CST Nanotechnology: Meeting with Barry Park, Chief Operating Officer Oxonica, on 01/12/06

Note of Meeting
Overview

Professor Sir John Beringer and Professor Ken Donaldson met with Barry Park, Chief Operating Officer of Oxonica in order to discuss Oxonica’s work in nanotechnology. 

Background

Oxonica was spun out from Oxford University in 1999. It is a small but fast-growing nanotechnology company with a turnover in 2005 of £1.2m (up from £0.4m in 2004). 

It has two commercial products on the market:

· Envirox, a fuel-borne nano-catalyst for diesel engines (adopted by Stagecoach and by petroleum companies in the Philippines)

· Optisol, a UV absorber used in sun cream (included in one of Boots’ products).

It is also working on future products including transparent conducting films, security markers, markers for the life science industry and further developments of its existing products.

Main Points Arising

Metrology and Regulation 

Oxonica routinely monitors the total mass of nanoparticles in the air though would be glad if the capability was available to do more. They are trying to improve their monitoring capabilities and are in the process of buying a new scanner. This would seem to confirm a prior statement from HSE that there is a strong industry demand to drive forward improvements in metrology.

Oxonica agrees with the position taken by HSE in that existing regulation is sufficient at present. At current levels of production REACH will need to be considered. They agree with its premise that nanomaterials should not be treated differently from other materials: it was noted that, for example, a mandatory requirement for testing or regulating substances under 100nm in size would lead to many long-accepted materials (which often have a long tail of smaller particles) falling foul of such new procedures. 

The work of HSE in seeking to improve controls on workplace exposure is welcomed, though at current levels of production they believe that exposure is likely to be low, with public exposure also low. Overall, Oxonica feels it important that any Government approach to regulation should be proportionate and should not stifle the industry. Certainty would also be welcomed – the current uncertainty as to how nanotechnologies will be regulated is unsettling for industry.

The Work of Government

Defra’s Voluntary Reporting Scheme (VRS) is welcomed although Oxonica would oppose it becoming compulsory. The NIA also supports the scheme and encourages its members to participate. A number of companies, including Oxonica,  sit on both the NIA committee and the VRS panel and some progress is being made in resolving the industry concerns about confidentiality.

The DTI’s support of nanotechnology is helpful – Oxonica has benefited from such funding – though there is a belief that there could be greater cohesion between central Government initiatives and those of the Research Councils.

Research and Funding

There is a limit to the amount of toxicity research that small companies can afford to carry out. It was suggested that perhaps if a certain percent of the MNT funds were ring-fenced for risk or toxicity studies this could help prevent such activities being sidelined.

There is much basic research on toxicity that must be done but that the MRC – correctly - will not fund as it is not cutting edge research. Greater clarity is required as to how such research should be funded.  

Animal rights issues can also make toxicology studies more difficult, both in terms of carrying them out and in applying for funding. Although much can be done in vitro, for some studies in vivo activities are unavoidable.

The Work of Oxonica

Both Envirox and Optisol were approved for market without difficulty: there are no regulatory constraints on their use. Before launching Optisol Oxonica performed in vitro tests of its effect on the skin and, by comparing it to the existing body of evidence on TiO2, investigated its effect on the eyes. They are currently performing studies on its ability to penetrate the skin.

Although they have not performed full life cycle assessments, Oxonica has commissioned a number of studies on Envirox, weighing the environmental benefits that it offers (e.g. reduced fuel consumption) against any downsides such as increased energy use in production. These have concluded that using Envirox is of net benefit to the environment. Other studies on Envirox include a modelling of its long-term effects and an investigation of how it is deposited in soil.

In matters of waste disposal, because they use only very small quantities of nanomaterials in composite, the issue of disposing of the substrate dominates; for example, for Envirox hydrocarbon disposal issues dominate over those concerning nanomaterials. All waste is carefully treated in an appropriate manner before disposal.
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