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FRANCE 

Current developments in France regarding the safety of manufactured nanomaterials 
 
It is worth recalling first that France does not view manufactured nanomaterials in isolation but considers it 
essential to link their development, promotion and worldwide dissemination to the development, 
promotion and dissemination of nanotechnologies and the various products of such technologies. 
Consequently, it is essential not to lose sight of impacts other than those relating to health and the 
environment, namely the ethical aspects of nanotechnologies, in the broad sense of the term, and of course 
the issue of social utility. It is for this reason that France would like the OECD Committee for Scientific 
and Technological Policy (CSTP) to adopt this more general vision of nanotechnologies and would like the 
two bodies to conduct their work in close collaboration. 

In 2005, the Ministry responsible for industry (Directorate-General for Enterprises – GDE), conducted a 
strategic study of nanomaterials, from a sustainable development perspective, which subsequently served 
as a basis for an action plan covering not only research and development (through support for collaborative 
projects) but also the international presence of France in this sector of activity. At the same time, the 
recommendation by the Ministry of Industry that industrialists think about their practices in terms of 
development and safety was followed up through the creation of a working party overseen by the ECRIN 
Association. While the work on standardisation now in hand within AFNOR’s Technical Committee on 
Nanotechnologies will help to clarify the metrological aspects, the Ministries responsible for health 
(Directorate-General for Health), Labour (Directorate-General for Labour) and Ecology (Directorate for 
Pollution and Risk Prevention) advocate the need to examine the health and environmental risks that 
nanomaterials/nanotechnologies may pose within the general framework outlined above, obviously in a 
spirit of prevention and precaution. It is for this reason that by as early as 2005 they asked AFSSET to 
draw up a summary report on the current state of technical and scientific knowledge regarding the: 

o Typology, chemical and physical properties, biological and health effects of 
nanomaterials;  

o current and future field of application for such nanomaterials; 

o metrological tools currently available or under development; 

o data relating to (current or potential) exposure of the general public and workers, and in 
particular the relevant parameters for characterising such exposure; 

o impacts on human health. 

The seminar organised on 19 October 2006 at the initiative of the Minister for Health will bring the 
representatives of the Ministries and public health and safety agencies and institutes working in the field up 
to the same level of information. 

 
1. Developments in the regulatory field 
 
Strictly speaking, there have been no developments to date. However, recommendations have been issued 
by both the Prevention and Precaution Committee (CPP) 1  and the French Agency for Labour and 
Environmental Health Safety (AFSSET) 2  regarding the need to take precautionary measures in the 

                                                      
1 Nanotechnologies, nanoparticules : quels dangers, quels risques ? 
   http://www.ecologie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/Nanotechnologies_juin_2006.pdf  
2 Les nanomatériaux, effets sur la santé de l’homme et sur l’environnement. 
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workplace and the general environmental, to list the nanomaterials produced or imported and to ensure that 
they are taken into account in the REACH Regulation. The reports referred to above were not sufficient, 
however, and on 29 June 2006 AFSSET was asked to draw up an additional report covering, in particular, 
the assessment of professional risks; the results of this additional study are expected in June 2007. 

The Ministry responsible for health also sent submissions to the French Health Products Safety Agency - 
AFSSAPS (for drugs, medical devices, cosmetics), and to the French Food Safety Agency - AFSSA (for 
food products and drinking water). Work is currently in progress. 

The aim of the inter-ministerial seminar of 19 October (see below) is to outline lines of action for 
government in the short, medium and long terms and, possibly, to propose some short-term measures. 

 
2. Voluntary approaches or schemes 
 
France intends to ask industry to provide information on the nature of the nanomaterials sold on the 
domestic market, as well as information regarding risks, exposure and types of use. 

Some industries have developed and introduced their own systems to prevent worker exposure or releases 
to the environment. 

The question needs to be asked whether it should be made mandatory for industry to provide information. 
How such an obligation could be introduced and applied needs to be studied. 

