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Franz Büllingen Some municipalities have already been

trying to restrict the extension of networks

by referring to restrictions placed on build-

ings under historical preservation or mu-

nicipalities are being confronted by citi-

zens vehemently demanding that the lo-

cations of base stations be disclosed to the

public. Especially regarding  media cover-

age the possible acute and latent health

risks stemming from the increasing ex-

pansion of high frequency electromagnet-

ic waves is seen more frequently as a topic

for reports in the media.

To date, research on electromagnetic

compatibility concerning the environment

(EMCE) has revealed that no problems have

arisen from UMTS, but for more than two

decades the media has very often chosen

this subject to be a central theme. In the

1980s during the course of increasing tech-

nical advances in households, possible

health risks from sources of low frequency

emissions, such as high tension lines, elec-

trical power lines in homes and many elec-

trical appliances in households were given

high priority by the media. At the begin-

ning of 1990s it was then pushed out of

the picture by the increasing number of

reports on mobile radio communication

systems. In the beginning the discussion

was about the significance of electro smog

caused by setting up transmitter masts for

Global System for Mobile Communications

(GSM, the abbreviation commonly used

for D-and E-networks). Today in almost

Since the mobile radio

frequencies for universal

mobile telecommunication

systems (UMTS) have been

auctioned off and the license

holders have started to

roll out the network

infrastructure, there are

considerable indications of a

growing resistance to and

acceptance of new mobile

radio communication

technology. The effects of

electromagnetic fields (EMF)

on human health and the

possible consequences is

increasingly developing more

into a political issue,

which is controversially

discussed throughout

society, by political parties,

by municipalities or by

public institutions.

every large municipality there is a citi-

zens’ action group concerned with this in

spite of the fact that at present, Germany

has a penetration rate of almost 70% and

a high level of acceptance of mobile phone

use.

To date, it seems as if the public’s opin-

ion on mobile radio communications has

focused more on the issue of convenience,

for instance, being able to be reached at

all times, more mobility  and an increase

in personal safety. However,  arguments

stating that mobile phone use is associat-

ed with possible health risks have over-

shadowed the convenience and personal

safety aspects . Nevertheless, in the mean-

time, with regard to local political resolu-

tions in Munich or Berlin, it can no longer

be ruled out that the EMCE debate will

bring about far-reaching consequences

concerning the extension of UMTS-net-

works and will affect the demand for mo-

bile radio communication services.

In this context the question arises as to

which direction the EMCE debate will pro-

ceed, in spite of there being legally estab-

lished limit values and despite the fact

that in the public debate there is a lack of

general indisputable scientific causal proof.

A prognoses on further progress requires a

fundamental understanding of the follow-

ing aspects:

• what roles the different groups of ac-

tors in EMCE discourse play,

• how they communicate,

Electrosmog
The results of an empirical study commissioned
by the Federal Ministry for Industry and Employment

in the m
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• how the situation will change by the

upgrading of GSM-networks

• and the introduction of UMTS,

• how potential risks are perceived and

discussed in public,

• and how these risks in comparison to

other types of risks are evaluated.

Only a heightened knowledge of the

EMCE-discourse can initiate starting points

which can influence this process. Within

this context the Federal Ministry for In-

dustry and Employment (BMWA) commis-

sioned WIK-Consult in 2001 to carry out

an extensive analytical empirical investi-

gation.1

The first step in this study was to do a

fundamental theoretical investigation of

the significance of technology induced

risk discourse. The second step involved

the investigation of how the EMCE prob-

lem is dealt with in print and in audio-

visual media (AV media). The media anal-

ysis was based on circa 1,200 articles rel-

evant to the subject, these articles were

taken from  press data banks. The  Forsc-

hungsgemeinschaft Funk’s (FGF) exten-

sive documentation of articles on the

topic was also used; the FGF has been

regularly evaluating media coverage since

1995.

