
 

 

PE1416: Health Issues and Planning Guidance in Respect of 
Telecommunications Masts: Memorandum from the Mobile Operators 

Association 
 
Summary 
 

 Mobile telecommunications networks are part of our nation’s vital national infrastructure. 
The restrictions proposed in the petition would harm to Scotland’s economy and 
communities, and prevent the achievement of the Scottish Government’s ambitions set out 
in ‘Scotland's Digital Future - Infrastructure Action Plan’.  
 

 There is no established scientific evidence that would justify the restrictions on the siting of 
telecommunications masts as called for in the petition. 
 

 A large number of studies have been performed over the last two decades to assess whether 
mobile phones pose a potential health risk, and to date, no adverse health effects have been 
established. 
 

 Mobile phone base stations (masts) produce radio-frequency (RF) emissions similar to those 
used by radio or television broadcast stations. These have been around for the past 90 years 
without any adverse health effects being established. 
 

 The Infrastructure Action Plan makes clear that improvements to Scotland’s digital 
infrastructure are essential to maintain and improve the ability of our businesses to compete 
in a global market place; be successful in attracting inward investment; transform the 
delivery of public services; respond to the challenges of a low carbon economy and have 
vibrant, strong and connected communities in our cities, towns and rural areas. 
 

 The petition suggests siting telecommunications masts away from residential areas on the 
grounds of alleged health risks. However, while no adverse health effects from the use of 
mobile phone technology have been established, the technology does have demonstrable 
public health benefits, and is increasingly being used to support and deliver key public 
services.   One recent study showed that around 137 more lives are saved per 100,000 
patients when emergency services are called from a mobile phone compared to a landline. 
Mobile telecommunications can also improve health outcomes in non-emergency situations 
and improve efficiency in healthcare systems. 

 
 



 

 

Memorandum 
 
1. The Mobile Operators Association (MOA) represents the four UK mobile network operators – 
Everything Everywhere (Orange and T-Mobile), O2, Three and Vodafone – on radio frequency, health 
and safety, and related town planning issues associated with the use of mobile phone technology.  

 
2. We note petition PE1416, on health issues and planning guidance in respect of 
telecommunications masts, and would like to offer a number of observations on the issues raised in 
the petition.  There is a large and growing body of independent scientific research that has 
consistently found no evidence of adverse health effects from masts operating within international 
health and safety guidelines. At the same time mobile telecommunications are vital to Scottish 
businesses and to the economy, to the delivery of public services; to individuals, and in promoting 
social inclusion. Therefore while no adverse health effects from the use of mobile phone technology 
have been established, the technology does have demonstrable benefits to the community, 
including public health benefits. 
 
3. We would not disagree with the description of the health issues as set out in the SPICe brief1. That 
briefing paper refers to the report of the International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) IARC, 
announced on 31st May 20112, and its subsequent summary paper published in The Lancet3.   
 

4. In its summary report, IARC made no recommendations concerning base stations (masts): it noted 
that “typical exposures to the brain from mobile phone base stations are several orders of 
magnitude lower than those from handsets.”4 
 
5. It is unsurprising that no credible, independent scientific body has expressed concern about 
mobile phone base stations (masts) since these produce radio-frequency (RF) emissions similar to 
those used by radio or television broadcast stations. Since the BBC started broadcasting in the 
1920s, these have been around for the past 90 years or so without any adverse non-thermal health 
effects being established.  
 
