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Abstract

The central hypothesis in this paper concerns a relation between a culture and information; how wide recognition of lack of
information central to a given culture leads to the replacement of a certain culturally framed behavioral pattern with a new one.
Situated in multi-national cooperation for a protection of the North Sea, I explore how a culturally framed concept, the Precautionary
Approach, came to substitute for the previous culture, which heavily relies on an assimilative capacity of the sea, a capacity to
absorb and cleanse harmful materials, and thus allows dumping of wastes as default activities. Close examination of this notion,
however, shows that the actual and precise quantification of the assimilative capacity has suffered from a lack of crucial information.
For creating a shared framework for this problem, the paper further points out, three features of the International Conferences on the
Protection of the North Sea have played important roles: science-based conclusions, national accountability, recognition of the North
Sea as a common resource. In the light of these conferences, countries have adopted the Precautionary Approach, by which each
country accepts that lack of information about the assimilative capacity requires culturally new attitudes and governmental behaviors

based more on a realization of human ignorance.
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Assimilative Capacity: the ability of a receiving system
or ecosystem to cope with certain concentrations or levels
of waste discharges without suffering any significant
deleterious effect
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Assimilative Capacity: the amount of material that could be
contained within a body of seawater without producing an
unacceptable biological impact
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Noting that significant improvements in the scientific base
and monitoring data are needed for a thorough assessment
of the condition of the North Sea,
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The participants ---accept that by combining, simultaneously
and complementarily, approaches based on emission
standards and environmental quality objectives, a more
precautionary approach to dangerous substances will be
established;
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Throughout this Declaration, the term “best available
technology” is understood to take into account economic
availability.
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