The third step was concerned with risk

perception and its evaluation by the pub-

lic. This was investigated with a repre-

sentative survey in cooperation with Ipsos

Germany; an institution which conducts

opinion surveys throughout the public.  The

results were validated in numerous exten-

sive interviews by laypersons.

The fourth step involved an analytic

comparison of the corresponding discourse

process in the following countries: Aus-

tria, Switzerland, Great Britain and Italy.

For the final prognoses experts from dif-

ferent fields were interviewed. Based on

these interviews, future development pros-

pects were worked out by means of a sce-

nario technique.

1.The EMCE-Risk Discourse
Modern risk communication research

offers an important approach to under-

standing social communication and its

process concerning risks posed by tech-

nology, such as those discussed in the

EMCE debate. If the sociologist Ulrich

Beck’s analysis is correct, which states that

dealing with incomplete information con-

cerning modern technology is a structural

characteristic of today’s society and that

technical problems are in essence social

risks, whose evaluation, acceptability and

regulation are the result of negotiation

processes then communication processes

regarding all significant technology and

its potential risks are unavoidable. This is

especially true for system innovations such

as mobile communication systems,  which

have an effect on all areas of work, and

leisure and have changed our communi-

cation habits completely.

edia
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Some of the peculiarities of this debate

are that the risks are first constituted

through political discourse. Risks in a so-

cial context are only significant to the ex-

tent in which they are perceived, evaluat-

ed and communicated. Objectively, in most

cases this happens almost independently

of its explosive nature, of how extensive it

is or of the factuality of a technically

caused risk. A formula originating in the

insurance industry is determined accord-

ing to the risk of a technology (R), accord-

ing to the possible extent of the damage

(D) and according to the probability (P) of

the damage occurring, (R = P x D). This

formula has really no practical relevance

at all for public risk discourse. The debate

in Germany and France on the risks posed

by nuclear energy took different courses

and had different results. This elucidates

the fact that comparable technology and

risks can be perceived and assessed com-

pletely differently. They point out that the

process of this discourse is principally open

and therefore suggestible and can lead to

totally different results.

In this context controversial debates be-

tween various actors and social groups

should not be regarded at all as an inter-

ference factor and seen as unnecessary

public vexation, delays and high costs.

They must much more be understood as a

meaningful contestation concerning the

determination and the layout of social

embedding and the behavioural use of a

new technology. Hence,  a society’s rela-

tionship to the environment and its atti-

tude towards health, different cultural val-

ues inherent in a society, and its regional

or national characteristics, the basic stand-

point a nation has towards innovations as

well as the subjective and collective eval-

uation of the use and risks all play a cen-

tral role.

However, discourse about risks should

not have too many positive expectations

that conflicts and conflicting interests can

be totally resolved in the end. This seems

difficult because conflicts are invariably

normatively charged and one must pro-

ceed from the assumption that  a pluralis-

tic society will have divergent value con-

cepts. Regarding risk communication many

more attempts should be made, even with

insurmountable dissent and conflicting

interests, to reach socially compatible  and

if possible versatile and acceptable com-

promise solutions.

All risk discourse can be described as

constituting a political arena, where social

groups, and actors such as associations,

standardization institutions, public admin-

istrations, industrial corporations, courts

of law or political institutions enter into

negotiating processes. Presently, the me-

dia, local citizens’ action groups, the law as

well as the network operators have the great-

est influence in the EMCE arena, whereas,

numerous other actors, e.g. political parties

or medical associations are gradually be-

ginning to get involved. In this respect, we

can assume that when more actors enter

the arena the conflict will intensify rather

than move towards a settlement.

