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Tomato nutrient can
stall vascular diseases

KAMAL NARANG

Tomatoes contain a nutrient which
could tackle the onset of vascular
diseases. Research reveals that
an extracted compound, 9-oxo-
octadecadienoic, has anti-
“dyslipidemic effects.

Supercomputer’s role
in unravelling DVDs

AP

Some 4000 processors of the
Jiilich supercomputer JUGENE
were used for over four months in
order to obtain the necessary
precision to provide insight into
the read and write processes in a
DVD.

Insect meat may help
lessen climate change

Insects produce much smaller
‘guantities.of greenhouse gases
per kilogram of meat than cattle
and pigs. The rearing of insects
could contribute to more
sustainable protein production

* and replace conventional meat.

Sex-role reversal in
hittarfline eaiirtehin

“None said ‘th

Genuine fear of genetically
modified (GM) crops arising
from relatively less studied
science combined with the
fear of the unknown and lack
oftransparency of the compa-
nies dealing with. GM crops
made most governments and

their citizens in Europe and

other countries oppose, the
technology.

Fearing that nanotechnol-
ogy, another promising tech-
nology, may face the same
fate, the UK. Royal Society
had published a detailed re-
port on nanotechnology in
2004. e
The report, made freely ac-
cessible to the common man,
was published well before so-
ciety had formed an opinion.
It had listed out both the risks
and benefits of the technol-
ogy and the areas that still
needed more investigation.

The Dutch Government
had also initiated a similar ex-
ercise and for the same rea-
sons. Wiebe E. Bijker,

Professor, Faculty of Arts and

Culture, Universiteit Maas-
tricht, The Netherlands, who

‘had chaired thé committee

formed by the Health Council
of Netherlands was in Chen-
nai recently. Professor Bijker
spoke toR. Prasad about the
challenges and outcome of
the exercise. Excerpts:

When did the Dutch
Government initiate the
process of publishing a
report on nanotechnology?
Was the exercise influenced
by the Royal Society’s move?

The exercise had started be-
fore the Royal Society’s re-
port was published. Actually,
two institutions in The Neth-

erlands with specific roles

played a part — the Rathenau
Institute and the Health
Council of Netherlands.

The Rathenau Institute
had started the process earli-

er and came out with the re-

port in 2004, It had a narrow

| mission of looking at the posi-
-tive -and-negative-aspects-of

the technology without much
scientific analysis as the proc-
ess was undertaken before
much research was done.

What prompted the Rathenau

, Institute to work on such a
report?

. They recognised the potential
of nanotechnology well be-
fore it became a part of politi-
cal agenda. It worked on the
report well before 99 per cent
of our society had heard
about nanotechnology. Work
was happening only in the
laboratories and they brought
it out of the agenda for public
debate.

How did the governrﬁent
respond to the report?

The government recognised
the huge economic potential
of nanotechnology, and was
very afraid that it would face
the same fate as GM technol-
.0gy. The Royal Society report
was at the back of its mind. So
when  the Rathenau report
came, the government asked
the Health' Council to map
the benefits and risks of the
technology. :

What was the composition of
the Health Council

committee, and when did you

start working on the report?

The President of the Health
Council decided not to have a
committee exclusively of na-
notechnologists, but decided
to have others like me, an en-
gineer, and others to be a part
of the committee. [Dr. Bijker
had chaired the committee].
It was a six-member commit-

tee, with five professionals in-.

volved in mnanotechnology
and a professional secretary
with a PhD in toxicology.

We worked for two years
from 2004 to 2006, and sub-
mitted the report in 2006.

How did you approach the
problem?

We took very great care to
balance the report. The cru-
cial thing we did was we
brought in the precautionary
principle, and we gave an in-
terpretation of the precau-
tionary principle. We applied

it to nanotechnology and told

the government the benefits
and risks, and that the scien-
tists don’t have answers for
all the risks.
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What was the main finding of
the committee?

We found there was no com-
plete understanding of the
processes involved, and the
toxicity of nanomaterials.
And since there is no com-
plete understanding, we can-
not map all the risks.

So what the society/gov-
ernment is faced with is that
there are such huge benefits
but there are some risks. So
do we go in for a moratorium
or stop all nanotechnology
development as there are
some risks. Or do we invest all
our money in toxicology and
only continue after we fully
understand the toxicology
implications? Or do we trust
the scientists to fix the prob-
lems when they arise?

What was your
recommendation?

Risks are uncertain, and by
definition we cannot hand
over the responsibility to the

scientists as they don’t know  p
all the facts. Toxicology is an  fi
example of 27 class of risk m
and we need to involve the ti
stakeholders — industry, doc-
tors, patient organisations. It
is important that the citizens
understand that there is un- '
certainty in nanotechnology, T
for instance, toxicology. te
We decided to put a lot of a;
investment in nanotech' tox- tl
icology. We also said you m
should broaden the scope to S
involve the citizens to discuss st
the broader issués of nano- w

technology. . g
1

Is toxicology the only area of v
concern now? . S(

Everybody agrees on the di-
rection ‘ the society has - to
move. We don’t want toxic
materials and everybody
agrees on that. a
There is a 3™ category that o
the society does not want to. w
promote — human enhance- ei
ment. For example, a chip put tr
in your brain or retina. Many  ac
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Water on Moon originated froﬁt comets

The same researcher who first discovered water on
the moon, has now determined the water may have
come from comets smashing into the moon.

