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Professor Diana Pacin-deGongora 
MDC Kendall Campus 
Mathematics Department 
 
Lesson Plan: The Precautionary Principle and food safety 
 
Courses:  MAT0022, MAT0057 Developmental Math I and II 
 
Purpose:  To familiarize students to the Earth Charter’s Precautionary Principle, apply it 
to grocery shopping to purchase food that is healthy and nutrition, with minimal 
chemicals, additives and genetically modified. 

	  
Mathematics and Environmental Education Objectives: 
 

1. Problem solving involving percent. 
2. Analyzing data using proportions. 
3. Familiarity with the Earth Charter’s principle #6, the precautionary principle. 
4. Awareness of the intricacies of modern process foods 
5. Analyzing information and reporting a conclusion. 
 
 
MDC Learning Outcomes: 

 
1. Communicate effectively using listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills.	  
2. Use quantitative analytical skills to evaluate and process numerical data. 
4. Formulate strategies to locate, evaluate, and apply information.	  
6. Create strategies that can be used to fulfill personal, civic, and social responsibilities. 
7. Demonstrate knowledge of ethical thinking and its application to issues in society.  

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The Precautionary Principle states:   
 

Prevent harm as the best method of environmental protection and, when 
knowledge is l imited, apply a precautionary approach. 

 
a. Take action to avoid the possibility of serious or irreversible environmental harm even 
when scientific knowledge is incomplete or inconclusive. 
 
b. Place the burden of proof on those who argue that a proposed activity will not cause 
significant harm, and make the responsible parties liable for environmental harm. 
 
c. Ensure that decision-making addresses the cumulative, long-term, indirect, long distance, 
and global consequences of human activities. 
 
d. Prevent pollution of any part of the environment and allow no build-up of radioactive, toxic, 
or other hazardous substances. 
 
e. Avoid military activities damaging to the environment. 
 
After a lecture on the precautionary principle, and the different forms of producing food in 
modern society, the following assignment will be presented to the class. 
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The precautionary principle directly addresses those actions that may cause serious or 
irreversible harm to the environment, for which there is no scientific knowledge to 
demonstrate the opposite.  
 
The concept behind the precautionary principle is to avoid those actions even if is not 
convenient or economically rewarding. 
 
PROCEDURE 
 
1. In this assignment, substitute the “environment” with “our own bodies”.   
2. Use the precautionary principle to address one action, the food we purchase and eat, that 

may cause serious or irreversible harm to our bodies, (illness vs. wellness) for which there 
is no scientific knowledge to demonstrate that it is not harmful. 

3. Visit a grocery store of your choosing, and make a list of the food that you would 
purchase typically to be consumed in a week (minimum of 15 items). 

4. When purchasing whole, natural foods, evaluate its production method and give it a point 
value according to the following criteria: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Learn more:  see references below for further information on above food production 
methods 
 

• www.localfoodsouthflorida.org to learn more see organic consumenrs.org 
www.facebook.com/MiamiDadeFoodPolicyCouncil/info?ref=page_internal  

• www.usda.gov/wps/portal/usda/usdahome?contentidonly=true&contentid=organic-
agriculture.html 

• www.organicconsumers.org 

• www.nongmoshoppingguide.com/what-is-organic.html,   

• www.nongmoproject.org  

• Conventional farming; read about Conventional Agriculture at	  
https://you.stonybrook.edu/environment/sustainable-‐vs-‐conventional-‐
agriculture/ 

 

Production method Point value 

Local and organic 3 

NON GMO Project verified 2 
Local 2 

Organic 2 
Conventional 1 

Likely to be GMO* 0 
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* Because GMO foods are not labeled in Florida, refer to 
http://www.ewg.org/foodnews/?gclid=CLmcy73glMUCFWwV7Aod2BUAiA for a 
15 minutes video interview about foods that are likely to contain GMO, unless 
they are organic, such as corn, corn syrup, soy and soy products, sugar beets, 
aspartame, papaya, canola oil, cotton seed oil, dairy, zucchini and yellow squash. 
 

5. Make a list of all foods purchase, and a value assigned to it. 

6. Add the total number of points. 

7. Calculate the percentage of food purchased from each production method category. 

8. Calculate the ratio of actual value points from your purchase, to an ideal purchase, when 

all products would be local and organic, which will give you the maximum number of 

points. 

9. Estimate how much more it would cost you to buy all organic or non-GMO food, rather 

than conventionally produced items.  Justify your estimate. 

 

ASSESSMENT 

 

1. Submit your findings including all data and calculation. 
2. Write a 100-200 words paragraph, with your reflections as to what extent you seem to 

have applied the precautionary principle to protect your health possible harm by eating 
foods that may contain GMO or other contaminants. 

 

	  