As a rule, value limits and the stipulation

of these value limits set the stage where

acceptance or unreasonable demands con-

cerning collective risks are fought over. The

more the public responds and the more

intense the debate becomes, the greater the

probably is that a dissent or a conflict will

lead to a political solution and consequent-

ly, the management of risks will have be

organized. Concrete results, such as the pub-

lication of new scientific findings, reports

on health risks, protests, court cases, (e.g.

the law suit filed for billions against Mo-

torola) and their proliferation by the media

can bring the debate to a critical head. In-

versely, measures such as agreements be-

ing made between municipalities and net-

work operators (issues dealing with loca-

tion) by means of more transparent infor-

mation, could to a great extent, contribute

to easing the situation, since this would

give a considerable signal to the public that

their concerns about risk prevention will be

paid attention to.
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2. The presentation
of the EMCE-problem
in the German media

For public perception and the communi-

cation of risks caused by technology, the

media has a central function to act as a

coordinator and reinforcer. Scientific in-

vestigations of media coverage have point-

ed out, on the one hand that mass media is

seldom biased when reporting on contro-

versial issues having to do with technolo-

gy. On the other hand, media competition

for coverage and the goal of reaching as

many people as possible often causes jour-

nalists in their articles to play the role of

advocate for their readers and to dramatize

certain subjects. Whether or not an acci-

dent is perceived as positive or negative

depends on how it is reported on, it is seen

as positive when the words the “number of

probable survivors” is used and the report

is perceived as negative when the words

“the number of expected deaths” are used.

The choice of words can, therefore, have an

enduring effect on the public’s perception

of risks and their evaluation of risks. In this

context, the general significance of the

media’s presentation and life-cycle of a

risk issue poses the question of the media’s

role in the EMCE debate.

2.1 The frequency of EMCE

articles appearing in the media

At the beginning of the 1990s the EMCE

problem was only sporadically mentioned

in the media. Less intense periods were

replaced by periods when the subject was

more intensively reported on as a central

theme. The situation fundamentally

changed when the GSM-900 network was

set up.  Nationwide in 1994 there were

already more than one thousand newspa-

per articles reporting on the potential risks

posed by mobile radio communication sys-

tems. The following year 1995, there were

more than 3,000 articles published, circa

280 per month. In the following years the

number of reports remain constant, but

later in July 2000 the number of articles

Diagram 1: actors’ rolls in the EMCE- arena

Diagram 3: Regional distribution of media coverage

Diagram 2: the frequency rate of EMCE-problem presented as a central topic in print and AV media
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skyrocketed due to the media’s response

to the increase in UMTS-frequencies. The

number of reports tripled until 2001, when

there were over 1,800 press clippings per

month.  In 2002 the number was more

than 2,500.

2.2 The distribution of articles

according to the type of coverage

in the media

The EMCE-problem is, in particular, a

subject for the daily press, these articles

very frequently appear in the local news

sections of newspapers. Usually, the in-

formation found in this section of a news-

paper refers to current events, which usu-

ally receive a lot of attention in the media,

such as court rulings, the founding of a

new citizens’ action group or the release

of the results of a new study. Weeklies or

periodicals that appear every two weeks

and have the possibility to thoroughly

present all the relevant background infor-

mation give the EMCE problem very little

priority as a topic of interest as opposed to

daily newspapers.

2.3 Regional Distribution

If one has a look at the distribution of

the articles in the media with regard to the

federal states, there is a clear south-north

inclination. Especially for the years 1998

- 2001, a noticeable asymmetry is exhibit-

ed. More than half of all the articles (59.2%)

can be allotted – with an increasing ten-

dency - to the federal states in the south,

Baden-Württenberg and Bavaria. All of the

other states were recorded as having a con-

sistently low level of media coverage. In

2001 8.7% of all of the articles published

on the EMCE debate appeared in North-

Rhine Westphalia, for the federal states,

Bremen, Hamburg, Lower Saxony and Sch-

leswig-Holstein the percentage was 11%.

For Hesse, Rhineland-Palatinate, and the

Saar the corresponding percentage was

12.6%. The EMCE played only a marginal

role in the media in the eastern states.

 2.4 Referring to the field source

For the most part equipment for the in-

frastructure and terminal equipment was

referred to as causing biophysical effects.

