Role Play Policy Forum Mini-Lecture

Overarching Question:

Given the potential benefits as well as the unknown risks associated with

nanotechnology, who should play the major role in shaping its future

development and developing regulation concerning its use?

Who are the regulators? What is their goal? 
Option 1: Leave it to the Experts

Proposal

· Since scientists have technical knowledge, and US government officials have the responsibility to set policy, these experts should be the decision makers about funding, research priorities, government regulation, and other policies regarding nanotechnology.

· The experts here might include the National Science Foundation, the National Institutes of Health, the Food and Drug Administration, the Environmental Protection Agency, other federal, state and local government agencies, and the broader scientific community.

· Consumers will chose what products they buy, and should be informed— for example, through a system of package labeling--about any potential risks so they can make informed choices. Beyond that, the general public does not have the interest nor the expertise to be involved in the complicated, technical issues associated with national policy, and so involving the public in any significant way would be detrimental to the decision-making process.

Drawbacks

Opponents of this approach claim that:

· Without adequate public input, the public interest will not be protected.

· The research and development agenda will not be oriented with the public good in mind.

· Nanotechnology development will not match what the public finds important or acceptable, resulting in rejection of nanotechnology after much money has been spent on development.

Option 2: Leave it to the Watchdogs

Proposal

· Non-governmental watchdog organizations, such as environmental groups, consumer advocacy groups, and worker protection organizations, should take the primary role in shaping national public policy on nanotechnology. These organizations already have the know-how and resources to monitor the progress of new technological developments and the possible health and environmental risks. They also have the clout and lobbying skills to handle this complex issue and influence public policy to ensure that the public welfare is considered in public policy decisions and that corporate interests do not control the process.

· A few examples of the kinds of organizations that might play this role are Friends of the Earth, Greenpeace, Consumers Union, and the Center for Responsible Nanotechnology.

· Watchdog organizations can help the public make informed decisions about issues with potential impact within their own communities, such as deciding about the site of a new research or commercial facility: will it create new jobs and economic benefits, or create an environmental and public health hazard?
Drawbacks

Opponents of this approach claim that:

· Watchdog agencies may have an agenda of their own and not represent a balanced consideration of the issues.

· Policy debates will be engaged in an atmosphere of conflict with groups staking out positions and with members of the public polarized around the issues.

· This is not a proper model for problem-solving and as a result, key problems will not be resolved until some kind of crisis occurs.

Option 3: The Public Decides

Proposal

· The wishes and interests of the general public should have the strongest influence on both research and governmental policy decisions. Scientists should pay attention to what ordinary people think, their priorities and values, and incorporate these views in technical decisions, funding choices, and research methods.

· The US government, scientists, educators and watchdog agencies should all keep the public informed and up to date on all issues involving nanotechnology, and develop widespread programs to engage the public in dialogue on issues concerning nanotechnology and its potential positive and negative implications, and to incorporate the results of those conversations into policy decisions.
Drawbacks
Opponents to this option claim that:

· The public does not have the interest or understanding to participate in decisions about nanotechnology and their vision may limit future possibilities.

· Without adequate scientific background, the public is subject to propaganda and misinformation from many sources.

· To engage the public in this way, some funds will have to be shifted from scientific research to public involvement programs, resulting in slower technological advancements.

· Misinformed public views could slow or derail important scientific an economic development.
Video:

· Existing alternative energy technology: Stephen R. Connors, AGREA – Analysis Group for Regional Energy Alternatives, MIT Laboratory for Energy and the Environment

· Conservation and Education: J. Drake Hamilton, Science Policy Director, Fresh Energy

· Nanotechnology: Dr. Jim Hutchison, Professor, Organic, Organometallic, and Materials Chemistry, University of Oregon
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