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Dear Fergus 
 
CONSIDERATION OF PETITION PE812 
 
Thank you for your letter dated 4 March about the above Petition by Caroline Paterson on 
behalf of “Stirling Before Pylons”, in which you seek a further response on a number of 
specific issues raised during the Committee’s meeting on 3 March. 
 
The Committee has sought further clarification on what bearing the response to the SAGE 
report will have on the petition. The response of the UK Government and Devolved 
Administrations to the SAGE report is currently being developed, and it would not be 
appropriate to pre-empt this response.   However, it should be noted that SAGE was not set 
up to review the scientific evidence on health effects of low frequency electric and magnetic 
fields, and therefore draws no conclusions on the related health hazards.   Regarding 
planning provisions, neither the “corridor option” considered by SAGE nor the removal of 
existing dwellings from close proximity to powerlines (and vice-versa) is supported by the 
cost benefit analysis. 
 
The Committee asked the Scottish Government to comment on the decreased costs of 
underground cabling.  In view of Scottish Ministers’ current role in determining the Beauly to 
Denny application, it would not be appropriate for Ministers or officials to comment on this 
matter, which forms part of the consideration of this case, while the case is still being 
reviewed. Scottish Ministers will make a decision on the application only once they have 
considered thoroughly and carefully all the material considerations, including the Public 
Local Inquiry report.  
 
Concerns were raised as to whether or not there could be 100% assurance that there are no 
public health hazards associated with the long term exposure to electromagnetic fields from 
high voltage transmission lines. Given the current state of knowledge about potential public 
health hazards associated with long-term exposure to electromagnetic fields from high 
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voltage transmission lines, it would be both misleading and irresponsible to conclude that we 
are 100% assured that there are no public health hazards.  
 
There was also a desire for the Scottish Government to respond to particular points made by 
Nigel Don MSP about the need to consider the wider views put forward by the scientific 
community, and to ensure that all relevant scientific data has been assessed and factored in. 
 
In this regard, the Health Protection Agency (HPA), as our principal advisers on radiation 
health issues, are remitted to maintain a balanced overview of the scientific evidence on the 
health effects of electric and magnetic fields as it emerges, and will advise us accordingly.  
The HPA are also remitted to formulate this advice in the light of views arising from the wider 
scientific community, as well as those from the relevant UK independent expert advisory 
committee, the Committee on Medical Aspects of Radiation in the Environment (COMARE), 
and from international agencies such as the World Health Organization.  Members from 
COMARE are chosen for their medical and scientific expertise and recruited from 
Universities, Research and Medical Institutes. Members of COMARE have never been 
drawn from the Nuclear or Electrical Power Supply Industries.  
 
On the particular issue of ensuring that the views of the wider scientific community have 
been given due weight by the HPA, the Committee should note that: 
 

o it was the HPA who recommended in 2004 that the Government should consider the 
need for further precautionary measures in respect of exposure of people to ELF 
EMFs, and it was this recommendation that led to the establishment of SAGE;  

o the Radiation Protection Division of the HPA has established an ‘Electromagnetic 
Fields Discussion Group (EMFDG)’ chaired initially by the HPA Chairman, Sir William 
Stewart, and now by Professor Colin Blakemore, the remit of which is ‘to provide a 
forum for considering possible health concerns related to exposure to electro-
magnetic fields (EMFs) and to provide an input to the development of HPA advice’  (  
http://www.hpa.org.uk/webw/HPAweb&HPAwebStandard/HPAweb_C/119573377180
3?p=1158934607698). This group includes membership representing a wide range of 
views, including Mr Alasdair Philips of ‘Powerwatch’, and Prof Dennis Henshaw, who 
is referred to in the Committee’s March 3rd deliberations. 

 
Therefore we can only reiterate our previous assurances to the Committee that we act on the 
basis that the HPA is diligent in its approach to considering the totality of the available 
scientific evidence.   
 
We take the next question in your letter to mean – ‘How does the Scottish Government 
ensure that all relevant scientific research has been properly assessed in deciding on its 
approach to protection of public health?’    
 
In this regard, we would refer again to the point made above, that the Scottish Government 
acts on the basis that the HPA, as our principal adviser in this area, is properly inclusive and 
diligent in its approach to assessing the range of available scientific evidence, and in 
providing its advice.   
 
