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Investigation of Environmental Health Concerns

G. Leane, BA Roch

Public Health Department, South Eastern Health Board

Introduction

In recent years there has been an increase in public 

awareness regarding the location of powerlines and 

mobile phone base stations near residential buildings and 

other sites such as schools and churches.  Some people 

have concerns regarding the possible health effects from 

exposure to non-ionising radiation - “will these 

structures make us feel unwell or cause cancer?”

The Public Health Department response to two queries 

concerning exposure to electromagnetic fields (EMF) is 

presented.

Public Health Investigation

A search of evidence-based literature was undertaken

Findings

Base station antennae emit RF waves which are narrow 
in the vertical direction but quite broad in the horizontal 
direction. Due to the narrow vertical spread of the beam, 
the RF field intensity at the ground directly below the 
antennae is low.

National Radiological Protection Board (UK)

RF field intensity increases slightly as one moves away 
from the base station and decreases at greater distances 
from the antennae.

� Exposure levels from living near mobile phone base 
stations are extremely low and unlikely to pose a risk 
to health3.

� No causal association between exposure to RF fields 
and risk of cancer2.

� Existing data is relatively short term – detrimental 
health effects cannot be ruled out.

� A “precautionary approach” to the location of mobile 
phone base stations is recommended.

Overall Conclusion

� Dealing with a relatively new exposure (EMF).

� Need for long-term studies and studies on the 

cumulative effects of EMF exposure.

� Evidence is reassuring but inconclusive.

� Sensitivity is needed when dealing with public 
concern related to environmental health issues.
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Case 1

Public concern about a perceived cancer cluster near a 

220 kV powerline.

EMF measurements taken by the ESB were within 

ICNIRP guidelines1.

Public Health Investigation

A step-by-step approach was used to identify whether a 

cancer cluster existed.  Guidelines for investigating 

clusters2 were followed and information on the cancer 

type, number of cases, age, gender, time period and 

geographical area was collated.

Cancer Cluster Definition

� An unusual number of cancers occurring during a 

specific time period among people who live/work 

together.

� Minimum of 5 cases per unit of analysis.

� Same type or body system.

� History of exposure to harm.

� A plausible biological association.

Findings

� Different cancer types in different age groups and no 
specific time period.

� Some reported cancer cases were outside the 
geographical area.

� No definite evidence was found to support public 
concern for a perceived cancer cluster.

Case 2

Concern regarding health effects from a mobile phone 
base station.

Radiofrequency (RF) measurements taken by ComReg 
were within ICNIRP guidelines1.
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