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Mobiles: Could these be the cigarettes of the 21st century? . . . ‘Absolutely’

What is the issue? There is at the very least a hint that using a mobile phone frequently over ten years causes head tumours. The latency for these is between 10 and 20 years. We had better find out, because most people use mobiles, started using them frequently at around the same time (within about 5 to 10 years), and so if there is a problem it could be a very big one and emerge suddenly. 

In January 2007 two new studies were set out for the 3rd round of the Mobile Telecommunications and Health Research (MTHR) Programme: 

Essex University Department of Psychology announces £263,000 provocation study for TETRA 

Lawrie Challis negotiates £3 million five-year study in to long-term mobile phone users 

In context, yet another study published Jan 2007 points to increased intracranial tumours after 10 years use, on the side mobiles are used. And this study once again defined ‘regular use’ as once a week for six months: 

Mobile phone use and risk of glioma in 5 North European countries, Lahkola et al., International Journal of Cancer, Jan 2007 

· commentary, under January 22, 2007 

· Brief commentary on the latest Interphone Study (Lahkola et al., 2007) 

· Is there a 10 year latency for mobile phone-induced tumours? 

Every announcement of results from EMF studies closes with the phrase ‘but more research is needed’. Here is more research. No-one would dare to be conclusive. But similarly it is difficult to imagine what amount of research would be enough to stimulate an adequate response. 

This has two simultaneous effects. First, it buys time for an industry that already knows there is a problem, by perpetuating uncertainty (as with tobacco, asbestos, dioxins, GM, CO2 and climate change). Second, it delays action for those most at risk, or already in trouble. Five years for an industry to mitigate damage to business is five years during which children are using mobile phones, and people are increasingly dependent on them, without any strong advice on protecting themselves from what is still described as a very minimal risk. 

Professor Lawrie Challis, interviewed in The Times is surprisingly cautious, and advises: 

· no mobiles at all for children under 12 

· use of hands-free with ferrite RF traps 

· children to text, not speak 

· no wireless laptops on laps 

· keep mobiles away from the body. 

These are not unlike the Russian guidelines already, advice by Austrian doctors, and indeed are familiar to the IEGMP ‘Stewart Report’. 

In the light of analyses such a the Danish Interphone study, and the King’s College Psychosomatic Medicine work for MTHR, it is increasingly difficult to dare to come out with anything to the contrary; explaining the results has considerable impact on the global economy. Who wants to act first? It is the same argument as that of economic damage in responding to climate change. We need a ‘Stern Report’ on the global economic impact of health and mobile phones in 10 to 20 years time. 

Thought experiment

A definitive piece of research unequivocally shows that EM fields at surprisingly low levels can cause neurological and immunological disorders, even cancer. Further, the study is itself a true replication, verifying an earlier study. It is decided, for once, that ‘further research’ is not required for action to be taken, even if the biological mechanism is not fully understood. 

This is announced on national media. What happens next? 

· industry denial or industry acceptance? 

· government denial or acceptance? 

· people stop using mobiles? 

· employers reduce, phase out or withdraw mobiles, DECT phones and wireless communications? 

· stringent guidelines on use of digital microwave communications equipment? 

· unions take a hard line on behalf of ‘required users’ such as all emergency services, salespeople, site contractors etc.? 

· class actions by people with brain tumours because the research findings have been known for a long time? 

· insurance companies raise premiums for users, and pull indeminity from manufacturers, and even operators of, and landlords for, the transmitters? 

· pension funders warn of massive losses from both plummetting sector shares, and wider impact to share values of lost productivity and reinvestment? 

· developing countries take no immediate notice (compare the transfer of tobacco markets), introducing a short-term economic and competitive disadvantage to the UK? 

You decide. A lot is at stake. Is it just a matter of being careful with a mobile phone? Or is it comparable to facing climate change by swapping our lightbulbs? 