The majority of the reports stated that ra-

dio masts (75%) and mobile phones (43%)

were the major source of emissions. When

radio and television technology is includ-

ed (4%) in the statistics then reports on

high frequency technology dominate this

type of media coverage, whereas low fre-

quency sources such as high-voltage pow-

er lines were almost ignored in the me-

dia. Altogether the number of reports on

radio masts and mobile phones both in-

creased continually since 1996, however

there were less reports on mobile phones

than masts.

2.5 Coverage referring to the

biophysical effects of HF

Since the mid 1990s the causes or the

promotion of cancer and effects to the head

(the brain) have frequently been a topic

chosen to report on. The number of re-

ports on cancer and the weakening effects

on the immune system have been relative-

ly constant. Effects to the heart, hormonal

problems, or deformities, in contrast are

problem areas which are not reported on

very often. Surprising is that reports on

adverse effects on people’s well-being has

taken on much more relevance in public

discussions during the last few years. Func-

tional complaints such as headaches, sleep-

ing problems, nervousness and symptoms

of stress are mentioned more often as well

in the last few years. Thus a mobilization

effect of this media coverage cannot be

ruled out, because the number of people

potentially affected by this could increase

considerably.

2.6 Legal aspects

Since 1998  a clear increase has been

established in the media’s interest in cov-

ering the legal aspects of the EMCE-prob-

lem. The EMCE -legally drawn framework

(such as, 26.BlmSchV) as well as  lawsuits

and  proceedings pending in court, have

all been since 1998 the subject of media

reports. These facts are reported on so of-

ten in the media that citizens along a wide

front are fighting legally against the set-

ting up of mobile radio infrastructures. On

the whole, one has the impression that the

conflict has increased on a broader scale.

Approx. 22% of all media reports in 2002

dealt with the legal aspects of the EMCE

problem.

2.7 Tendencies in media coverage

Since the FGF started to document me-

dia coverage in 1995, it has been deter-

mined that the tendency to report on the

EMCE debate fluctuates widely. During the

mid 1990s  a large part of the reports main-

tained a neutral weighing up of  the risks

and opportunities involved with mobile

radio communications (articles were writ-

ten in question format: “Will using a mo-

bile phone make you ill?”). However, now-

adays when articles are neutral or rather

the coverage tends to be positive empha-

sizing usage, it is almost always an excep-

tion (less than 10% of all articles). In con-

trast, what was noticeably high was the

percentage of reports where various health

and other risks were emphasized as well

as focusing on the deficit in dealing with

the EMEC-problem by the network opera-

tors and by the municipalities or other

public institutions, such as state parlia-

ments or the federal government. This kind

of reporting has tended to increase since

1999.

2.8 Argumentative Stereotypes

For years media coverage on EMEC prob-

lems has been consistent in characterizing

the content of the presentation and the

roll of the various actors.

Upon close inspection the critical or rath-

er the negative reports can be sub-divided

into the following argumentative stereo-

types.

M e d i aM e d i aM e d i aM e d i aM e d i a
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Information and Explanations

• “Network operators do not inform mu-

nicipalities at all about the planned loca-

tions for base stations or they inform them

shortly before they set up the base sta-

tion.”

• “The information that the network op-

erators provide does not exactly inspire

confidence in mobile radio communica-

tion systems because they do not answer

or only inadequately answer the questions

that concerned citizens ask.”

Knowledge Aspect

• “The mobile radio infrastructure is be-

ing expanded further even though the po-

tential health hazards have not been thor-

oughly researched.”

• “It is doubtful, if questions concern-

ing electromagnetic effects will ever be

objectively answered with verifiable an-

swers.”

Precautionary Aspects

• “The existing value limits, in view of

the large infrastructure density in Germa-

ny, are generally too high.”

• “The value limits relate only to the

thermal effects and the athermal effects

which could occur below these value lim-

its are not even considered.”

Democracy and Legitimation Aspects

• “The financial interests of the indus-

try prevent any kind of preventative health

protection. In order to protect their own

commercial interests the network opera-

tors are trying to greatly influence the pub-

lic and politics.”

