrine disruptors 
where a derogation can be granted if “negli-
gible exposure” is demonstrated. 

Risk management raises the question of 
“zero risk”. Does zero risk really exist? If it 
does, how do you measure it? Where is the 
limit of the precautionary principle, which 
may shift as methods of analysis are re-
fined? If you pour a glass of blue paint into 
an Olympic swimming pool, it will turn up 

in your analysis. By that logic, everything is 
a problem since there will always be traces 
of pesticides in something, and the precau-
tionary principle could therefore be invoked 
to prevent the authorisation of any sub-
stance. 

These days, innovation breeds  
suspicion!

We see it in the mistrust towards vaccines 
– even for Covid-19, which beggars belief. 
It is very clear that public opinion does not 
trust industry and scientific progress, even 
though our food has never been as safe and 
our medical treatments as effective. In-
deed, average life expectancy in Europe has 
grown by 3 months every year for the past 
60 years!

Although everyone accepts the need to 
move to a low-carbon economy, it must 
be pointed out that the Green Deal, Pri-
ority Number One for the von der LEYEN 
Commission, is based on the assumption 
that technology will stand still. The ob-
jective of net carbon neutrality by 2050 
does not seem to take innovation into ac-
count. Worse still, it is ignored. In its pro-
posals, the Commission refuses to consider 
the various innovative options in key sec-

Precautionary principle  
vs. Innovation principle

Civilisation has always strived for well-being and progress, and limiting risk is a fundamental part of that process.  
But what is the basis of progress? Innovation, of course! The two principles ought to support each other and work out a healthy  

balance. Denying the innovation principle and applying the precautionary principle to the point of excess will drive  
our society into decline. Combatting this should be a priority!
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tors of the economy. By this I refer to GMOs 
and other New Breeding Techniques (NBTs), 
carbon sequestration, nuclear energy, plus 
a series of innovations being developed in 
research laboratories around the world.

In a scientific and technical sense, 2050 will 
be unrecognisable from today. We will be 
living in a whole other world, a new plan-
etary paradigm where the concepts being 
discussed in 2021 will belong to ancient his-
tory…

Rebalancing the precautionary and 
innovation principles: a priority

I know very well that farmers and rural en-
trepreneurs have a strong grasp of their 
priorities. But in my view, it is essential to 
make legal recognition of the innovation 
principle a great European cause. 

By “legal recognition”, I mean integrating 
the innovation principle into every draft EU 

regulation and directive – and particular-
ly into every aspect of the Green Deal. For 
very long-term goals (e.g. 2050), each ba-
sic act and related implementing measure 
must take account of the fact that techno-
logical innovation may require initial trajec-
tories to be modified. This obviously applies 
to the Climate Package as well as the Tax-
onomy regulations. 

There is no time like the present for such 
discussions, given that just a few weeks ago 
we saw the launch of the behemoth that is 
the Conference on the Future of Europe, 
during which the Institutions and Mem-
ber States will try to agree on ways to im-
prove EU governance. Their work has to be 
wrapped up by the time of the French Pres-
idency (i.e. within 1 year), but unless I am 
mistaken, I have seen no indication at all 
that this Convention will address the inno-
vation principle. They must be persuaded to 
add it to their agenda. 

If we want to convince public opinion and 
our elected representatives of the impor-
tance of progress, agriculture and indus-
try will have to make radical changes to 
their advocacy methods. Going it alone and 
speaking softly are out of the question. 
Taking a page from the NGO book, the vari-
ous forces must be grouped jointly around a 
single campaign.

Every meeting with every civil servant, 
elected politician or decision-maker must 
include a reminder of how dangerous it is 
to privilege precaution while side-lining in-
novation. Business press, general press, so-
cial media: let’s adopt the NGO model and 
use these levers of influence to maximum 
effect. 

Conceptual disagreements are concealing 
the reality of ideological disputes. The fear 
is that these disputes will morph into full-
on ideological warfare, unless we do some-
thing about it.
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