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Dear Fergus 
 
CONSIDERATION OF PETITION PE812 
 
Petition by Caroline Paterson, on behalf of ‘Stirling Before Pylons’, calling for the Scottish 
Parliament to urge the Scottish Executive 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. 
 
Thank you for your letter of 17 December about the above petition in which you seek a 
response to a number of specific issues raised during the discussion on the petition as well 
as the written submission of 27 November from the petitioner.  
 
The Committee sought further information on the outcomes of Scottish Government 
discussions with the UK Government and other devolved administrations on the measures 
that will be taken as a result of the SAGE report.  Committee members may wish to note that 
these discussions are proceeding, and it would be inappropriate to pre-empt the formal 
response.    We anticipate however a formal response early in 2009. 
 
The question was raised about how the Scottish Government will ensure that the 
precautionary approach is adopted in future projects.  With regard to precautionary 
measures against the possibility of public health effects, the World Health Organization has 
stated that: 
 
‘As well as these established acute effects, there are uncertainties about the existence of 
chronic effects, because of the limited evidence for a link between exposure to ELF magnetic 
fields and childhood leukaemia. Therefore the use of precautionary approaches is warranted. 
However, it is not recommended that the limit values in exposure guidelines be reduced to 
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some arbitrary level in the name of precaution. Such practice undermines the scientific 
foundation on which the limits are based and is likely to be an expensive and not necessarily 
effective way of providing protection. 
 
Implementing other suitable precautionary procedures to reduce exposure is reasonable and 
warranted. However, electric power brings obvious health, social and economic benefits, and 
precautionary approaches should not compromise these benefits. Furthermore, given both 
the weakness of the evidence for a link between exposure to ELF magnetic fields and 
childhood leukaemia, and the limited impact on public health if there is a link, the benefits of 
exposure reduction on health are unclear. Thus the costs of precautionary measures should 
be very low. The costs of implementing exposure reductions will vary from one country to 
another, making it very difficult to provide a general recommendation for balancing the costs 
against the potential risk from ELF fields.’1
  
This advice is in keeping with the views of the Health Protection Agency (HPA), in the letter 
from Professor Pat Troop to RT Hon Dawn Primarolo MP, Minister of State for Public Health, 
dated 15 October 2007. 
  
SAGE was established to help to advise the Government’s approach to precaution in this 
area, and our future direction will be outlined in the forthcoming Government’s response to 
the SAGE report. 
  
The Committee asked whether the Scottish Government will urge the Committee on Medical 
Aspects of Radiation in the Environment (COMARE) and HPA to consider the recent 
scientific studies referred to by the petitioner as part of their ongoing work.  The Scottish 
Government expects that the HPA will maintain a balanced overview of the scientific 
evidence on the health effects of electromagnetic fields as it emerges.    We are confident 
that the HPA is diligent in its approach, and we see no need to make any additional 
approaches of this nature to the HPA or to COMARE.    
 
The question was also raised as to whether the Scottish Government acknowledges there 
are potential health hazards associated with long-term exposure to electromagnetic fields 
from high voltage transmission lines.  The Committee may wish to note that the Scottish 
Government acknowledges that uncertainties remain about the existence of chronic health 
effects associated with public exposure to ELF magnetic fields.  It is because of this 
possibility that we supported the establishment of the SAGE process and are now 
considering how to respond to the recommendations in the SAGE report.  
 
The Committee raised the question as to whether the Scottish Government is satisfied that 
existing and future planning regulations are designed to protect public health.  It is the view 
of the Scottish Government that the planning system should not be used to achieve aims 
that can more appropriately be achieved by other means, and therefore the planning system 
in Scotland is not designed with the specific intent to protect public health.    
  
Pending further consideration of the recommendations in the SAGE report, the Scottish 
Government is satisfied that existing provisions to control the possible public health effects 
from exposure to ELF electromagnetic fields from the electricity distribution system are 
adequate and suitable.  It remains possible, however, that our response to the SAGE report 
will affect future planning provisions in this area.  
 

                                            
1 World Health Organization (2007), Extremely Low Frequency Fields Environmental Health Criteria Monograph 
No.238, Chapter 1 – see link: http://www.who.int/peh-emf/publications/Chapter%201.pdf
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Another question which was brought up was what consideration the Scottish Government 
has given to the body of evidence gathered since the petition was submitted.  The 
Committee may wish to note that the Scottish Government does not undertake detailed 
scrutiny of scientific evidence for the health effects of electromagnetic fields.  Our principal 
source of advice in this area is that of the UK HPA.  The HPA’s ongoing consideration of the 
emerging scientific evidence for the health effects of electromagnetic fields has not led to 
any significant alteration of its advice on the health effects since the petition was submitted. 
 
On the question of whether greater consideration should now be given to underground 
cabling the Committee may wish to be aware that the advice to the Scottish Government 
from the HPA on the health effects of high voltage power lines has not changed in any 
regard that would cause us to give different consideration to underground cabling.   Neither 
are we aware of any technological or economic considerations that might affect judgements 
in this area.  
 
Finally, on the question of how the Scottish Government evaluates emerging health 
concerns and not just the ones it currently knows about, the Committee will wish to note that 
the Scottish Government expects that the HPA will maintain a balanced overview of the 
scientific evidence on the health effects of electromagnetic fields as it emerges. 
 
I hope this is helpful. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
 
ALAN CAMERON 
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