• “There is a lack of fairness on the side

of the mobile radio communications in-

dustry when dealing with the interests of

the  public.”

Enforcement Aspects

• “Not all transmitting installations

comply with the value limits.”

If network operators and public institu-

tions want to have successful risk com-

munication, it is imperative that they deal

intensively with these argumentative ster-

eotypes.

3. Risk perception and
the public’s evaluation

Fundamentally the survey was based on

a representative demographic variable ac-

cording to sex, age, education, income etc.

Information was obtained through tele-

phone interviews (CATI), 1000 people were

interviewed. 14-17 year olds were includ-

ed in the survey but they were asked ques-

tions which were different from what the

other interviewees were asked. In differ-

ent sets of questions the interviewees were

asked to give a general assessment on

mobile phone use, they were also asked

about the latest information on the sub-

ject, about an evaluation concerning risks

related to mobile radio communication,

about possible precautionary measures

and providing information. Since the sur-

vey itself was so broad the results can

only be presented in a condensed outline

form.

diagram 5. Tendencies in media coverage

Diagram 4. How often potential health risks were mentioned in % with regard to all media

reports (I)2
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 3.1 The use of mobile phones

in Germany in 2001

• Within Europe, Germany has a leading

market share of 20% for mobile phones.

The high penetration rate of more than

67% and the fact that more than 55 million

phones are connected to mobile networks

indicate that there is an extremely high

level of acceptance of mobile telephones.

• A saturation of the mobile radio com-

munications market seems to have finally

been reached. The enormous growth rate

of the last few years is clearly declining.

• The percentage of people who do not

have a mobile phone has stabilized. About

90% of non-users do not plan to get a

mobile phone one day. These people are

primarily the elderly, people without chil-

dren and people with low incomes. Circa

4% plan to sign a contract in the near

future.

• A high percentage 46% can be con-

sidered to be those who do not use a mo-

bile phone very often. This segment uses a

mobile phone only a few times or even

less per week. 54% are people who use a

mobile phone very often. They use it many

times a day.

• Mobile phones are used most of all in

households with children. They are very

helpful for maintaining the necessary dai-

ly communication and they provide fami-

lies with a feeling of being psychological-

ly close. Fears relating to EMCE-emissions

alleged to be especially harmful for chil-

dren and adolescents did not influence

people’s decision to get a mobile phone.

• The mobile phone has transformed it-

self from a luxury item into a common-

place device, which is obviously used at

all times for many different purposes. It is

also being used more and more as a sub-

stitute for the fixed network, which alter-

natively would be completely free of risks

provided that no DECT-based (digital en-

hanced cordless telecommunications) cord-

less phones are used.

• Mobile phones have undeniable ad-

vantages. More than three-quarters of those

interviewed said that a mobile phone gave

them a feeling of security, just about three-

quarters concluded that they are more

mobile and flexible with a mobile phone

and two-thirds said that a mobile phone

made the organization of their daily lives

easier.

• Mobile phones are used mostly for

personal use; this stresses the aspect of

spontaneity. The percentage of those who

possibly had to use a mobile phone for

professional reasons is minuscule, espe-

cially for women.

• The public regard mobile radio com-

munication positively as an economic fac-

tor. Approximately two-thirds believe that

mobile phones create jobs.

3.2 General information –

knowledge and self-assessment

The second set of survey questions dealt

with general information about the poten-

tial risks posed by mobile phone use. What

was especially relevant in this context was

in what way can fears be traced back to

subjective assessments and what was based

on objective knowledge. What had to be

taken into account was whether or not the

person being interviewed lives near a base

station.

• Approximately one-third of those in-

terviewed were not aware of a radio mast

in the area where they lived. One-third

could not answer the question. A majority

of the population showed little interest in

the question pertaining to location.

