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Dear Fergus 
 
CONSIDERATION OF PETITION PE812 
 
Thank you for your letter of 5 December about the above petition submitted by Caroline 
Paterson, on behalf of ‘Stirling Before Pylons’ calling on the Scottish Parliament to urge the 
Scottish Government to acknowledge the potential health hazards associated with long-term 
exposure to electromagnetic fields from high voltage transmission lines and to introduce as a 
matter of urgency effective planning regulations to protect public health. 
 
Firstly, high voltage powerlines, including the proposed Beauly to Denny powerline, are 
subject to Scottish Ministers consent under Section 37 of the Electricity Act 1989.  Other 
development in the vicinity of existing powerlines would generally be a matter for the 
planning authority.    
 
There are no statutory planning provisions relating to the construction of new overhead 
powerlines near residential or occupied buildings.  However National Grid, the operators of 
the UK’s high voltage electricity transmission system, have published guidance on 
“Development Near Lines” outlining their approach to siting new equipment, and to 
development proposals near lines and substations.   
 
Outwith the Planning System and Section 37 procedures, considerations of electrical safety 
and possible health effects associated with electric and magnetic fields (EMFs) apply.    
  
Statutory provisions for electrical safety involve compliance with the Electricity Safety, 
Quality and Continuity Regulations 2002 (as amended) and in the Electricity Supply 
Industry's Standard 43-8, "Overhead Line Clearances".    
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There are no similar regulatory controls pertaining to distance for exposures to EMFs.  
However, operators are expected to ensure that exposures for members of the public do not 
exceed the guidelines of the International Commission on Non-Ionizing Radiation Protection 
(ICNIRP), and the National Grid’s, guidance on “Development Near Lines”  includes their 
confirmation that ‘all of the electricity system, including all overhead lines, complies with 
these limits’.   
 
These ICNIRP guidelines, are intended to protect people against the known adverse health 
effects arising from exposure to EMFs such as visual flashes (magnetophosphenes).  The 
residual concern, however, is that they are well above the levels at which some studies have 
associated exposure to power frequency magnetic fields, from sources that include proximity 
of residence to high voltage power lines, with an elevated risk of childhood leukaemia.  
However, in this regard, the Radiation Protection Division of the UK Health Protection 
Agency advises that the epidemiological evidence is not strong enough to justify the firm 
conclusion that electric and magnetic fields from power lines cause leukaemia in children.   
 
The Committee will be aware that the Stakeholder Advisory Group on Extremely Low 
Frequency Electromagnetic Fields (SAGE) first met in March 2004.  Its remit was to identify 
and explore the implications for a precautionary approach to ELF EMF (extremely low 
frequency electro magnetic fields) and make practical recommendations for precautionary 
measures.  The SAGE process was jointly funded by the electricity industry (via the National 
Grid), the Department of Health, and the charity Children with Leukaemia with about 40 
stakeholders representing all relevant sections of opinions including academics, citizen 
groups, professional bodies and industry. 
 
SAGE published their ‘First Interim Assessment: Power Lines and Property, Wiring in Homes 
and Electrical Equipment in Homes’ on 27 April 2007. A copy of the SAGE report is available 
at: http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Policyandguidance/Healthandsocialcaretopics/DH_4089500.  
The main recommendation of SAGE in relation to planning guidelines, see section 5 of the 
report, relates to minimum distances when siting new powerlines close to existing dwellings 
or other occupied structures or where new dwellings are to be sited close to existing 
powerlines.  They call this “corridors for new build”. 
 
The UK Government asked the Health Protection Agency (HPA) for advice on issues 
highlighted in the SAGE report.  The Chief Executive of the HPA wrote to the UK Minister of 
State for Public Health on 15 October 2007 with HPA’s views on the SAGE report.  The HPA 
have summarised its previous considerations of the possible association between exposure 
to these EMFs fields and the risk of childhood leukaemia, and conclude as indicated above 
that the evidence suggests that such an association is weak and currently unproven.  In 
addition they have set out 10 specific comments one of which is that they agree that there is 
no justification in recommending the removal of existing dwellings from the close proximity of 
powerlines and vice versa at this time.  A copy of the HPA’s letter can be viewed on their 
website at:  
http://www.hpa.org.uk/radiation/understand/radiation_topics/emf/hpa_response_statement_sage.htm.   
 
HPA note that SAGE’s cost benefit analysis does not support the option of creating corridors 
which would restrict development around power lines even assuming a causal link with 
childhood leukaemia. However, HPA recommends that “within the existing Government 
planning framework, the attention of local authority planning departments and the electricity 
companies be drawn to the evidence for a possible small increase in childhood leukaemia 
which may result from siting new buildings very close to powerlines, or powerlines very close 
to existing buildings.”   
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You may also be aware that The Cross Party Inquiry into Childhood Leukaemia and 
Extremely Low Frequency Electric and Magnetic Fields published a report on 18 July 2007.  
It was set up at the request of the charity Children with Leukaemia.  Its members were MPs 
Dr Howard Stoate, Michael Connarty, Dr Ian Gibson, Sandra Gidley and Nick Hurd.  Its first 
recommendation is a moratorium on building new homes and schools within 60 metres of 
existing high voltage overhead transmission lines and vice-versa – i.e. similar to the SAGE 
recommendation on “corridors for new build” referred to above.  The MP’s report 
acknowledges the SAGE report and makes 5 more recommendations, but suggests that 
Government undertakes its own cost benefit analysis associated with a building moratorium.  
A copy of the report is available on their homepage at: 
http://www.epolitix.com/EN/Forums/CPIELFEMF/home.htm. 
 
The comments in the HPA letter of 15 October referred to above were also intended to cover 
the recommendations of the Cross Party Group. 
 
The UK Minister of State for Public Health then responded on 27 November to the Chief 
Executive of the HPA to the effect that her Department will consider the individual points set 
out in their letter with colleagues in Devolved Administrations, other Government 
Departments and Agencies.  A copy of her reply is available at:  
http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Policyandguidance/Healthandsocialcaretopics/DH_4089500.  
 
The Scottish Government will consider the content of these reports and the advice of the 
Health Protection Agency with regard to planning guidance, in close liaison with colleagues 
in relevant UK Government Departments and devolved administrations and will keep the 
Committee informed of future progress 
 
I hope this is helpful. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 

 
 
 
TIM BARRACLOUGH 
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