
EDC Nanotech writing assignment
Theme: Responsibility for safety precautions in an area that lacks either regulations or clear scientific data – yet could pose substantial health threats
Reading: 
The Economist, “A little risky business”, November 22, 2007
http://www.economist.com/science/displaystory.cfm?story_id=E1_TDTSTNTN 
Nature, “Safe handling of nanotechnology”, Commentary, November 16, 2006 
http://www.nature.com.turing.library.northwestern.edu/nature/journal/v444/n7117/full/444267a.html 

Writing prompts:
· What responsibilities do companies involved in nanotech production bear for the safety of their products, both in the short and long term, and that of their workers?
· How should companies proceed in the absence of regulations or of scientific data on safety?
· Can these companies legitimately claim that they are not doing anything wrong?  To what degree is genuine scientific ignorance exculpable?  
· Can they fairly place the burden of responsibility entirely on government regulators?  
· Could create a fictional scenario with the role of an engineer in a consumer products company using nanotubes – ask what their decision should be about their use, and what precautions they should take in the face of the scientific ambiguity.  

Response criteria/points that could be made:
· Regulation usually proceeds out of a clear safety risk.  But the risks of nanotech remain unclear.  
· Should regulation precede absolute evidence of risk?
· Should regulations require proof of safety before a product can be marketed?  
· Precautionary principle: even a slight chance of a major health risk should be proactively addressed
· Research funding
· Most funding goes towards applications and basic science – not environmental, health, or safety studies.  Is this logical?  Ethical?
· Industry vs. government
· Who should be responsible for safety studies?
· Results would be useful to everybody, including competitors, so any individual company will not want to fund them
· But EHS risks can also be very specific to the particular nanotech form, so only individual companies are in a position to study their own products
· In addition, existing EHS rules place the onus on companies to ensure their products are safe (including to those who make them)
· Safety at different stages of life may be very different
· What is safe for consumers may not be safe for workers to produce (without some protections)
· Even if it is (or can be made) safe for workers and consumers, it may still pose a threat upon disposal (e.g., groundwater contamination).  All these issues would need to be addressed for nanotech to succeed.  
