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SWEDEN 

Research programmes or strategies designed to address human health and/ or environmental safety 

aspects of nanomaterials 

The Swedish Chemicals Inspectorate has on Commission by the Swedish Government made a compilation 

on the knowledge available concerning risks for human health and the environment followed by the use of 

nanotechnology. In addition, proposals for how to fill knowledge gaps were included. The Report is at 

present only available in Swedish with an English summary. 

 

In brief, the Swedish Chemicals Agency proposes that the Government:  

 Instruct the Swedish Governmental Agency for Innovation Systems (VINNOVA) to draw up a 

Swedish strategy for nanotechnological research and development, which includes knowledge about 

risks to human health and the environment 

 Allocate special research funds to the Swedish Research Council for Environment, Agricultural 

Sciences and Spatial Planning (Formas) for research about the health and environmental risks of 

nanomaterials 

 Instruct the Chemicals Agency to follow developments in the area and propose measures whenever it is 

justified, and to participate actively in the development of new or modified testing methods within the 

OECD cooperative framework 

 Instruct the Chemicals Agency to produce a deeper analysis of the use of nanomaterials in chemical 

products and goods after consultation with the trade organisations concerned. 

 Instruct the governmental agencies concerned to review the need for complementing existing 

legislation 

 Arrange, in the context of Sweden’s EU presidency in 2009, a workshop on how the health and 

environmental risks of nanotechnology should be dealt with by legislation 

 

Below please find the summary on the report on which the proposals were based: 

The rapid development of new fields of application, and a great lack of knowledge, calls for caution 

The manufacture of nanomaterials is fast-growing industry, both in terms of total volume and the number 

of manufacturers. Strong growth may furthermore be expected over the next decade in the development of 

commercial products linked to nanotechnology, according to a number of studies from other countries. 

Knowledge about the possible health and environmental risks of nanotechnology is scarce. This applies 

equally to how humans and the environment might be exposed to nanomaterials and to what hazardous 

characteristics different nanomaterials have. Although there is insufficient evidence today to suggest that 

the development and use of nanomaterials brings particular health and environment risks, the rapid 

development in the area and the great lack of knowledge about risks calls for precautionary measures. This 

applies particularly to nanoparticles, as results from animal tests suggest that certain nanoparticles, when 

inhaled, could be harmful to human health. 

More research about risks is needed 

There is not enough knowledge about the environmental effects of nanomaterials, e.g. if they are absorbed 

by organisms in the environment and if they can bioaccumulate. It is furthermore likely to be a major 

technical challenge to develop methods for detecting nanomaterials in the environment. Humans may be 

exposed to nanomaterials in their work, as consumers, and via the environment. Since the respiratory 

system is likely to be the most important exposure route for nanomaterials, research has been mainly in this 

area. Once inside the respiratory tracts, nanoparticles appear to be capable of spreading to other parts of the 



body. There are also studies suggesting that nanoparticles can enter the brain via the olfactory nerve. 

However, the knowledge about harmful effects is very limited. 

It is important that increased resources be allocated in Sweden to research about the health and 

environmental risks of nanotechnology. A Swedish strategy for nanotechnological development, which 

also covers research into health and environmental risks, should therefore be drawn up. It is furthermore 

important that methods for testing the hazardous properties with respect to human health and the 

environment are developed in international cooperation.  Those risk assessments which can be made today 

are insufficient both due to the lack of data and to the difficulty in interpreting existing data. In risk 

assessments, it is important to consider the unique physical-chemical characteristics of nanomaterials, as 

well as new biological activity, new target organs, and unique routes by which nanoparticles can enter the 

human body and other organisms. A current example of this is that the EU’s Scientific Committee on 

Consumer Products (SCCP) has said in a preliminary finding that it is regarded as necessary to reassess the 

risks of using the nanoform of titanium dioxide in cosmetic products, due to increased knowledge about 

nanoparticles, including the IARC’s assessment that titanium dioxide could be carcinogenic to humans. 

Companies are responsible for ensuring that human health and the environment are not damaged 

Legislation places the same responsibility on companies with regard to nanomaterials as it does for 

chemical substances, chemical products and goods. However, the scientific limitations that exist today in 

assessing the risks imply that companies should apply special precautions in the development and use of 

nanomaterials in order to limit exposure to humans and the environment. This applies particularly to risks 

from the inhalation of nanoparticles. 

Companies are obliged to classify substances themselves based on available information. In those cases 

where there is no information on a substance’s health or environmental hazards, existing EU classification 

of health and environmental hazards for the substance at a larger scale shall apply for the nanoform as well. 

Legislation needs to be extended 

Although current legislation covers nanomaterials, regulations need to be made clearer as nanomaterials 

imply particular problems both in risk assessment and risk management. The rapid development of the area 

in combination with the great lack of knowledge about health and environmental risks call for 

precautionary measures. This is likely to involve complementing the EU regulatory framework with rules 

for nanomaterials, including rules about the way in and extent to which companies must test nanomaterials’ 

health and environmental hazards. Affected government agencies will need to set up a working 

collaboration in order to provide the Government with a basis for upcoming reviews of EU rules. 


