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UNITED KINGDOM  

Highlights since the 1st Working Party on Manufactured Nanomaterials 
• Publication of a study: “An Overview of the Framework of Current (UK) Regulation Affecting 

the Development and Marketing of Nanomaterials" 

• Publication of an analysis of the environmental benefits of nanotechnologies 

• Publication of the UK Nanotechnology Research Coordination Group’s (NRCG) first progress 
report 

• First 6 monthly review of the UK’s Voluntary Reporting Scheme for engineered nanoscale 
materials 

• Publication of a review by the Council for Science and Technology of the UK Government’s 
progress with actions for the responsible development of nanotechnologies. 

• Funding of the first round of successful proposals under the Environmental Nanoscience 
Initiative investigating environmental fate, behaviour and ecotoxicology. 

• Funding for three research contracts on reference materials, environmental exposure of 
nanomaterials and the use of environmental hazard assessment methods for nanomaterials 
commenced 

1. National regulatory developments on human health and environmental safety  

On 21 December 2006 the findings of a study “An Overview of the Framework of Current (UK) 
Regulation Affecting the Development and Marketing of Nanomaterials” were published1.  This report 
provided an analysis of the potential gaps in the regulation of the development, manufacture, supply and 
use and end of life of free engineered nanoparticles.  

Many of the gaps identified in the report arise from the lack of data on the potential effects of 
nanomaterials on human health and the environment, rather than any major regulatory oversight. There are 
uncertainties which relate both to the potential for adverse effects and to the level at which these effects 
might occur. The report also highlighted the current lack of technical capacity to monitor and sample 
relevant media.  

The report also identified potential for regulatory gaps for the following reasons: 

• Thresholds: Where thresholds set within regulations may be inappropriate for nanomaterials;  

• Equivalence to existing substances: Where the regulation of nano-substances placed upon the 
market depends upon their equivalence to substances already regulated and understood, this may 
be inappropriatefor some nanomaterials; 

• Limited scope of existing regulations: Where some regulations appear too narrow in scope and 
interpretation to prevent, restrict or control harm to the environment due to the presence of 
nanomaterials;  

                                                      
1 See: http://www.dti.gov.uk/files/file36167.pdf  
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• Prescribed substances:  Where regulation chooses as its primary method the prescription of 
certain listed substances so that their handling, use or disposal might be controlled, little attention 
is likely to be given to nano-substances. 

2. Developments related to voluntary or stewardship schemes 

The UK Government’s Voluntary Reporting Scheme (VRS) for engineered nanoscale materials2 was 
introduced on 22 September 2006.  The VRS is run by Defra and will run to September 2008.  To date 6 
submissions have been received under the VRS. 

The VRS is targeted at any company or organisation involved in manufacturing, using, importing or 
managing wastes consisting of engineered nanoscale materials. Information requested includes any data 
on: physico-chemical, toxicology, ecotoxicology and risk management practices.  A data reporting form 
has been provided. 

The VRS has been proactively promoted by the UK’s Nanotechnologies Industry Association (NIA), 
who have offered to assist their members in completing data submissions.  The chairperson of the NIA has 
made personal visits to their members, during the course of which she has discussed the VRS.  Companies 
have given various reasons for failing to submit data, including (a) lack of time/resource; (b) uncertainty as 
to when in the development/manufacturing cycle a submission should be made; and (c) worries over 
becoming the subject of adverse publicity.  To counter this last concern, the European Nanotechnology 
Trade Alliance have offered to act as a confidential intermediary, enabling anonymised VRS data to be 
submitted. Defra and the NIA are continuing to engage and discuss concerns with industry and remain 
optimistic that there will be an increase in the level of submissions made during the remaining 18 months 
of the scheme.   

3. Information on any risk assessment decisions  

We have not conducted any risk assessments or taken any risk assessment decisions. 

