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 “To what extent are individual preferences or expert opinions suitable in guiding policy and damage assessment decisions relating to the environment?”
‘The protection and preservation of the environment is now perceived as being of crucial importance to the future of mankind.’
 This is a commonly held view in modern law yet the protection of the environment requires assessment of a myriad of complex and often competing considerations. Any policy or damage assessment decisions relating to the environment are invariably influenced by the value the decision maker places with each of these considerations. For example, when assessing the potential for development of land, the economist will place the highest weight on a cost benefit analysis whereas the ecologist will have the disturbance of nature as his highest priority. 
One of the factors present in this matrix of deliberations is the element of risk associated with anthropocentric activities to the environment and human health. The perception of risk is a hot battle ground between the publicly held layman’s view and expert opinion. The majority of major decisions relating to the environment are made by the latter, namely professional scientists and politicians. Public concern will often trigger the formation of new areas of policy and legislation,
 but will have little role to play in setting the standards in the decision making process.

The environment is a highly emotive subject inviting heavily value-laden interpretations and a bewildering number of competing environmental knowledge claims.
 Science is perceived as a superior form of knowledge from the layman’s as it is detached from personal bias and not prone to irrational fears. Is this sharp dichotomy between objectivity and subjectivity really a solid enough justification for endorsing the former and dismissing the latter? 

There is no denying that we rely on scientific measurement and hypothesis; it is our very mode for identifying problems relating to the environment in the first place (how else would we recognise climate change or ozone depletion?) It is undoubtedly our starting point for the assessment of risk, but it is important to recognise its limitations. With every step furthering our scientific understanding, so arise an array of additional inquiries. There has been a wane is public trust in science (for example, after the BSE crisis) which is justified; we have become a highly developed society and with it comes an elevated degree of uncertainty. Science can not establish the cause-effect chain at our current level of complexity and once this is recognised, its application comes somewhat abated. 
Science offers a selective view of the world we live in. Scientific analysis is based upon the capability of the subject to be assessed objectively (a beautiful view being incapable of such measurement), the priority the scientific community bestows upon it (homoeopathic medicine) and the availability of funding for such investigation (renewable energy).
 What effectively results is an unproblematic but highly reduced reality. A further problem is that science offers no opportunity for forming accurate models of high risk, low frequency events over time. Decision makers effectively take a gamble and hope that it pays off. Who knows what effects mobile phones will have on us over a period of 50 years? One can only hope that they will not be unpleasant. 
Science does not factor in the cultural construction of risk which is an important variable considering it is the public who have to live with the consequences. Risk assessment is not the privilege of scientists. Intrinsic in our very nature is perpetual form of risk assessment we carry out every day of our lives; driving a car, flying in a plane, smoking. It is proven from these examples that humans are not adverse to risk and are in fact quite capable of forming such assessments, so why are we not accorded more responsibility when it comes to the environment in which we live? This may be attributed to perceived public irrationality and hysteria. However, the claimants’ fear in Duddridge
 was a very real one, even more real than a flimsy scientific statistic which offers no substantiated proof in supporting either view. Activities leading to environmental risk are often profitable ventures, yet they are frequently unilaterally imposed upon the public by experts with no cognisance of those directly affected.
David Schön
 argues that the practice of deploying science without mediation from other crucial sources of knowledge is not a suitable mode for dealing with the complexity, novelty and indeterminacy of environmental issues. Science deals with statistics and when they cannot indicate a definitive answer one way or the other, individual preference of the layman must have its place. It is not the prerogative of science to assert that a threefold increased risk of a child developing leukaemia as a result of power lines is an acceptable statistic when a mother has to live with that statistic in her back garden. 
Decreasing confidence in science has lead to the development of the precautionary principle where in the absence of full scientific proof, decision makers err on the side of safety. This approach is illustrated by the WTO Beef Hormones Dispute where although there was no positive evidence that beef hormones posed a risk to humans, it was held that it was in ‘the interest of consumers in general’ to prohibit the hormones. However, the concept is notoriously ill-defined and cases such as Duddridge illustrate that although there is acknowledgment of the principle in general EC and international law, there is no obligation as to its application, nor should the principle be applied as a matter of ‘common sense’. 
Science presents life in black and white, but look outside and you will see a very colourful world indeed. Beck
 argues that the uncertainties of science assume a particularly acute form in cases of environmental risk and rejects the division between subjective and objective views in decision making. This appears to be the fairest view; where science cannot provide definitive answers, it should only serve as a good starting point, a guide and structure from which we, the public, can shape our own policy.
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