 
3. Risk assessment decisions 
 
At this stage in the development of nanomaterials, there are no particular requirements in force in France 
regarding the risk assessment of nanomaterials. In theory, however, regulations regarding the sale of 
chemical substances currently in force in France and the EU could be used to gather information on the 
risks posed by manufactured nanomaterials. 

However, the ECRIN3 association, whose founder members are the National Centre for Scientific Research 
(CNRS) and the Atomic Energy Commission (CEA) and whose aim is to promote relations between 
research laboratories and industry, currently oversees a working party on industrial practices in the 
manufacture, packaging and processing of nanomaterials. This association has created a “nanomaterials 
safety” site4 and set up four working parties. The Association is also active in standardisation groups. 

The co-ordinator of the European NANOSAFE2 programme is a member of the CEA. 

 
4. Developing good practice guides 
 
On 23 August 2006 the INRS was approached and asked to draw up a good practice guide for the 
protection of workers (operators) exposed to nanomaterials, as proposed by AFSSET in its July 2006 
report (proposal X.6.). 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
   http://www.afsset.fr/upload/bibliotheque/367611898456453755693572842048/nanomateriaux.pdf  
3 http://www.ecrin.asso.fr 
4 http://www.nanomateriauxetsecurite.fr/ 
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5. Research programmes or strategies developed in response to the safety issues raised by 
nanomaterials for man and the environment 
 
“Few public bodies in France are currently working on the issue of ‘nanoparticles – health’. Although a 
number of laboratories are investigating the biological effects of ultrafine particles in air pollution, very 
few of them are currently addressing the impacts of man-made nanoparticles.”5 

Two research projects were accepted from call for tender 2005 PNSE/PST issued by the National Research 
Agency (ANR): 

•  In situ characterisation of the surface of ultra-fine aerosols; 
•  Toxicology of nanoparticles: influence of size, composition, and surface reactivity on lung and 

kidney effects. 
 
In 2006, the ANR will endorse new projects on these same subjects and AFSSET will launch a project in 
2006 to develop metrology. 

A European project, NANOSAFE2 6 , co-ordinated in France by the CEA, is designed to develop 
technological solutions to the problem of nanomaterials safety. NANOSAFE2 is divided into four separate 
components. The aim is to develop technologies to detect and track nanomaterials in the environment, 
since at present nanoparticles can be counted but cannot be readily identified. Two other goals are to 
develop methods for determining toxicity and limiting exposure to nanoparticles and their dispersal in the 
environment. Lastly, international standards must be proposed and information given to the public. 

 
6. Public information/consultation and the parties concerned 
 
6.1 Public debate 
 
The Prime Minister has launched a national debate in which the views of experts will be set against the 
expectations of the public. The organisation of this debate has been entrusted to the Ministries of 
Research and Industry, and will also involve other Ministries. 

In terms of exchanges and dialogue, mention should also be made of the work of the ECRIN Association, 
even though the public is not directly involved. A number of theme groups (clubs) have been set up, two of 
which, the Nanomaterials Club and the Risk Club, have organised two one-day workshops on the 
integrated approach to risk management (9 November 2004 and 23 March 2005). 

Lastly, as part of public communications, the Cite des Sciences et de l’Industrie is currently organising a 
travelling exhibition entitled “Nanotechnologies and Society”. This exhibition sets out to explaining 
nanotechnologies to the public, to present its applications and potential and to inform discussions and 
research regarding the risks relating to its use. 

There have also been several initiatives in France aimed at stimulating or organising debate. In 2005, 
following selection of the “Minalogic” project proposed by the city of Grenoble as part of the Poles of 
French Competitiveness programme, the Communal Community of the Grenoble conglomeration (“La 
Métro”) sought to bring together a group of experts to analyse procedures for consulting the inhabitants of 
Grenoble about technological choices involving their city and to secure their active participation in 

                                                      
5 Afsset report, op. cit, pp. 61 - 63. 
6 http://www.nanosafe.org/  
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decisions taken by local authorities. The mission report was published in September 20057. We understand 
there is nearly no possibility for debating the validity of these technologies. 