6. Shortly after the IARC announcement, the World Health Organisation published an updated Fact 
Sheet on ‘Electromagnetic fields and public health: mobile phones.’ The Fact Sheet notes: “A large 
number of studies have been performed over the last two decades to assess whether mobile phones 
pose a potential health risk. To date, no adverse health effects have been established as being 
caused by mobile phone use.”5 
 

7. Responding to the IARC announcement, the charity Cancer Research UK said: “If mobile phones 
increase the risk of brain cancer, the rates of this disease should be skyrocketing since mobile phone 
use has risen dramatically over the last few decades. But studies in the US, New Zealand, Denmark, 
Norway, Sweden and Finland have found no such trends. In the UK, the incidence of brain cancer has 
been flat for the past few decades.”6 
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8. It is also important to note that all base stations in the UK comply with the guidelines laid down by 
the International Commission on Non‐Ionizing Radiation Protection (ICNIRP)7. These guidelines were 
established by an independent committee of international experts, who carefully review all the 
relevant scientific literature. The exposure guidelines for mobile phones and base stations are 
protective for all people including children. 
 
9. There is therefore no established scientific evidence that would justify the restrictions on the 
siting of telecommunications masts as called for in the petition. 
 
10. At the same time, these proposed restrictions on the provision of telecommunications masts in 
residential areas, would do demonstrable harm to Scotland’s economy; public services, including 
health services; individuals; and communities. They would also render impossible the achievement 
of the Scottish Government’s strategy for better digital connectivity, as set out in ‘Scotland's Digital 
Future - Infrastructure Action Plan’, published in January. This states that:   
 

 “Improvements to our digital infrastructure are essential if we are to maintain and improve 
the ability of our businesses to compete in a global market place; be successful in attracting 
inward investment; transform the delivery of public services; respond to the challenges of a 
low carbon economy and have vibrant, strong and connected communities in our cities, 
towns and rural areas.” 8  

 
11. Mobile telecommunications networks are a key means of delivering broadband and other digital 
services and are thus part of our nation’s vital national infrastructure. They are also important in 
promoting social inclusion. Around 17% of households in Scotland are reliant on mobile telephones. 
That is higher than the UK average (15%), and more than relies on a landline (8%). People on lower 
incomes are even more likely to live in a mobile-only household, or to access the Internet using a 
mobile connection.9 

 
12. It would be impractical to site mobile telecommunications base stations away from built-up 
areas. That is because each base station serves only a limited geographic area, and can only handle a 
certain number of calls at any one time. They therefore have to be sited near where most people 
want to use their mobile devices, which is generally where they live and work. Base stations cannot 
be sited away from built up areas, because if there’s no mast there, there will not be a signal there.  
 
13. At the same time, while no adverse health effects from the use of mobile phone technology have 
been established, the technology can have demonstrable public health benefits. For example, over 
half a million calls are made to the emergency services on mobile phones every week. One recent 
study10, based on analysis of emergency responses at two NHS hospitals over a ten year period, 
showed that around 137 more lives are saved per 100,000 patients when emergency services are 
called from a mobile phone compared to a landline phone.  
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14. Mobile telecommunications can also improve health outcomes in non-emergency situations and 
improve efficiency in healthcare systems11. For example, text messaging can be used to remind 
patients to keep their appointments. The use of text messaging also allows patients with chronic 
conditions like diabetes or asthma to report results of home measurements, such as blood glucose 
levels or peak flow, to their health care providers, who can then let the patient know if they need to 
alter the dose of their medicine, or carry on as before, or if they need a review. The use of texting by 
healthcare professionals also makes a difference to success rates in healthy lifestyle programmes or 
self-management programmes for things like weight-management or smoking cessation. And for 
those taking a cocktail of medicines, such as patients with HIV, text message reminders about when 
to take their medication improves compliance with treatment regimes. 

15. Mobile telecommunications thus play a crucial role in the delivery of healthcare, as well as in 
other public services. For this to continue and for coverage improve, operators must be able to 
continue to build the necessary network infrastructure where it is needed.    

 

                                                           
11

 Bäck I, Mäkel K. Mobile phone messaging in health care – Where are we now? J Inform Tech Soft Eng. Jan 

2012 http://www.omicsgroup.org/journals/JITSE/JITSE-2-106.pdf 
 

http://www.omicsgroup.org/journals/JITSE/JITSE-2-106.pdf



