CST Nanotechnology: Meeting with Russell Clarke, Business Manager Nanotechnology, Thomas Swan, on 01/12/06

Note of Meeting
Overview

Professor Sir John Beringer and Professor Ken Donaldson met with Russell Clarke, Business Manager Nanotechnology of Thomas Swan, in order to discuss Thomas Swan’s work in nanotechnology. 

Background

Thomas Swan is a large SME with approximately 150 employees and a turnover in 2004/2005 of £21m. A chemicals company based in County Durham, it was founded in 1926 and has a long-standing reputation as a leading manufacturer of specialty chemicals. “Carbon Nanomaterials” is one of their nine major divisions.

Since 2004 Thomas Swan has been producing high-purity single and multi-wall carbon nanotubes under the ElicarbTM label. The nanotubes can be produced in commercial (kilograms/year) quantities and are used by other companies in a range of applications including fuel cells, energy storage, advanced electronics and advanced composites. The production process was developed in collaboration with the University of Cambridge.

Main Points Arising

Exposure and Waste

Currently exposure is very limited. Thomas Swan employs an on-site hazard assessment (a process that includes external people), similar to that which they perform on their other products. 

Over the next five years there is a strong possibility that production could increase from kilograms/year to tonnes/year. This would potentially have implications for workplace exposure but would have little effect on public exposure, as in the vast majority of applications the nanotubes would be bound in matrices, for example in semiconductors or tyres.

Due to the comparatively small quantities of nanomaterial that Thomas Swan currently produce, they do not dispose of their waste but instead keep it in a secure place. They are waiting for clear guidelines as to how to dispose of it, though they believe that incinerating it would be probably be satisfactory. 

Regulation and Metrology

Thomas Swan feels that existing regulations are currently satisfactory, given the scale of production. REACH will not affect them at all at the moment due to the quantities that they produce, but if they increased production substantially they would need to go through substantive tests. They believe that metrology is a self-solving problem and that there is enough industry demand to pull through the required improvements in capability.

Research

It has been suggested by some that, due to a similarity in appearance between carbon nanotubes and asbestos, their toxicological properties may be similar. However, the toxicological properties (and any similarity therein with asbestos) of carbon nanotubes have yet to be proven. A priority in research is to either confirm or deny this supposed link as, if left unknown, it has potential to cause unwarranted concern. Thomas Swan would expect that industry might have to participate in this research – which would involve some cost – though would also wish for Government assistance.
Overall in research, a more coherent funding approach would be valuable. There is a feeling that many companies would withdraw from the industry if they were forced to bear the full burden of research themselves. 

Government Activity and Communication

The Voluntary Reporting Scheme (VRS) is welcomed and Thomas Swan has already contributed to it. However, they would oppose it being made mandatory. They also feel that the issues of confidentiality surrounding the scheme are a serious concern.

Thomas Swan’s main engagement with Government is via the Nanotechnologies Industry Association which they feel is active and enjoys a good relationship with Government. There was, however, a concern that it can be very difficult to keep track of all the Government activity; similarly, communications from the EU and OECD are frequently longer and less wieldy than would be preferred.
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