Your letter then asks whether the Scottish Government is confident that there are no long-
term risks to public health from EMFs, for example a possible increase in Alzheimer’s 
disease.   
 
As previously stated it would be misleading to claim that any proper analysis of available 
scientific data would lead us to conclude that that there is ‘no long term risk to public health’.  
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The basis of our approach to the protection of public health is to ensure that risks to public 
health from known or possible health hazards are properly controlled.  New studies relating 
to the possible health risks associated with EMF exposure, such as those of Huss et al 2008 
and Garcia et al 2008 on the possible association with Alzheimer’s Disease, continue to 
emerge and, as indicated above, we act on the basis that the HPA takes due account of 
these in providing its scientific evidence.   
 
Publication of studies is an ongoing process and the HPA and expert scientific committees 
do not respond to individual studies but undertake a comprehensive review of existing and 
emerging scientific evidence at appropriate intervals. With particular regard to these two 
publications, the HPA’s view (based on the balance of evidence already considered through 
a systematic review of scientific literature on ELF to date) is that it is highly unlikely that the 
two new studies will change the balance of the findings from the Advisory Group on Non 
Ionising Radiation. However these studies will be included in any future considerations of the 
evidence by AGIR.   
 
The Committee also points to the need to seek ‘specific comments on the updated opinion of 
the European Union's Scientific Committee on Emerging and Newly Identified Health Risks’.  
This updated opinion is summarized by the SCENIHR 
(http://ec.europa.eu/health/ph_risk/committees/04_scenihr/docs/scenihr_o_007.pdf) as 
follows:   
 
 ‘The previous conclusion that ELF magnetic fields are possibly carcinogenic, chiefly 

based on occurrence of childhood leukaemia, is still valid. For breast cancer and 
cardiovascular disease, recent research has indicated that an association is unlikely. 
For neurodegenerative diseases and brain tumours, the link to ELF fields remains 
uncertain. No consistent relationship between ELF fields and self-reported symptoms 
(sometimes referred to as electrical hypersensitivity) has been demonstrated.’   

 
This opinion is wholly in keeping with the scientific basis for the advice to the UK 
Governments from the HPA. 
 
In summary, therefore, in keeping with current HPA advice, our position remains that, given 
the current state of knowledge about the health effects of ELF EMFs, adherence to the 
ICNIRP guidelines on public exposures provides an appropriate and proportionate level of 
protection for public health.  The need for any further precautionary measures in this regard 
will be addressed in the forthcoming Government response to the SAGE report.  
 
Finally your letter asks which other European nations take a different view to that of the 
Scottish Government, and why.  All European countries are free to pursue their own 
approach to the protection of public health, subject to the provisions of relevant EU 
legislation and recommendations where these apply.  These provisions include the 
Commission’s recommendation of 12 July 1999 (1999/519/EC) On The Limitation Of The 
Exposure Of The General Public To Electromagnetic Fields (0 Hz to 300 GHz).  The 
Commission’s Second Implementation Report 2002-2007 on this recommendation  
http://ec.europa.eu/health/ph_risk/documents/risk_rd03_en.pdf  includes a statement that 
‘specific implementation measures vary significantly between countries’.  The report also 
includes (Section 5.1) an overview of implementation provisions in the various Member 
States. Page 6 provides a table which sets out a summary overview of the way measures 
have been implemented in member states relating to basic restrictions of 1999/519/EC.  
 
The Scottish Government can confirm that our approach to limiting public exposures to ELF 
EMFs is properly in keeping with this Recommendation, which calls on Member States to 
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adopt the basic restrictions and reference levels laid down by the International Commission 
on Non-Ionizing Radiation Protection (ICNIRP). 
 
I hope this is helpful. 
 
Yours sincerely  
 
 
 
 
Mike Palmer 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Occupational exposure to extremely low frequency electric and magnetic fields and 
Alzheimer disease: a meta-analysis.   García AM, Sisternas A, Hoyos SP.  Int J Epidemiol. 
2008 Apr;37(2):329-40
 
Residence near power lines and mortality from neurodegenerative diseases: longitudinal 
study of the Swiss population   Huss A, Spoerri A, Egger M, Röösli M; Swiss National Cohort 
Study.  Am J Epidemiol. 2009 Jan 15;169(2):167-75
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