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# 5 PROTECTING CANADIANS FROM HEALTH HAZARDS ASSOCIATED WITH EXPOSURE TO ELECTRO-MAGNETIC FIELDS FROM HIGH VOLTAGE OVERHEAD POWER LINES 

Proposed by CFUW South Delta, BC

RESOLVED, That the Canadian Federation of University Women (CFUW) urge the Government of Canada and provincial, territorial and municipal governments to protect the health of Canadians from harm created by exposure to electro-magnetic fields from high voltage overhead power lines by:

1. 
Requiring that the Precautionary Principle be enforced and policy and regulations developed to protect Canadians from harm from high voltage overhead power lines;

2. 
Requiring that new overhead power lines be placed underground or at distances from homes, schools, or places of work or study determined to be safe by European Union member states and other countries implementing the precautionary principle;  

3. 
Establishing an independent monitoring body that includes citizen involvement and makes regular public reports on emerging research and on existing and proposed installations of new high voltage overhead power lines;
4. 
Promoting public awareness and education, and support the development and use of safe alternatives to overhead power lines.
INTRODUCTION 


 “A clean environment is essential for human health and well-being. However, the interactions between the environment and human health are highly complex and difficult to assess. This makes the use of the precautionary principle particularly useful.”
 European Environment Agency
“Electromagnetic fields of all frequencies represent one of the most common and fastest growing environmental influences, about which anxiety and speculation are spreading. All populations are now exposed to varying degrees of EMF, and the levels will continue to increase as technology advances.” 
 World Health Organization 

For most of the last four decades scientists have been conducting research into the potential for harm to human health from exposure to Electro Magnetic Fields (“EMFs”) from overhead power lines.  An early and continuing focus of the research was on childhood leukemia in children living near overhead power lines.  International scientists and health agencies such as the World Health Organization (WHO) and the European Commission (as we discuss below) now agree that the research shows that there is a relationship between chronic exposure to overhead power lines and an increased incidence of childhood leukemia. 

The research on chronic exposure from EMFs from high voltage overhead power lines is now expanding to include other areas of human health but is currently considered to be inconclusive.  Nevertheless, almost all developed countries with the notable exception of Canada have decided that the evidence is sufficient for them to incorporate the “precautionary principle” in their legislation and regulations respecting EMFs.  

This background paper provides a working definition of the precautionary principle, an overview of recent, publicly available information on the views of the WHO, the European Commission of the European Union, a group of independent scientists, and Health Canada on harm to human health from EMFs from overhead power lines. 
The Precautionary Principle 

Several definitions of the precautionary principle were reviewed by the UNESCO expert group on the Precautionary Principle in March 2005. They agreed on the following working definition of the principle:

“When human activities may lead to morally unacceptable harm that is scientifically plausible but uncertain, actions shall be taken to avoid or diminish that harm. Morally unacceptable harm refers to harm to humans or the environment that is 

· threatening to human life or health, or

· serious and effectively irreversible, or 

· inequitable to present or future generations, or

· imposed without adequate consideration of the human rights of those affected.”

THE OPINION OF THE WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION EMF TASK FORCE 

 The World Health Organization (WHO) established the International EMF Project in 1996 to “assess the scientific evidence of possible health effects of EMFs in the frequency range of 0-300 GHz.”
  Much of the research they assess looks at whether exposure to EMFs increases the risk of childhood leukaemia since the bodies of young children are particularly vulnerable to harm from environmental pollutants. 

 The most recent WHO report, a monograph published in 2007, on exposure to extremely low frequency (ELF) EMFs is based on meetings of scientists between 2002 and 2005 to assess their published findings on EMFs.  The monograph focuses on research findings by experts in neurodegenerative disorders, cardiovascular disorders, childhood leukaemia, and protective measures. The report found that the scientific evidence of an increase in the risk of childhood leukemia from EMFs is strong though only a small number of children are likely to be affected and the Task Force is of the opinion that EMFs are likely carcinogenic. The report then concludes in a section entitled Protective Measures that “The use of precautionary measures is warranted.”
 

