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<<Introduction>> 
In Japan, a variety of industrial sectors have a strong interest in exploring the 

opportunities of applying nanotechnology, although the industrial applications of 
nanotechnology have just begun in such fields as superfine processing, IT and 
electronics industries. According to a survey conducted in 2004, there are a total of 586 
companies, but yet, their scale of business is small. In short, nanotechnology in Japan 
has not completely taken hold.  

A survey regarding the public image of nanotechnology conducted in 2005 
illustrates that the public generally accepts the term, “Nanotechnology”, favorably . 
Also, most industrial managers do not doubt the safety of manufactured nanomaterials, 
because such materials are composed of known chemicals such as carbon or zinc oxide 
that are nontoxic in conventional applications.  

However, there have been growing calls for the examination of the societal 
impacts of nanotechnology, particularly the safety issues, among scientists for the 
following two reasons.  First, nanoparticles may have particular hazards due to their 
outstandingly small size, which make their surface areas significantly larger than those 
of commonly used particles; thus, their reactivity per volume may be significantly 
higher.  There is also a possibility that nanoparticles may easily move between tissues 
and organs due to their small size.  

Currently, research findings are limited and we do not have solid evidence to 
identify the specific toxic effects or risks associated with nanoparticles or 
nanotechnologies. There is a need for more research work, including the development of 
methodologies for the assessment of hazards and risks.  
The second point relates to the people’s psychological aspects. It is known that the 
greater the unknown aspect of a technology, the more the public tends to perceive the 
risk associated with the technology, even though the unknown aspect may be the origin 
of the promising potential of the technology. 

<<METI’s Study Report>> 
Recognizing the situation described above, the Japanese Ministry of Economics, 

Trade and Industry (METI) established the Working Group of Societal Implication 
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Studies of the Nanotechnology Policy last year and published a policy report. The 
following was concluded; 

1) A forum should be established to discuss and share understanding on 
various aspects of societal impacts of nanotechnology, involving a broad spectrum of 
stake holders including natural scientists, social and humanities scientists, consumers, 
business and industry, as well as NPOs. 

2) It was ascertained that the scientific evidence of specific toxic effects and 
risks due to size alone have not been found, and yet, it is premature to make a judgment 
on the necessity of regulations specific for nanomaterials and technologies. In many 
cases, the adaptation or application of the apparatus and procedures already employed 
for assessing and regulating the hazards and risks of chemicals and products are 
considered relevant for nanoparticles and nanotechnologies.  

3) It is, however, necessary to deepen our understanding on the potential 
hazards and risks associated with nanotechnology and to progress more scientific work 
in this respect, and the findings, analysis and other relevant information should be 
made available for studies of the safety issues at the national level, and comments from 
various parties including the academia, industry, consumers and the general public 
should be solicited.  Research work on safety and the collection of related information 
must be strengthened. The government should play a leading role in this respect.  
The following two considerations are needed, when the specific toxic effects due to the 
size alone are examined. First, prior to the toxic effects experiments, physical and 
chemical properties of the tested nanomaterials, such as size, surface area and chemical 
composition, which partially depend on the presence of impurities, should be confirmed. 
Second, screening level tests, mainly in vitro tests, should be followed by more detailed 
assessment as necessary.   

4) As an indispensable base for the activities mentioned above, it is necessary 
to standardize the definitions, terminologies, characterizations and evaluation methods 
for safety assessments.  Japan should actively participate and take a leadership role in 
the related international standardization activities.   

<< Symposium sponsored by four national institutes>> 
Taking advantage of this opportunity to present the situation in Japan, I would like to 
introduce the results of the symposium on “ Nanotechnologies and the Society“ held in 
February this year, sponsored by four national institutes from four ministries, namely, 
the National Institute of Health Sciences under the Ministry of Health, Labor and 
Welfare (MHLW);, the National Institute for Material Science under the Ministry of 
Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT); the National Institute for 
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Environmental Studies under the Ministry of the Environment (ME); and AIST under 
the METI.  

This symposium was realized after a series of study meetings on 
‘Nanotechnologies and Society’ held in the AIST. The symposium consisted of two 
sessions. In the first one, the safety issue and risk management of nanotechnologies 
were the main agenda, and in the second session, the potential of nanotechnologies was 
discussed, particularly in terms of whether nanotechnologies can guarantee a 
sustainable society. 

In conclusion, it was generally accepted that scientists should not only prompt 
the potential benefits of the technology that they are developing, but also direct their 
eyes to and inform the public about the potential risks associated with the technology.     

<< Standardization Activities>> 
 I am proud to announce that a scientist of the AIST, Dr. Akira ONO, is acting as 
vice-chairperson of the ASTM International Committee E56 on Nanotechnology, and 
others are taking part in various technical subcommittees, which is a response to a 
conclusion of the METI’s policy report I introduced earlier, which calls for positive 
contributions to international standardization. 

Finally, I would like to report that some research projects regarding the 
societal impacts associated with nanomaterials have been started with government 
grants.   


