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The Precautionary Approach to Establishing Acceptable Environmental Exposure Levels
Several school environmental health recommendations call for the establishment of environmental standards to protect children’s health. While this approach has resulted in significant environmental improvements over the past few decades, the limitations of this approach have also become evident. There are a number of reasons for this. 
· Many of the common pollutants of interest are either carcinogens (e.g., radon, asbestos, PCBs) or lack a clear threshold above background levels that can be considered safe (e.g., lead, particulates, ozone).
· In other cases, such as carbon monoxide, elevated levels may not pose an immediate health threat, but could be indicative of situations that could present serious problems (such as faulty combustion sources). 
· Acceptable ambient levels for most other pollutants are driven more by what we don’t know than by what we know (e.g., up to 10,000 fold uncertainty factors and low dose extrapolations). 
· There are many critical health endpoints for which the shape of the dose-response curve, the timing of exposures, and the characteristics of sensitive and vulnerable populations are poorly defined (e.g., neurodevelopmental, neurodegenerative, and sensitization).
· Not surprisingly, environmental and occupational health standards have become progressively tighter over the past several decades as more information has become available.
In light of these factors, the preferred approach should not be that of deriving acceptable levels from levels that are known to be harmful, but rather ensuring that environmental concentrations do not rise significantly above background levels. In some cases, such as with lead exposures, measures must even be taken to lower background concentrations.
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