More on the MTHR programme

Professor Lawrie Challis chairs the MTHR (Mobile Telecommunciation and Health Research) programme in the UK. It is co-funded by government and the telecomms industry. Set up in 2003 in the light of the IEGMP findings, funding was quickly swallowed up, including programmes on communicating risk so that people do not get concerned. Here is not the place to criticise that programme, but some critical provocation studies (subjects in double blind trials of various states of EM exposure), such as that by King’s College (mobile phones) and Essex University (mast signals) have been commented upon heavily with regards to methodology and assumptions. The most significant feature of these studies has to be the quality and meaning of a ‘sham’ signal situation where certain thresholds of sensitivity are assumed. 

Unfortunately, the MTHR programme has been unable to maintain its own website, and whilst some research has been completed and published, much remains inaccesible to many, in academic journals. 

· MTHR website 

· summary of MTHR programme 1 (8 pages, PDF) 

· problems with provocation studies (8 page PDF) 

· MTHR provocation study at King’s college raises questions 

News coverage on the new MTHR mobile phone study

· Mobile risks ‘need further study’ (BBC) 

· Five-year cancer study on mobiles (Daily Mail) 

· Could these be the cigarettes of the 21st century? . . . ‘Absolutely’ (The Times) 

Summary of the ECOLOG study for T-Mobile, 2000

· Mobile Telecommunications and Health. Read the full ECOLOG report. 

· Appendix E, research database listing (in German) 

In 2000, the same year the Stewart Report was commissioned by the UK Government, T-Mobil in Germany (the parent company of T-Mobile) commissioned a highly-rated independent research institute, the ECOLOG Institute in Hanover, to review all relevant available research to date with regard to the health risks from mobile telecommunications. 

This review of over 220 peer-reviewed and published papers found strong indications for the cancer-initiating and cancer-promoting effects of high frequency electromagnetic fields used by mobile telephone technology. Experiments on cell cultures at power flux densities much lower than the guidelines, yielded strong indications for genotoxic effects of these fields, like single and double stranded DNA breaks and damage to chromosomes. The findings that high frequency electromagnetic fields influence cell transformation, cell growth promotion and cell communication also point on a carcinogenic potential of the fields used for mobile telephony. The study also found teratogenic effects (birth deformities) and loss of fertility in animal studies. Moreover, disruptions of other cellular processes, like the synthesis of proteins and the control of cell functions by enzymes, have been demonstrated. 

Numerous experiments on humans as well as on animals proved effects on the central nervous system, which reach from neuro-chemical effects to modifications of the brain potentials and impairments of certain brain functions. Loss of memory and cognitive function, for instance, have been demonstrated by animal experiments. From experiments with volunteers, who were exposed to the fields of mobile telephones, there is clear evidence for influences on certain cognitive functions. Possible risks for the brain also arise from an increased permeability of the blood-brain barrier to potentially harmful substances, observed in several experiments on animals exposed to mobile telephone fields. 

The ECOLOG report also found indications for disruptions of the endocrine and the immune system. High frequency electromagnetic fields cause stress reactions, showing up in an increased production of stress hormones in experimental animals and they lead to a reduction of the concentration of the hormone melatonin in the blood of exposed animals and humans. Melatonin has a central control function for the hormone system and the diurnal biological rhythms and it is able to retard the development of certain tumours. 

A common observation in many of the studies was the importance of pulse modulation. Pulse modulated fields seemed to have a stronger effect than continuous fields and that in some cases, it was the pulse of a certain frequency which triggered the reaction, and absence of pulse, or pulse of a different frequency, led to less significant effects or no effect at all. 

In sum, the ECOLOG report came to dramatically different conclusions than the Stewart Report and called for an immediate downward regulation of the power flux density that should be allowed by the guidelines, by a factor of 1,000. 