4. Information on any developments related to good practice documents 

Three ‘Good Practice Guides’ are being developed by the British Standards Institute (BSI) for 
publication in 2007 to meet immediate UK industry needs regarding health & safety issues around 
nanotechnologies: 

Guide to Safe Handling and Disposal of Free engineered Nanomaterials 

Guide to Specifying Nanomaterials 

− Good Practice Guide for Labelling of nanoparticles and products containing  nanoparticles 
(PAS) 

The BSI has also commenced work on the following new Publicly Available Specifications (PAS) 
which will be submitted to ISO/TC 229 and made freely available on the www before the end of 2007: 

− Terminology for Medical, Health and Personal Care Applications of Nanotechnologies  
− Terminology for the Bio-Nano Interface 

                                                      
2 See: http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/nanotech/policy/index.htm#voluntary 

 



 

 3 

− Terminology for Common Nanoscale Measurement Terms Including Instrumentation 
− Terminology for Carbon nanostructures 
− Terminology for Nanofabrication  
− Terminology for Nanomaterials 

5. Research programmes or strategies designed to address human health and/or environmental 
safety aspects of nanomaterials   

The UK Nanotechnology Research Coordination Group (NRCG) was established in 2005 to develop 
and oversee the implementation of a cross-Government research programme on the potential human health 
and environmental risks posed by free engineered nanoscale materials.   The NRCG works to a programme 
of nineteen research objectives which aim to characterise the potential risks posed by free engineered 
nanoscale materials.  The NRCG published its first progress report on 19 October 20063.   

The Environmental Hazard and Risk Assessment Task Force commissioned the Environmental 
Nanoscience Initiative4 during 2006 and closed a call for research proposals into the environmental effects 
of manufactured nanomaterials in November.  Funding was allocated in April 2007 to 11 successful 
grantees, covering, environmental fate, behaviour and ecotoxicology in soil, aquatic and marine 
environments. 

Defra is currently funding three underpinning research contracts on nanomaterials. One is looking into 
the development of refernce nanomaterials, the second is studying current and future environmental 
exposure to nanomaterials and the third is reviewing the potential of existing methods for evaluating 
environmental hazards of chemicals for use with materials at the nanoscale. These are due to report in 
summer 2007 and will be made available to the OECD WPMN. 

6. Information on any public/stakeholder consultation 

The UK Government’s programme of public engagement5 on nanotechnologies is centred on three 
projects – Nanodialogues, the Nanotechnology Engagement Group (NEG), and Small Talk – which aim to 
elicit and understand people’s aspirations and concerns around the development of these technologies. 
Small Talk concluded in 2006 and Nanodialogues and NEG will produce final reports this summer. The 
Government will consider the outcome of these projects before making decisions about future activities. 

We have additionally established a Nanotechnologies Stakeholder Forum, which enables key 
stakeholders from industry, academia and civil society organisations to learn about and discuss each 
other’s views, as well as Government activities, on appropriate controls and research. 

 

 

Additional information  

The UK Government has commissioned a study to analyse the potential environmental benefits of 
nanotechnologies with regard to its key policy challenges, including climate change and sustainable 

                                                      
3 See: http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/nanotech/research/reports/progress-report061019.pdf 
4 See: www.nerc.ac.uk/research/programmes/nanoscience 
5 See: http://www.dti.gov.uk/files/file27705.pdf 
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energy.  The project will additionally identify potential barriers to the development and realisation of 
environmentally beneficial nanotechnologies, including how Government can help in this respect.  A report 
of this study will be published during April/May 2007.   

The Council for Science and Technology, the UK Government’s top level advisory body on 
strategic science and technology policy, has been reviewing the Government’s progress with actions for the 
responsible development of nanotechnologies (in response to the 2004 Royal Society and Royal Academy 
of Engineering report on nanoscience and nanotechnologies).  It published its report on 27 March 20076. 

 

                                                      
6 See: http://www2.cst.gov.uk/cst/business/nanoreview.shtml  


