CST Nanotechnology: Meeting with Richard Bird, Director Water, Defra on 15/12/06

Note of Meeting

Overview

Professor Sir John Beringer met with Richard Bird, Director Water, Defra, in order to discuss Defra’s work in nanotechnology.

Background

Defra is working to promote the responsible development, use and fate of nano-scale materials. Its primary roles in this respect are to manage any potential risks to the environment and to maximise the environmental benefits of nanotechnologies. Its major activities in this area include the formation and running of the Nanotechnology Research Coordination Group and an ongoing programme of research, the setting up of the Voluntary Reporting Scheme, a regulatory review, stakeholder and public engagement via the Nanotechnologies Stakeholders Forum and international engagement with the European Commission and the OECD.

Main Points Arising

The Voluntary Reporting Scheme (VRS)

The VRS was brought in after wide public consultation to provide a framework whereby data could be passed to Government. The scheme is part of building an evidence base leading to a policy decision on the most appropriate form of control. Defra recognise that, due to the voluntary nature of the scheme, the data may obtained may be slightly selective but will be evaluating it on that basis.

Defra recognises industry’s qualms over the implications of the Freedom of Information Act on the confidentiality of data submitted and has worked extensively with industry to overcome them. Concerns which had been expressed by the NIA were said to have been prior to the dialogue with industry . Submitting the data via trade associations is one way of anonymising the data.

Defra has taken legal advice concerning the Freedom of Information Act and believe it is unlikely that they would have to release confidential data owing to the purpose of the data collection. However, they are unable to give a categorical assurance that the data will not be released and have made this clear to industry. 

Defra will be releasing quarterly reports to provide update the community on information obtained via the VRS. This will discuss findings in generic terms and Defra will consult with data providers before releasing it.

International Engagement

The OECD is currently taking the lead and has the great of advantage of including the USA and Japan, two particularly significant nanotechnology players. The European Commission, whilst being there as an observer, plays an active role which will allow conclusions arrived at in OECD to feed into the legislative, regulatory and research activities of the Commission. 

Defra is actively engaging with the Commission in order to maintain momentum on this issue. A letter was recently sent to DG Environment urging continued activity.

The Research Budget

Understandably, R&D has not been immune from the ongoing budget reductions in Defra. However, the nanotechnology research that has been requested has received an exemption from the current moratorium on R&D, meaning that Defra has been able to let all the projects that it had set out in the progress report continue. They will be spending £250k this financial year and hope to increase this to £450k next year. 

Defra, in common with other Government departments, only funds research in areas which contribute clearly to its policy objectives which for Defra are working to promote the responsible development, use and fate of nano-scale materials; managing any potential risks to the environment and maximising the environmental benefits of nanotechnologies. 

In terms of further research, Defra sees metrology as a key priority. Understanding exposure scenarios is also important. International cooperation was said to be key, both to engage with the large amount of funds available in FP7 and to prevent duplication of research. The OECD is an excellent forum for achieving the latter objective.

NRCG

Defra believe that NRCG will continue to have a valuable role in the future, in continuing to prioritise research and to consider the results of research to date.  They will also take an increasing account of international research to prevent duplication of effort. 

Defra recognises the criticism by learned societies that the task forces have not included enough independent or social scientists. They have recently been engaging with the Royal Society and others in order to publicise the fact that the task forces are open to any person with expertise at the chair of the task force’s discretion.
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