• More than one half of those inter-

viewed said that the physical sight of a

radio tower did not disturb them. Espe-

cially, men, frequent users and younger

users of mobile phones were not critical

when it came to giving their opinions on

the aesthetics of having mobile radio masts

blighting the landscape and rooftops.

• About 90% of the population had al-

ready heard of the possible health risks

involved with mobile radio communica-

tion systems. However, most of them felt

that they were not well-informed on the

subject. Many people had already heard of

important terms relevant to the EMEC-de-

bate, but they could hardly associate them

with anything concrete.

• Young men, frequent users and those

interviewed with a high income were con-

sidered to be the most informed on the

subject. Women and the elderly were the

least informed.

• An important source of information

for 95% of the interviewees was the me-

dia, almost one-third obtained their infor-

mation from their peer-groups (friends or

acquaintances). For 13% interviewed en-

vironmental organizations played an im-

portant role as a provider of information.

Remarkably, very little attention was paid

to information provided by public institu-

tions (5.4%) and especially information

from the network operators (4.6%).

3.3 The public’s perception

and assessment of potential

risks posed by EMCE

A third set of questions dealt with the

public’s assessment and perception of EMF

posed by mobile radio communication sys-

tems. At this point in the survey the inter-

viewees were asked to compare the actual

or potential risks of various technologies.

They were also asked if they knew any-

thing about EMF with regard to some elec-

tro-technical devices such as PC-screen, a

microwave oven, or a mobile phone, in

order to estimate just how well informed

they were on the subject. Then they were

asked to estimate which health risks are

connected to mobile radio communication

systems. Finally, in order to get an idea of

who is directly or indirectly affected they

were asked about their own experiences,

or experiences friends or acquaintances had

regarding health problems in conjunction

with mobile radio communication systems.

• When the possible health risks posed

by mobile radio communications are com-

M e d i aM e d i aM e d i aM e d i aM e d i a
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pared to other technologies, they were ba-

sically estimated to be less harmful. How-

ever, only one-fifth of the population be-

lieve that there are no risks at all.

• Those who regard mobile radio com-

munication systems harmful also rated the

risks of other technologies to be high. High

risk assessment and high acceptance- com-

bined with intensive use- cannot be ruled

out with regard to mobile radio communi-

cations. This indicates that perhaps a prag-

matic relationship has developed regard-

ing contact with a potential residual  risk.

• More than one-half of the population

is convinced that the risks posed by mo-

bile communications will increase in the

future. One-fourth believes that exposure

to EMF-risks will remain the same.

• The high level of insecurity which has

developed from this situation  is the ex-

pression of a great need for information

dealing with future developments. (“What

will happen next?”)

• The public’s knowledge on the EMF-

phenomena, especially concerning house-

hold appliances, is extremely limited, and

as a rule it has nothing to do with the

actual facts.

• Two-thirds of those interviewed stat-

ed that the primary source of health risks

came from mobile phones and not from

transmitting masts. This is a clear contra-

diction as to what is reported on by the

media.

• When mobile phones are rated - when

at all - they predominate completely as a

potential risk because they are held close

to the body.

• Mobile radio masts are rated as a high

risk because of the intensity of their “radi-

ation”. How close the transmitting mast

was to a place of residence played a very

small role in the risk potential assessment.

• In spite of the public’s insecurity, the

number of people who believe that they

have already had experience with health

problems caused by mobile radio commu-

nication systems or have heard about

someone who has in their peer groups, is

very low. If there were any problems at all

they were functional disturbances or feel-

ing out of sorts. Due to the low number of

cases who claimed to have had such a

personal experience, a statistical conclu-

sion cannot be drawn.