The WHO EMF Task Force committee chair commenting on the monograph’s findings cautions the Task Force scientists that “The WHO recommendations target the whole world” and also later reminded them that “WHO’s recommendations must be applicable to all countries alike --- poor and developing countries as well as wealthy ones --- among which the willingness or ability to pay for precautionary measures varies widely.”
 These concerns are not relevant to rich developed countries such as Canada.
THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION OF THE EUROPEAN UNION 

The European Union uses the precautionary principle. All member states have now implemented a protective framework at least equivalent to the EU recommendation, 1999/519/EC, which asks member states to implement a framework of basic restrictions and reference levels, to ensure that adequate health protection measures are taken and to ensure that the general public is adequately informed.

The Scientific Committee on Emerging and Newly Identified Health Risks (SCENIHR) of the European Commission (an institution of the European Union), meeting about “Possible Effects of Electromagnetic Fields (EMFs) on Human Health” adopted the following opinion in January 2009: “the few new epidemiological and animal studies that have addressed the ELF exposure and cancer do not change the previous assessment that ELF magnetic fields are a possible carcinogen.”
 In 2009, the SCENIHR also adopted the opinion of its experts that further epidemiological and experimental investigations of the apparent association between ELF and Alzheimer’s disease should be given priority.
 

In assessing the exposure of the general population to high voltage transmission lines the Committee notes that  the degree of exposure due to magnetic flux depends on the actual current in the line [i.e. it will vary with the demand daily and seasonally] the distance from the line and length of time of the exposure. They note that studies of co-exposures suggest a possible interaction of magnetic fields with other agents. 


BIOINITIATIVE WORKING GROUP REPORT 

The most authoritative opinions on EMFs and human health and recommendations for policy currently come from the cautious assessments of the evidence by scientists aligned with the WHO and the European Union.  However, the BioIniative Report, prepared by an independent group of international scientists argues strongly that EMFs have been linked to a variety of adverse health outcomes and, they note, that EMFs have been shown to cause cells to generate stress proteins, a universal sign of distress in animal and human cells. These scientists also express concerns that vested interests shape the public health debate and advise that: “Prudent corporate policies should be expected to address and avoid future risks and liabilities. Otherwise, there is no market incentive to produce safe (and safer) products. We can no longer afford business as usual the report concludes. It is no longer acceptable, they say, to build new power lines and electric facilities that place people in EMF environments that have been determined to be risky. 

THE CANADIAN GOVERNMENT POSITION ON EMFS
The Canadian government has enshrined the following Precautionary Principle in the 1999 Canadian Environmental Protection Act (CEPA 1999): “Whereas the Government of Canada is committed to implementing the precautionary principle that, where there are threats of serious or irreversible damage, lack of scientific certainty shall not be used as a reason for postponing cost-effective measures to prevent environmental degradation.” 
 
The current Health Canada on EMFs is articulated in a brief statement issued on November 8, 2008. The statement concludes: “it is the opinion of the Federal-Provincial-Territorial Radiation Protection Committee (FPTRPC) that there is insufficient scientific evidence showing exposure to EMFs from power lines can cause [emphasis added] adverse health effects such as cancer. Therefore, a warning to the public to avoid living near or spending time in proximity to power lines is not required…Any precautionary measures to be taken …should favour low cost or no cost options”. 
  With regard to the international agencies’ assessments of the risk of childhood leukemia, the statement is quite dismissive, commenting that “Based on the weak epidemiological evidence from childhood leukaemia studies, the International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) has classified power-frequency magnetic fields as “possibly carcinogenic to humans.”  The same classification, the Health Canada statement comments, is applied to, for example, “coffee and pickled vegetables.”
  
CONCLUSION
Today, with the exception of Canada and the U.S., as our table below shows, all developed countries now have national policies about public exposure to Electro-Magnetic Fields (EMFs) from overhead power lines.  Canada is unique in that it is a developed country that stands together with Kazakhstan, Mongolia, India, Thailand, and Uzbekistan and other developing countries in refusing to take any precautionary actions to protect its citizens from possible threats to their health from their growing exposure to EMFs. 
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