
 

 

 

 
 

 
 
October 1 2010 
 
 
Geraint Emrys 
Chief Advisor Occupational Health 
Department of Labour 
 

Cc: Colin Duplessis 
Technical Leader 
Department of Labour 
 

 

Dear Geraint 

The workplace is likely to be the source of greatest human exposure to manufactured 
nanoparticles for the foreseeable future. A number of authoritative studies have 
indicated that, broadly speaking, there are no known safe exposure levels for 
nanoparticles at present and it is not known how well traditional safety measures for 
nanoparticulate matter in workplaces will protect workers handling these novel 
materials. The consensus appears to be that in general, risk (as distinct from harm) 
should be presumed in this state of uncertainty. In the case of certain materials, such 
as forms of carbon nanotubes that represent the starkest example, the risk of harm 
should be considered a much stronger prospect given that some forms are similar to 
asbestos in aspect and in effects on the lungs. For such reasons, the European Agency 
for Health and Safety at Work has ranked exposure to nanomaterials as the top 
‘emerging occupational safety and health risk’ in Europe. 
 
Last week the Sustainability Council spoke with Colin Duplessis about the 
Department of Labour’s response to nanotechnology. We understand that the 
Department faces resourcing constraints. Nevertheless, it is of real concern that at 
present there is no programme to identify and monitor the introduction of 
nanomaterials to the workplace in New Zealand. It is also of concern that the 
Department has not provided any guidance that would encourage employers to avoid 
nanomaterials in manufacturing processes until their safety can be assessed or, to the 
extent that this is known, how such materials can be safely handled in the workplace. 
New Zealand is lagging well behind other countries, including Australia, in taking 
any action to raise this as an issue for manufacturers, employers and employees. 



It is an issue of some urgency as use of nanomaterials in New Zealand workplaces 
might be low at present, but that situation is not likely to last, judging by even modest 
predictions for commercial introduction of the technologies. This is an opportunity to 
take preventative steps in the face of a looming, new source of workplace risk. Timely 
intervention and guidance will provide clear signals for manufacturers when making 
decisions about source materials and processes. Delaying until nanomaterials pervade 
the workplace invites political resistance from operators who have then invested in 
the new technologies, placing workers at risk from poor standards of protection. 

As a first step, we urge the Department to issue a general guidance under the Health 
and Safety Act, recommending the avoidance of free, engineered nanomaterials in 
manufacturing or processing unless and until there is sufficient information to 
demonstrate their safety. By free, engineered nanomaterials we mean materials that 
comprise particles with one or more dimensions on the nanoscale, where those 
particles are not permanently captured within a matrix. While the primary concern is 
particles that are unbound and can therefore be breathed, ingested or absorbed through 
the skin, this would also include any nanoparticles that are “embedded” but where the 
particles become free during processing or at some point in their lifecycle where the 
matrix material could potentially break down. Such guidance is required to encourage 
manufacturers to opt for manufacturing materials/technologies that carry the least risk 
and the least uncertainty for their employees. 

We also urge the Department to devote resources to identifying where nanoparticles 
are being used in manufacturing in New Zealand and from there to identify what 
types of protections workers require, including avoidance of the use of nanomaterials 
if there is insufficient evidence of efficacy of traditional protective measures. 

We look forward to your response. 

 
 
 
 
Stephanie Howard 
Projects Director 
Sustainability Council 

 

 
 
Tina McIvor 
Health and Safety Organiser 
New Zealand Council of Trade Unions 

  