  

Translator’s Note

In my translation from the German, I have consistently applied the following evidence categories as defined by ECOLOG-Institut in April 2003: 

ECOLOG Evidence Categories: 

· evidence (German: Nachweis): consistent results of identical studies are available 

· consistent indication (German: konsistenter Hinweis): (strong) indication from different study designs considering the same (patho)physiological endpoint are available 

· strong indication (German: deutlicher Hinweis): consistent results from comparable studies are available 

· indication: similar results from comparable studies are available 

· weak indication: single study results are available 

Mobile Telecommunications and Health

Statement by Dr Hans-Peter Neitzke, ECOLOG-Institute

with regards to the comments by the HPA and the Department of Health about the ECOLOG report entitled Mobilfunk und Gesundheit – Bewertung des wissenschaftlichen Erkenntnisstandes unter dem Gesichtspunkt des vorsorgende Gesundheitsschutzes. 

This study was produced by a team of scientists, consisting of Dr Kerstin Hennes (veterinary medicine), Dr Hartmut Voigt (biophysics), Dr Gisa Kahle-Anders (biology) and myself. 

Originally, it had been agreed that the results of our study would be presented to and discussed by an expert group nominated by T-Mobil. T-Mobil subsequently unilaterally changed the procedure and also commissioned Professor Glaser, Professor Silny and the Öko-Institut (Eco-Institute) to assess the available research from their respective point of view. The brief of the other consultants, however, only partly conformed to our own. The fact that T-Mobil did not formulate all commissions in an unambiguous and consistent manner, was one of the main reasons for the ensuing differences in the assessment (The Öko-Institut for example, included many studies covering the low frequency range, Prof. Silny focussed in detail on technical questions (pace makers) and did not address many biological effects at all). Prof. Glaser and Prof. Silny worked on their respective studies alone. The Öko-Institute worked with a team of four scientists. 

In my view, T-Mobil chose the Öko-Institute (which we usually rate very highly), mainly for tactical reasons: They are an environmental research institute (an association with them should probably suggest a certain openness for a critical view), however, they have never done in single study in the field (and were therefore not sufficiently competent to give a critical assessment). It would have been more honest and also more appropriate if T-Mobil had commissioned a more competent institute such as Nova or Katalyse. 

We only learned about the other studies being commissioned by T-Mobil after the event. Instead of the originally agreed discussion of the results by an expert group, T-Mobil instructed Dr Wiedemann of Forschungszentrum Jülich to conduct a discussion of the results of the four studies amongst the authors (one per study). I believe that this is how T-Mobil was trying to ensure that our assessment was going to be put into perspective: From Prof. Glaser and Prof. Silny, no critical comment was to be expected – both had positioned their respective opinions clearly in previous publications – and the Öko-Institute had withdrawn to the position that the subject matter was complicated and more research was needed. 

There was no agreement to wait with the publication of the results until all four studies were finished (the other three were commissioned much later). On the contrary, on 7 March 2001, we received a letter from our client which stressed again that we could publish our results at any time. Dr Lauer and Dr Gerstenschläger, who had both been our assigned project managers within T-Mobil, wrote the following: 

‘With regards to the use of the results, we would like to reiterate the statement made at the beginning of the project, that you have the unlimited right to publish the results and to use them for your own research purposes. This includes the mentioning of T-Mobil as the commissioning party of the study. It is incumbent on your own responsibility to decide how a publication will influence the ensuing discussion process. From T-Mobil, there are no restrictions. However, we kindly ask you to inform Dr Wiedemann about the publication.’ 

We informed Dr Wiedemann and made the results of our study public fourteen days after we received the letter from T-Mobil. I assume that T-Mobil felt obliged to write this letter since it was public knowledge that our study had been finished since April 2000 and T-Mobil did not want to be criticised for withholding results. Indeed, T-Mobil has never attempted to withhold or influence the results – which we would have never accepted anyway. However, T-Mobil did unilaterally break our original agreement with regards to the procedure and commissioned further experts from whom no critical results or recommendations were to be expected. 

I hope the above explanations will help you to understand the context of the ECOLOG study of 2000. 

Yours sincerely, 

Dr H-Peter Neitzke 

