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How should government approach inevitable questions of regulating the direct and indirect environmental effects of new technologies? How does democratic government balance the desire for technological innovation and economic growth with the equally compelling need to protect public health and the natural environment? What have we learned from a half-century of environmental regulation, and how do we apply those lessons to new technologies of still as-yet unknown properties and uncertain effects? Who decides?

These and related questions are the focus of an interdisciplinary team of scholars brought together by a NSF sponsored project, “Nanotechnology in the Public Interest: Regulatory Challenges, Capacity, and Policy Recommendations.” This four-year effort is designed to evaluate federal and state government regulatory capacity--defined here as sufficiency in scientific expertise, legal authority, organizational design, and relevant regulatory frameworks--to address societal and policy challenges posed by emerging nanoscale innovations and products, and make recommendations for building requisite capacity to address these challenges.

A first task is to assess lessons learned from past experiences in dealing with environmental consequences of technological development, ranging from chemical pesticides to genetically modified organisms. Scholars presenting working papers at a November 9, 2007 workshop at Northeastern University addressed a set of key issues, ranging from the relative merits of (for example) market-based versus command-and-control approaches to environmental protection, the possibilities and limits of business self-regulation, the organizational capacity of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency to adapt to expected challenges posed by new technologies, the utility of techniques like life-cycle analysis for reducing uncertainty in decision-making, and the strengths and weaknesses of regulatory federalism in the U.S. and beyond. [2]

Participants agreed that nanotechnology poses a set of profound challenges to government and society, chief among them a fundamental lack of information, issues of transparency, and serious doubts about the organizational capacity of government to adapt. Under such conditions of uncertainty, M. Eisner observed, “it may be impossible to identify and prioritize problems, design regulatory responses, and evaluate performance.”[3] 
Such uncertainty underscores the critical need for basic research on the environmental health and safety effects of nanoparticles. It also requires creative thinking about how to adapt extant regulatory approaches and organizational designs to meet possibly novel challenges.  
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