Follow-up to the European Parliament resolution on health concerns associated with electromagnetic fields, adopted by the Commission on 2 July 2009
1.
Rapporteur: Frédérique RIES (ALDE/BE)
2.
EP reference number: A6-0089/2009 / P6_TA-PROV(2009)0216

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 2 April 2009

4.
Subject: health concerns associated with electromagnetic fields

5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on the Environment, Public Health and Food Safety (ENVI)
6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

This resolution was prepared in response to the high concern that some EU citizens have about the potential health effect of electromagnetic fields (EMF).

It calls for the Commission to review the scientific basis and adequacy of the EMF limits as laid down in Recommendation 1999/519/EC using the help of the SCENIHR, to support the development of solutions that minimize exposure, to improve the availability of information on this issue and to finance research on the potential health effects of EMF. It also asks the Commission to prepare a yearly report on the level of electromagnetic radiation in the EU and actions taken to protect human health and the environment and to speed up the implementation of Directive 2004/40/EC.

The resolution also asks the Member States to make available maps showing sources of exposure to EMF and to recognize persons who consider themselves as electro-hypersensitive as disabled.

The resolution also calls on the International Commission on Non-Ionizing Radiation Protection (ICNIRP) to be more transparent and open to dialogue with all stakeholders. It also asks for labelling requirements for transmitting power on EMF emitting devices.

The Commission strives to ensure a high level of protection of the public and is already both reviewing regularly the scientific basis of the Council Recommendation 1999/519/EC with the help of the SCENIHR and financing research on this issue. The Commission already makes this information available but will look at ways to improve the information flow to the public. It is also proceeding diligently to implement Directive 2004/40/EC and will consider the specific proposals made in the report.

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
Overall, the resolution contains many requests and statements for which the Commission wishes to provide specific comments.

E.
refers to the fact that some governments in Europe and internationally, have set exposure limits that are lower than those advocated by the Commission. However, the Commission would like to remark that there are currently discussions in Russia between people in favour of the status quo and people in favour of the adoption of the ICNIRP guidelines. China is reported to have adopted SAR based guidelines for mobile phones in 2008 and is discussing the adoption of the ICNIRP guidelines for ELF. In India, the ICNIRP guidelines for RF were adopted for telecommunications on July 23, 2008. Overall, worldwide, a convergence is observed towards ICNIRP guidelines with respect to handsets. The situation is more diverse for base stations.

G.
refers to the Interphone epidemiological study. Most (about 70% of the total brain tumour cases as estimated by the SCENIHR) of the results of Interphone have already been published but the overall conclusion paper from the partners is still missing. The expert community does not seem to expect much new from that paper as the main limitations of the study are already clear and the lessons from it can already be drawn for future epidemiological endeavours.

I.
Refers to the need for the precautionary measures to be taken for residents and consumers. A protective framework of exposure guidelines containing a level of precaution is in place both for workers and for the general public (Council Recommendation 1999/519/EC). The directives and standards on products and equipment and the Physical Agents Directive for workers rely on the limits of the Recommendation. However, no legislation is in place for the general public because there is no legal basis for regulatory action in this area.

1.
"Urges the Commission to review the scientific basis and adequacy of the EMF limits …". The Commission, supported by the SCENIHR, already reviews the scientific basis and, thereby, the adequacy of the limits on a regular basis as testified by the latest opinion from the SCENIHR, adopted on January 19, 2009 and updating the 2007 opinion of the SCENIHR. Further updates will come in due time.
2.
"Calls for particular consideration of biological effects when assessing the potential health impact of electromagnetic radiation". When updating its opinions, the SCENIHR looks at all the scientific evidence available. The Commission is already funding research in this area through FP7 and will continue to do so in line with the research recommendations formulated by the SCENIHR. The SCENIHR has also been requested to make recommendations for a comprehensive research strategy on the potential health effects of EMF.

3.
Calls on the Commission, ".. in coordination with experts from Member States and the industries concerned..", to draw up a guide to available technology options serving to reduce exposure to EMFs. The Commission will study this proposal with the industry partners.

4.
"…Calls on the Commission and Member States to draw up appropriate guidance to …" reduce exposure. The Commission will study this proposal. However, according to the information provided by industry, it is uncertain whether sharing masts would lead to a reduction of exposure.
8.
"Considers that it is in the general interest to encourage solutions based on negotiations involving all stakeholders to determine the criteria for setting up new GSM antennas or high-voltage power lines….". The Commission is ready to help develop EU guidelines to that effect.