Other ideas about how the public debate might be enhanced will very probably emerge from the inter-
ministerial seminar due to be held on 19 October. 

6.2 Associations concerned with nanotechnologies 
 
Since 2002 in Grenoble, Pièces et Mains d’Oeuvre (PMO) has been gathering critical information on 
nanotechnologies, which it publishes on its Internet site8, and organising public debates. It has recently 
published an introduction to nanotechnologies as well as an opuscule stating “that the nanotechnologies 
(and beyond the "converging technologies"), are not a scientific project, but a political and philosophical. 
A project of eugenics and of artificialisation of life”9. 

Furthermore, Vivagora10, an association founded in 2003 by two science journalists, organises an annual 
series of debates to which scientists (from both the hard and human sciences), industrialists, political 
leaders, associations and the public are invited. In 2006, the third series of debates is devoted to 
nanotechnologies (who are the players, what promises do nanotechnologies hold, what are the 
challenges?). The recommendations to emerge from these exchanges of points of view will be presented at 
the concluding conference in September 2006. 

In addition, the RISE association (Réseau International Santé Environnement)11, created in 1995, holds 
annual meetings aimed at promoting public debate on environmental health issues. In 2006, these meetings 
are to be devoted to the challenges of nanotechnologies. 

The Entreprises pour l’Environnement (EpE) association 12  is holding a “public consultation” on 
nanotechnologies at the end of October. 

Other information 

 Benefits 

The Prevention and Precaution Committee (CPP) recalls that the direct and indirect benefits of developing 
nanotechnologies for society and individuals are currently unpredictable. Once it is possible to identify 
these benefits, they must be systematically examined in relation to the risks they potentially pose. 
 
 Ethical and societal issues 

The Dupuy-Roure report13 provides a robust presentation of these issues and the report by Roure, Gorichon 
and Sartorius14 discusses one specific aspect of nanotechnologies, namely radio labels. 

                                                      
7 “Démocratie locale et maîtrise sociale des nanotechnologies, les public Grenoblois peuvent-ils participer aux choix 
scientifiques et techniques ?” http://sciencescitoyennes.org/IMG/pdf/NanoGrenoble_rapport_final_05_09_22.pdf  
8 http://www.piecesetmaindoeuvre.com/ 
9  « Minime introduction aux nanotechnologies » http://pmo.erreur404.org/Introduction_aux_nanos.pdf ; 
« nanotechnologies / Maxiservitudes », édiction de L’Esprit frappeur. 
10 http://www.vivagora.org 
11 http://www.rise-asso.org/ 
12 http://www.epe-asso.org/index2.php 
13 Les nanotechnologies : Ethique et prospective industrielle. 
     http://lesrapports.ladocumentationfrancaise.fr/BRP/054000313/0000.pdf 
14 Les technologies de radio-identification (RFID) : enjeux industriels et questions sociétales. 
     http://lesrapports.ladocumentationfrancaise.fr/BRP/054004451/0000.pdf 
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The CNRS Committee on Ethics for the Sciences (COMETS) is also preparing, in collaboration with the 
National Consulting Committee on Ethics (CCNE) for health and the life sciences, an opinion on the 
ethical issues relating to the development of nanotechnologies, which are addressed to the research 
community. 

Under the heading “Taking account of societal aspects”, the Prevention and Precaution Committee (PPC) 
recommends that: 

•  research bodies should be encouraged to develop programmes on the social and ethical 
implications of nanotechnologies; 

•  the awareness of researchers and laboratory workers should be raised with regard to the ethical 
implications of nanotechnologies and the challenges it poses to society. In this respect, it is 
important to support “partnerships” (or to create a forum for discussion) between researchers 
and actors from civil society (both directly and through trade unions, associations, etc.). 

 
 Synergy and co-operation 

We feel that it is essential to pool knowledge at the international level to prevent risks arising from 
nanomaterials: this effort must be conducted at the international level in order to go beyond issues relating 
solely to intellectual property, industrial confidentiality and patents, and to work together in the general 
interest. The OECD can play a role in this respect. 