3.4 Precautionary measures,

evaluating the uses and the risks

A complete absence of risks has to be

regarded as a typical ideal situation, which

cannot exist in a hi-tech world. Public con-

troversies about risks posed by technolo-

gy evolve around evaluating the uses on

one side and the acceptance of the risks

on the other side. In this context a set of

questions was used to find out how pre-

pared people are, who regard mobile radio

communication systems as harmful, to take

precautionary measures. With this in mind

they were first asked how willing they were

to personally take precautions and if they

were willing to protect their interests by

becoming involved in a citizens’ action

group. The second question asked them

about the conditions and their acceptance

of general precautionary measures. Since

questions concerning the necessity of pre-

cautionary measures are generally an-

swered positively by the public, they were

also asked if they were prepared to pay for

the reduction of potential health risks.

• More than two-thirds of those inter-

viewed said that they would personally

take precautionary measures. Time limits

for  phone calls was the most popular meas-

ure, since it also includes the incentive to

keep the cost of phoning down. Older peo-

ple as opposed to younger people, are more

willing to personally take precautionary

measures.

• Uncertainty about possible mobile

communication risks leads to restrictive

telephone behaviour and this results in

lower air-time.

• Those interviewed who said they per-

sonally took no precautionary measures,
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as a rule they did not take any precautions

because they felt they were not at risk and

they did not want to restrict their mobile

phone use.

• The willingness to become involved

in citizens’ action groups fighting to stop

the erection of mobile radio masts is rela-

tively high. Approximately 15% of the pop-

ulation would become involved, or per-

haps take part in a citizens’ action initia-

tive or they are already actively involved.

Women with children under 13 showed

the most willingness to become active.

• Two-thirds of those interviewed who

had already heard of a citizens’ action

group regard their activities as meaning-

ful. Even though very few of them are

involved themselves, the activities of these

groups are silently supported.  More fre-

quently than  average, older persons with

a high level of education regarded the

work of  citizens’ action groups fighting

against mobile radio masts as meaning-

ful.

• More research on health risks as well

as a compulsory declaration for mobile

phones are the most popular precaution-

ary measures.

• More than 80% of those interviewed

think that a reduction in value limits makes

sense. Circa 45% also find this meaningful

even when a reduction in value limits

means more mobile radio transmitting

masts would have to be erected. About

two-thirds are in favour of a decrease in

value limits even if it entails higher fees

and charges when using a mobile phone.

Therefore, the ongoing debate about limit

values will remain a central focal point

for all of the actors in the EMCE-arena.

• Just about one-third of the interview-

ees were prepared to pay an additional

Euro 2.50 per month, if the money would

be used for precautionary measures. A lit-

tle more than one-fourth of the interview-

ees would be willing to pay Euro 5.00 per

month, one-sixth would be prepared to

pay Euro10.00 per month and almost 10%

would be willing to pay Euro 15.00 or

more per month. This willingness to pay

indicates that for many people precaution-

ary measures are a serious concern.

3.5 Improving the information

status on EMCE

The fifth set of questions dealt with the

aspect of improving information. The pub-

lic’s need for information concerning

EMCE, despite intensive media coverage,

is estimated to be very high. Most people

are aware of the discussion taking place in

the media on the possible health effects

posed by mobile radio communication sys-

tems, but they expect more information.

Obviously media reporting is highly re-

garded. Therefore, it can be reckoned that

in the future reports in the mass media

will receive a lot of attention.

• More than 80% of the interviewees

asked for more information on the possi-

ble health risks posed by mobile radio com-

munications systems. Especially young

people (up to 29) felt the need for more

information. Obviously, the public’s inse-

curity with regard to this subject runs deep.

• This also indicates a need for more

information regarding possible preventa-

tive measures. More than two-thirds of

those interviewed would like to be better

informed regarding this.

• Circa two-thirds of the interviewees

expect more data and facts from the mo-

bile radio communication providers.  Peo-

ple have very high expectations concern-

ing experts working in the industry and

concerning the level of involvement from

those responsible.  Just about three-fourths

of the interviewees demanded more in-

volvement from the mobile radio commu-

nication providers in dealing with possi-

ble risks and precautionary measures. Es-

pecially the young people who were ques-

tioned made this request.

• The opinion of older people and peo-

ple with children was that authorities and

official offices  should be able to inten-
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sively provide information. Within this

group, they are trusted the most.

