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Dear Mr Cochrane
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 25 June about the above petition.  Your letter asked the Scottish Government how it will ensure that the principle of precautionary approach is being adopted by planning authorities when considering application for new developments close to overhead power lines and whether and when it will undertake analysis of the broad conclusions being formed through current and available national and international scientific research.  

Officials from the Scottish Government have met with colleagues in the UK Government, Welsh Assembly Government and the Northern Ireland Executive to discuss the issues arising from the SAGE report mentioned in previous replies to the Committee.  Further work is ongoing in terms of the measures which government might take in response to the SAGE report and the views of the Health Protection Agency.  At that stage we will engage with planning authorities on the extent of precautionary measures with regard to development in the vicinity of pylons.  The intention is to make a response to SAGE by the end of the year.
The petitioner’s latest letter contained an extensive criticism of the Scottish Government’s previous reply on this Petition.  In particular, concern was expressed about the Government’s reliance on advice from the HPA on health issues in relation extremely low frequency (ELF) electromagnetic fields (EMF), and about the degree of impartiality in the SAGE process.  Regarding the first of these, I can only reaffirm the view in our previous correspondence that the Scottish Government has full confidence in the quality and independence of HPA advice.  While there were issues around participants reaching a consensus view in the SAGE process, it has been successful in producing a first interim report and, as indicated, the Government response to this report is currently under consideration.
That brings us, however, to the question of the Scottish Government undertaking an analysis of the broad conclusions being formed through current and available national and international scientific research.  In this regard, the Scottish Government, in keeping with the other UK administrations, takes advice on the risks arising from various health hazards from a number of scientific advisory committees established and operated in accordance with the Code of Practice for Scientific Advisory Committees.  This Code ensures that the conduct of these Committees meets the required standards of independence and transparency and ensures the impartiality and quality of their advice.  The appropriate Committee for advice on ionising and non-ionising radiation is the Committee on Medical Aspects of Radiation in the Environment (COMARE).  Given the availability of advice from this Committee, the HPA and other authoritative international organisations, including the World Health Organization, and given the level of consensus among these advisory bodies, the Scottish Government is content to accept this advice, and has no plans to pursue and independent analysis of the possible association between EMF emissions from power lines and public health.  The view of the WHO remains that ‘Despite extensive research, to date there is no evidence to conclude that exposure to low level electromagnetic fields is harmful to human health.’

I hope this information is of assistance.
Yours sincerely

Alan Cameron
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