Statement by Don Maisch on  Power frequency magnetic fields and health

To whom it may concern

I have been asked to make comment on the possible health impacts from human exposure to 50 – 60 Hertz (power frequency) electromagnetic fields (EMFs). Exposure to EMFs at levels implicated with ill health effects can arise from living in close proximity to transmission lines (roughly under 60 meters) or unbalanced street powerlines, electric currents running on metal water piping in homes and offices, office work stations adjacent to major electrical equipment as well as sources within the home, such as having a bed head close to a meter box on a bedroom wall (a common practice in Australia

Ref: < http://www.emfacts.com/papers/home_infosheet.pdf >

Most of the concerns about possible health hazards focuses on the cancer issue, with childhood leukemia a particular worry. However there is a wealth of information that a major point of interaction is on the immune system, with prolonged EMF exposure acting as an immune system stressor. The outcome of which could be cancer or any number of immune related diseases. What that outcome will be is highly dependent upon individual genetic susceptibility. 

Ref: < http://www.emfacts.com/papers/cfs.html >

        < http://www.emfacts.com/papers/cfs_changes.pdf >

        < http://www.emfacts.com/papers/cf-changes2.html >

        < http://www.emfacts.com/papers/ross-house.html >

        < http://www.emfacts.com/papers/french.html >

My main interest is in EMF standard setting, a topic that involves several fundamental issues that go to the heart of the continuing EMF /health effects controversy internationally. These issues are of major importance and are explored below.

I became actively involved in the EMF standard setting process in 1992 as a standards researcher for the late Senator Robert Bell in Tasmania. I am currently a member of the Standards Australia TE/7 Committee: Human exposure to electromagnetic fields, as well as the Australian Radiation Protection & Nuclear Safety Agency’s (ARPANSA) powerline consultative committee.

I have written numerous papers on the topic, and have been directly involved with designing and conducting a residential EMF exposure study in conjunction with the Dept. of Psychology at Massey University, Palmerston North,  N.Z. and the Australasian College of Nutritional  & Environmental Medicine in Melbourne.

I currently am writing a PhD thesis on risk assessment as it is applied to radiofrequency standard setting  (University of Wollongong, NSW).

Issues:

· Internationally, the literature supplied the power industry and most national radiation advisory agencies, tend to have a strong bias towards a viewpoint that considers that the only health issues of any consequence from EMF exposure are those associated with shock and burn hazards at high levels of exposure. The existence of a wealth of epidemiological and other data that found adverse health effects well below their recommended exposure guidelines is simply dismissed out of hand by statements that, in my opinion, are extremely misleading.

·  By arbitrarily dismissing all evidence to the contrary, many national radiation advisory agencies, as well as industry, follow the viewpoint that the exposure limits promoted by the International Commission on Non-Ionizing Radiation Protection (ICNIRP) adequately protect public health. This assertion is not true. Back in 1991 the Australian Radiation Laboratory (ARL) clearly stated that these limits (100uT residential and 500 uT occupational for 24 hour exposure) “represent plausible field values, below which immediate health effects are unlikely. They are not intended to provide protection against possible cancer induction by continued exposure at lower field levels.”  Now, 14 years later, those same limits are still being promoted as somehow protecting public health. This is simply not true. This level of reasoning makes about as much sense as proposing an asbestos exposure level that only protects from immediate health effects by ignoring the existence of the now well established latency factor in cancer.

· We now have a wealth of reliable epidemiological evidence, well beyond reasonable doubt, that finds that prolonged powerline magnetic field exposure  at a level of 0.4 uT doubles the risk of childhood leukaemia.  At an international childhood leukaemia conference in London in Sept. 2004, Anders Ahlbon, one of the world’s leading epidemiologists stated that “there is probably a risk below 4 uT because it is unlikely that there is a threshold for the EMF effect”. Anders also stated that “while the risk below 4 uT was quite small for any single individual, the societal risk would be significant due to the large number of children exposed to low-level fields.” At the same conference, a Japanese research team reported that children exposed to 0.4 uT had close to a five times increased risk of leukaemia. This is just a small sampling of the large amount of evidence, including other EMF health effects, that should trigger public health protections. 

· The main problem, as I see it, is that national agencies charged with public health protection, have abrogated their responsibility over to so called “international” expert bodies, such as ICNIRP. Having strong ties with industrial interests, these organisations have assigned themselves the task of assessing the EMF environmental risks according to methods largely developed in the 1970’s by the corporate industrial sector to ward off regulation of their activities and make successful litigation against them unlikely. The consequences of this approach to EMF health hazards has been to delay, complicate and befuddle the issues so effectively that the industy remains free of enforced limits.

Where do we go from here?

One way to reduce actual and perceived risks to society, and to start the process of building a better foundation for trust and communication between interested parties, is to include the public as valid stakeholders in all stages of planning and routing of transmission lines and the locations of electrical substations.– And this should include adequate public representation on the relevant standard setting committees. 

In Australia, ARPANSA is aware of the advisability of involving the public in the decision making process. At an International OECD Nuclear Energy Agency workshop at Villigen, Switzerland in 2001, leaders of the radiation protection and regulation community discussed the involvement of the public in regulatory decision making. It was acknowledged by an ARPANSA representative that “interaction with the public, not information, was needed, and that the public should be a part of the decision making process – and it must be genuine.”

Far too many EMF standard setting bodies that rely on the ICNIRP guidelines have tried to perpetrate ICNIRP’s questionable risk assessment by maintaining an aura of expert infallibility devoid of any public critique of it’s decision making process.  This process largely represents the viewpoint of those responsible for the exposures while ignoring the interests of those who are exposed.

The Australian experience of public participation, both in membership on expert committees and in public submissions to those committees, has demonstrated that the mystique of expert infallibility cannot be maintained when a concerned and well informed public becomes involved in the process. When all is said and done, it is only by this process that the foundations for an accurate and trustworthy risk assessment for all members of society can be laid.

Don Maisch

May 18, 2005

Web site: <  http://www.emfacts.com  >

Also see Microwave News: < http://www.microwavenews.com/mwn.dec_04.pdf >
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