Gestures ‘can change one's thoughts'

A new study has claimed that gesticulation — clue
to one’s thoughts — can also change one’s thoughts
by grounding them in action.
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What was the main finding of
the committee?

We found there was no com-
plete understanding of the
processes involved, and the
t0x101ty of nanomaterials.

And since there is no com-

plete understanding, we can-
not map all the risks.

So what the society/gov-
ernment is faced with is that
there are such huge benefits
but there are some risks. So
do we go in for a moratorium
or stop all nanotechnology
development as there are
some risks. Or do we invest all
our money in toxicology and
only continue after we fully
understand the toxicology
implications? Or do we trust
the scientists to fix the prob-

lems when they arise? e

What was your
recommendation?

Risks are uncertain, and hy

" definition we cannot hand

over the responsibility to the

scientists as they don’t know
all the facts. Toxicology is an
example of 2" class of risk
and we need to involve the

stakeholders — industry, doc-

tors, patient organisations. It

is important that the citizens

understand that there is un-
certainty in nanotechnology,
for instance, toxicology.

We decided to put a lot of
investment in nanotech' tox-
icology. We also said you
should broaden the scope, to
involve the citizens to discuss
the broader issues of nano-
technology:

Is toxicology the only area of
concern now?

Everybody egrees on the di-
rection the society has to

move. We don’t want toxic

materials  and
agrees on that.
There is a 3% category that
the society does not want to
promote — human enhance-

everybody

“ment. For example, a chip put

in your brain or retina. Many

Universiteit Maastricht, The Netherlands had chaired the Health Counczl

people believe that it is the
fundamental identity of hu-

. man beings; we should never
tinker with it.

Is ‘human enhancement’ a
- perception problem?

That’s not true. In the case of
toxic materials, - everybody
agrees we don’t want it. Butin
the case of human enhance-
ment, not everybody agrees.
Some want it and some are
strongly opposed to it. There
we say we should involve the
general public in the debate.
[Human enhancement] in-
volves the basic values of the
soc1ety

- Did the govefnment accept
your recommendations and
. how did they act on it?

The government accepted

our advice. They came out
with a policy paper signed by
eight ministers. This vision
translated the Health Council
advice into a governmental

there are risks, so let’s stop it

policy vision.

Then it took yet another
two years until the end of
2008 to decide on the societal
dialogue. The parliamentary
agreement came in fall of
2008. My guess is that that
long period was partly caused
by: the need to set aside
enough funds (4,000,000 eu-
ros). -

How did the government go
_about involving the public in
the societal dialogue?

There was an open call for
projects. There were roughly
40 projects in all. There were
different kinds of projects —

TV production, books, teach-

ing materials for schools, the-
atre played in hospitals and
market place, travelling exhi-

bitions, science café, games —

that gave information about
the technology.

The important point is, the
public had no clue about the
technology. So do we wait till
the public knows something?
But then it becomes too late.
So where do we start? So
these projects were meant to
educate and create awareness
about the technology before
the public dialogue.

Did the projects end up
creating awareness about
the technology?

Yes. For instance, nearly 99
per cent of the students and
80 per cent of the parents had
never heard about nanotech-
nology before. Students did
experiments and reading the
Net and produced a kind of
thesis/presentation — both
oral and written. :

At a conference, I was flab-
bergasted by the level of
knowledge they [students]
had gained in six months’
time. Awareness level was
amazing, Each of the students
would be able to give alecture
on nanotechnology. V

When did the public debate
- ,andwhat:was:the
outcome of the debate?

The dialogue was held be-
tween January and Novem-

" ber 2010.

The awareness level in-

~ derstand

29

creased. We measured it both
at the beginning and at the
end, and there is a very clear
increase in awareness. The
public understood the bene-
fits and risks, and that there is
uncertainty. None of the
groups said: “there are risks,
so let’s stop the technology.”
Scientists know they don’t
have the answers for all the
questions. And the citizens
appreciate that scientists
don’t know everything.

How did the scientists end up
feeling at the end?

In ene case, the organiser [of -

the debate] was the industry.
They were disappointed in
the end. They thought how

did these kids know so much

and say we should invest in
this technology, but always
stress on the risks involved.

Most of the scientists reck-
on that in the end, the public
would take an informed
choice. Maybe a choice which
is not the one they want them
to take, but definitely not a
totally negative one or a total-
ly silly acceptance of the tech-
nology.

What did you learn from the
public debate?

A preliminary report says
that they [public] want the
government to go ahead with
nanotechnology, but as long
as the government tells them

about the risks. The public is.
more afraid of a government-
not telling the truth about the

risks of a new technology.

The more open you are, the
more credible you are as a
government when you make
up your mind. It is also im-
portant that the citizens un-
that there is
uncertainty in nanotechnol-
ogy, for instance, the toxicol-
ogy part.

We had a public debate on
GM food which went com-
pletely wrong. The public
perceived that the govern-

menthad alreadydecidediand

was trylng to push GM tech-

nology.
The credibility of the de-
bate was eroded and it further

eroded the credibility of bio-

tech sciences itself.

oo e S o 1 e




	hindu1
	Page 1

	hindu2
	Page 1


