Statement to the Committee of Science and Technology review of the UK Government Response to the RS/RA Eng report

02 October 2006
The RS/RAE report, Nanosciences and Nanotechnologies: Opportunities and Uncertainties, published in October 2004 has become a landmark publication.  The report provided a very clear summary of the lack of knowledge concerning the potential risks to health and the environment arising from the manufacture and use of nanoparticles and nanotubes. The report included clear, measured and specific recommendations about the types of work needed to fill the knowledge gaps, and the mechanisms by which this research could be managed and organised. Amongst the recommendations were;

· The need for an integrated, well funded multidisciplinary programme of work covering exposure, hazard and risk 

· The establishments and funding of a virtual research centre to act both as a group to do large parts of necessary research, and as a focus for national and international activity in this area

As prominent researchers investigating risk issues relating to particle exposure, we fully supported these recommendations and continue to do so. 

Since the publication of this RS/RAE report, the UK Government has been involved in a protracted and complex process of response to the report, organised through the NRGC. Elements of this response have been good. DEFRA and DTI have commissioned and published a series of reviews relating to specific nanoparticle risk topics including for example, an analysis of data gaps in relation to hazard. This has resulted in a much clearer definition of the knowledge base and has further highlighted the gaps first identified in the RS/RAE report. The NRGC have also initiated a series of task forces to further refine the needs for research, and have identified responsible agencies that will fund this research.

However, the Government response thus far has neither been timely nor effective. Since publication of the report two years ago no significant funding has been awarded for nanoparticle risk issues in the UK. Even at this stage, it is not clear how, when or indeed if funds will be allocated. We are particularly concerned about the emphasis on responsive mode funding by the Research Councils.  From the prospective of the research community, it is difficult to see how a piece-meal approach such as this can result in the necessary strategic programme of research given that all of these proposals will be assessed individually.

As members of the research community, we are very disappointed with the response to date.   We call on the Government to make funds available without delay, and to allocate these funds for specific activities within an overall strategic programme, through a transparent process. Further delay will put at risk the future development of Nanotechnology and Nanosciences in the UK.
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