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Dear Fergus

RESPONSE TO PETITION PE812

The Scottish
Government

Thank you for your letter of 21 February to Tim Barraclough seeking the Scottish
Government's comments on the issues raised by Public Petitions Committee (PPC) about
this petition at their meeting held on 19 February.

Firstly, I should explain that the previous reply from Tim Barraclough on 11 January set out
what guidelines are in place and what work is currently underway in relation to the issue of
the potential health hazards associated with long-term exposure to electromagnetic fields
from high voltage transmission lines. It may be helpful however if I touch upon them again
here.

The International Commission on Non-Ionizing Radiation Protection (ICNIRP) have
guidelines that 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.

As the Committee will be aware the Stakeholder Advisory Group on Extremely Low
Frequency Electromagnetic Fields (SAGE) - whose 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 -
published their 'First Interim Assessment: Power Lines and Property, Wiring in Homes and
Electrical Equipment in Homes' on 27 April 2007. The main implication of the SAGE report
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in relation to planning guidelines, relates to its consideration of 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".
While the report acknowledges this approach as 'the best-available option for obtaining
significant exposure reduction', it also recognizes the widespread implication, and therefore
stops short of including any specific recommendations in this regard. Rather, it urges
Government to make a clear decision on whether to implement this option or not.

The Health Protection Agency (HPA) submitted their views on the SAGE report - which were
also intended to cover the recommendations of the report by The Cross Party Inquiry into
Childhood Leukaemia and ELF EMF published on 18 July 2007 - to the UK Minister of State
and Public Health on 15 October 2007. 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.

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 eJectricity
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."

The Scottish Government are considering the content of these reports and the advice of the
HPA 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.

In your letter you also ask for a response to the specific issues raised about the petition at
the Committee's meeting of 19 February. Dr Simpson made the point that 'Evidence on the
health hazards associated with such [high voltage transmission] lines is growing day by day.
The report of the cross-party inquiry into childhood leukaemia and extremely low frequency
electric and magnetic fields by the United Kingdom Parliament indicates that children living
within 200m of high-voltage overhead power lines have an increased risk of leukaemia.' I
should explain that The Cross Party report does not provide any new evidence that 'indicates
that children living within 200m of high-voltage overhead power lines have an increased risk
of leukaemia'. It merely seeks to present a case for the adoption of solid precautionary
measures, while recognising the complexities in taking this approach.

In addition Dr Simpson MSP also mentions that 'Within the past month or two, evidence has
been published to support the previous anecdotal and poorer evidence that transmission
lines are associated with Alzheimer's.' The official report does not state what specific
evidence that is being referred to here. However, it may relate to the publication on
'Occupational exposure to extremely low frequency electric and magnetic fields and
Alzheimer disease: a meta-analysis' by Garcia et al. It concludes that the available
epidemiological evidence suggests an association between occupational exposure to ELF-
EMF and Alzheimer Disease. However, it notes that some limitations affecting the results
from this meta-analysis should be considered. It is also highlighted that more information on
relevant duration and time windows of exposure, on biological mechanisms for this potential
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association and on interactions between electromagnetic fields exposure and established
risk factors for Alzheimer Disease is needed.

Following on from this Keith Brown MSP made the point that 'We hope to enable Scotland to
consider directly and extensively the scientific evidence, through a reasonably competent
authority, so that we are not simply to trust the Health Protection Agency report on the issue'.
This appears to assert that the HPA is not a 'competent authority' on the health related
issues that have been raised by the petition. Firstly I should explain that The Scottish
Government recognise that the HPA is a 'competent authority' in such matters as the HPA's
role is to provide an integrated approach to protecting UK public health. In addition to the
Agency's role in reducing the dangers to health from infections, chemical and radiation
hazards, it also provides support to, and works in partnership with others who also have
health protection responsibilities and advises, through the UK Department of Health, all UK
government departments and devolved administrations.

With regard to the points made by Nigel Don MSP in relation to Petition PE812, I trust the
above sets out the advice from the HPA on the scientific position and the position regarding
the work by SAGE regarding precautionary measures in the absence of any established
causal link between emissions from power lines and cancer.

Nanette Milne MSP raised the matter that 'until fairly recently there was no proof of
detrimental impact. As work goes on, it is likely that there will be more evidence of harm'.
The Committee will wish to note that there is still 'nc;>proof of detrimental impact' and nor is
there a convincing indication that the science is moving towards 'evidence of harm' as it
appears is being suggested here. In the letter from the HPA to the UK Minister of State and
Public Health on 15 October 2007 containing their views on the SAGE report, it was stated
that the evidence to date suggests that in general there are no adverse effects on the health
of the population of the UK caused by exposure to ELF EMFs below the guideline levels.
However it was highlighted that there are a number of epidemiological studies, including
studies from the UK, showing an association between exposure to ELF EMFs at home
and/or living close to high voltage powerlines and a small excess of childhood leukaemia.
They then point out that at present there is no plausible biological mechanism to explain this
excess if real, or certainty about what aspect of ELF EMF exposure, if any, might be
responsible. The Scottish Government has no reason to question the continuing validity of
this advice.

I hope this is helpful.

Yours sincerely

,./'"i
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STEPHEN GARLAND
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