10.
The current financial regulations for the Trans European Energy Networks do not foresee the possibility of using funding from the Trans‑European Energy Networks to investigate the effects of EMFs at very low frequencies. However, further research could be considered under FP7.

12.
"…Calls on the Commission to present a yearly report on the level of electromagnetic radiation in the EU, its sources, and actions taken in the EU to better protect human health and the environment". Such a report would have to be based on data from Member States and a yearly report would be impossible to achieve in practice. A possibility could be to include the relevant information available to the 5 yearly implementation reports of the Council Recommendation. Some information might be gathered as suggested under Point 9 and linked to the INSPIRE exercise.

13.
"Calls on the Commission to find a solution enabling Directive 2004/40/EC to be implemented more rapidly .." and including a derogation for MRI under Article 1 of that Directive. The Commission is currently proceeding to the mandatory legislative preparatory steps (a comprehensive impact assessment and the 2 stage consultation of the Social partners according to Article 138 of the Treaty) in order to come up with a new proposal in due time. Broad informal consultations with stakeholders and the scientific community have already taken place and will continue. The Commission will establish and adopt its proposal on the basis of all the available elements and intends to make a proposal to amend directive 2004/40/EC in order not to hamper the use and development of medical MRI.

14.
Deplores the fact that, the findings of the Interphone study have yet to be published. The Commission is also very much looking forward to the publication of the overall conclusion of the study and calls on the sense of responsibility of the partners to publish these conclusions shortly. However, as most of the results are already published and assessed by the SCENIHR, the Commission already knows that the methodological limitations of the study might make it impossible to draw definite conclusions. The Commission regrets that the delay in publication of the overall results of the Interphone study is creating a "domino effect" in a number of international evaluations: a delay in IARC's monograph on RF EMF, in WHO's Environmental Health Criteria, and eventually in ICNIRP's Guidelines on RF that need such reports as essential part of its scientific rationale. As a result, the reasonable-optimistic forecast for the new ICNIRP RF guidelines is 2012.

17.
Also suggests to the Commission that the Community funding earmarked for studies on EMFs be partly switched to finance an awareness campaign for young Europeans. In general, existing financial rules do not allow the Commission to use EU funds for other purposes than those they were allocated to. Therefore, research projects per se cannot be focused on awareness campaigns alone. However, all research projects funded by the EU in this area are required to provide an adequate dissemination plan, which often includes specific actions geared towards laypersons to explain complicated scientific issues. In addition, other Community programmes such as the Public Health Programme could provide funds for awareness campaigns.

19.
"Calls on the Commission and Member States to increase research and development (R&D) funding for the evaluation of potential long‑term adverse effects of mobile telephony radio frequencies …" particularly where children are concerned. Within the ongoing 7th Framework Programme, €3.5 million euros have been allocated for a multi-national world-wide study on the risk of brain cancer from exposure to radiofrequency fields in childhood and adolescence (The MOBI-KIDS project). Furthermore, a multi-national research project is expected to be funded in the near future, which will address potential human health risks related to wireless communication devices in settings such as schools. The SCENIHR has also been requested to provide an opinion on a research strategy.

20.
With respect to call for the European Group on Ethics in Science and New Technologies (EGE) to be given the additional task of assessing scientific integrity, it should be noted that the issue of scientific integrity is not specific to this particular case. It is a generic necessity for all assessments. Special measures to ensure independence were taken in a number of research projects financed by the Commission under FP5 (e.g. independent reviewers or financial buffers).

21.
With respect to exchange of information, the Commission is willing to continue working with all the stakeholders and is making available relevant up-to-date information understandable to non-specialists.
25.
With regards to labelling, providing information to the consumer is good, but simply labelling the use of a particular technology is unlikely to be useful. Such an indication would not give the consumer any information which is useful to manage risks.

26.
The role of Council Recommendation 1999/519/EC is to propose a single set of exposure limits which is meant to ensure a high level of protection of the general public, in accordance with articles 95 and 152 of the EU Treaty.

27.
The point on exclusion of coverage for the risks associated with EMFs from the scope of liability insurance policies requires clarification. The crucial question for the insurance industry, is not the actual reality of the health risk, but how society will react to the uncertainty and the financial risk created by lawsuits. Therefore, the exclusion of coverage for the risks associated with EMFs from the scope of liability insurance policies is not an indication that insurance companies believe that there is a health risk.

28.
While Sweden recognises that persons that say they suffer from electrohypersensitivity can be disabled, it does not recognize that EMF are the cause of the symptoms. The SCENIHR opinion concludes that no scientific evidence is available of a relation between exposure to EMF and self-reported symptoms.
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