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The development of nanosciences seems to reveal extraordinary and potentially unlimited applications for nanotechnologies.


The European Community seems to be aware of such potential, since for once the financial endowment for the development of the research in this field (700 millions of Euro in the Sixth Framework Programme for RS&T) seems to be equal to the endowment of the United States. Similarly in Italy various and different scientific initiatives exist in this field being coordinated by different bodies through the organization of equipped and efficient research centres (i.e. the National Laboratory on Nanosciences of the National Institute of Physic of Materials). Certain relevant Italian research bodies are also participating in international projects for scientific cooperation such as NAIMO (Nanoscale Integrated Processing of Self-organizing Multifunctional Organic Materials) in which the Italian National Research Council, the Université Libre of Brussels, Cambridge University and the Max Plank Institute are collaborating.   


Even the Italian and European public seems to be fascinated by the potential applications of nanosciences. It is not an accident that the media give big emphasis to the future possibilities of nanotechnologies through coverage (i.e. television spots) which where unimaginable for other important applications of the modern technologies (I am thinking about the techniques of genetic modification, biotechnology, and GMOs).


I think that the social impact of nanotechnologies should be measured in relation to European experience in the field of GMOs in order to avoid the phenomenon of “technophobia” which characterized certain applications of modern science at the beginning of the third millennium.  Therefore, it is necessary to promote urgently the study of the potential implications for safety and health of European citizens, taking into account the exigency to communicate the possible benefits and the potential risks of nanotechnologies with transparency and according to the principles of modern representative democracy.  Action should, of course, also take into account the specific international normative references on human applications of biomedicine, such as the European Convention on Bioethics signed in Oviedo in 1997.


With this broad orientation in December 2003 the Italian National Bioethics Committee organized, in collaboration with the Ethics and Science Unit of the European Commission, a meeting on nanotechnologies with the participation of national experts and members of the Ethics committees of the other Member States. 


However, before considering the practical applications opened to the large public, it is worth reflecting on whether it is necessary to elaborate new and more appropriate best practice rules for researchers, since the risks on human health, for example, of inhaling microscopic particles, are still unknown.


Even without going back to solutions adopted in the past (the example I am thinking of is the Asilomar moratorium of the Seventies, at the dawning of genetic engineering) these potential risks make it necessary to proceed according to a precautionary approach. The sense of the application of precaution here is invoked not to check or impede the development of scientific knowledge but rather to encourage the increase of research activity. The aim would be to get over the critical points and the uncertainties which prevent us reaching some clarity as to whether, in the phase of technological and industrial development, we shall be in a position to develop methods and criteria able to eliminate, as far as possible, such risks, or whether we need to apply the preventative principle.


The illustrated approach seems to be the most correct to determine and define the real problems. The aim is to give up the tone many times abstract accompanying the debate on the application of certain technologies, which is concentrated on a forced opposition between progressive and obscurantist (it is the case of GMOs), and favouring the adoption of rational and shared choices. 

