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Note on the Precautionary Principle 

The Precautionary Principle is one of the key elements for policy decisions concerning environmental protection and 
management. It is applied where there are reasonable grounds for concern that an activity is causing or could cause 
harm but when there is uncertainty about the probability of the risk and the degree of harm.  
 
The World Charter for Nature, which was adopted by the UN General Assembly in 1982, was the first international 
endorsement of the Precautionary Principle. The principle was implemented in an international treaty as early as the 
1987 Montreal Protocol and has been endorsed internationally on many occasions. At the Earth Summit meeting at Rio 
in 1992, Agenda 21  was agreed, which advocated the widespread application of the Precautionary Principle: 'In order to 
protect the environment, the precautionary approach shall be widely applied by States according to their capabilities. 
Where there are threats of serious or irreversible damage, lack of full scientific certainty shall not be used as a reason for 
postponing cost-effective measures to prevent environmental degradation.'  
 
The complexities and challenges associated with data gathering in our seas and oceans have been well documented. 
Given the paucity of environmental data relating to the marine environment, especially information relating to cetaceans, 
the setting of conservation objectives and the process of decision making in relation to management actions must be 
done in the absence of long-term data sets. This necessitates the use of best available evidence and a precautionary 
approach. 
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Sensitivity Matrices for features with pMPAs

Below are estimated sensitivity matrices of minke whales, Risso's dolphins and harbour porpoises to pressure effects identified within the pMPAs. Sensitivity estimates were made based on 
the guidance from Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) and Marine Scotland using the FEAST tool developed by Statuary Nature Conservation Bodies (SNCBs) during the UK MPA projects. 

Species
Moderate - HighModerateLow - Moderate

Sensitivity
Pressure Group

Scottish proposed MPA Management Options
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