• On the other hand, more than half of

the older people questioned expect a high

level of involvement from the authorities

and official offices when dealing with pos-

sible risks and precautionary measures.

• Altogether from the perspective of

those questioned, they want to receive

more advice from environmental organi-

zations. Apparently these groups are asso-

ciated with being very active and being

strongly committed to certain interests.

3.6 General Assessment

of the debate on risks posed

by  mobile radio communication

systems in Germany

The discussion regarding possible health

risks posed by mobile radio communica-

tion systems in the media has apparently

reached a climax. The majority of the pub-

lic is concerned and would like to be bet-

ter informed. Therefore, it was interesting

to determine if the EMCE-risk debate in its

totality is perceived as necessary or super-

fluous and what value does the public gen-

erally place on dealing with the risks and

opportunities involved in new technolo-

gy. With regard to a general assessment of

the current risk debate, all of those ques-

tioned were confronted with 11 theses. The

following results were concluded:

• Precautionary measures for children

were met with much approval. Households

with children are more aware of costs and

therefore they were not as willing to pay

for a reduction of potential risks.

• The majority proceeds from the as-

sumption that despite the EMCE debate

the number of people using a mobile phone

will not change. Hardly anyone seemed to

be willing to give up using a mobile phone

altogether.

• The desire for more research and in-

formation emphasises the widespread

doubt with regard to the extent and the

relevance of mobile radio communication

systems regarding possible health risks.

• There is a marked willingness with

the public to engage in discourse evaluat-

ing the risks and chances. 80% of the pop-

ulation agreed with this statement: “ If

you want to telephone with a mobile

phone, you have to accept the antennas.”

• A large share of the population is will-

ing to put up with extra costs when it

comes to precautionary measures. The high

level of willingness to pay more indicates

that precautionary measures have a high

value status with the public.

• The thesis that inherent risks are in-

volved with mobile phones, is correct in

the opinion of two-thirds of those ques-

tioned: in an analogy to motor traffic those

questioned expected the debate on the risks

posed by mobile radio communication sys-

tems will be as intense as the debates which

took place earlier on major projects deal-

ing with roads and traffic.

• On the whole, the level of  uncertain-

ty among the population is high. There-

fore, only a few believe that the discus-

sion on the possible risks posed by mobile

radio communication systems is superflu-

ous. The actors - especially the mobile ra-

dio communication companies and the

authorities - have to prepare themselves

for an intensive discourse and understand

that a debate is a normal and necessary

social process with regard to the embed-

ding and the use of modern technology.

• Online-emissions data banks, which

create transparency concerning the actual

rate of EMF-emissions are regarded as

meaningful in order to have indirect con-

trol over the compliance regulations of the

limit values. An important aspect for those

questioned was that the information should

be available to anyone who is interested

and not just the municipalities.

• A reduction of value limits was as-

sessed by many as an admission that risks

actually exist. Therefore, precautionary

measures for sensible zones were largely

rejected. An either-or-attitude prevails. Ei-

ther protect all of us, because the actual

risks have been proven to exist or there

exists no need for any further precaution-

ary measures.

• Self-regulating measures from the side

of the providers, received positive reso-

nance when the opinion of those ques-

tioned was asked. They were regarded as

sound and reliable because of competition

among companies they would be forced to

comply to regulations.

• The term SAR-values (Specific Absorp-

tion Rate) is practically unknown. If the

specific absorption rate is used as the char-

acteristic quantity used for a stamp of qual-

ity than more explanations are necessary

from the side of the  providers and manu-

factures.

• Altogether, mobile phone users need

a lot more information on EMCE and the

demand for neutral and objective infor-

mation is high. Generally, in this context

laypersons expect public institutions to be

highly involved since they come across as

being the most trustful. In this context the

authorities are especially being called on

to take action.

• From the point of view of the inter-

viewees mobile telephone companies, al-

though interested in their advantages, are

highly competent when it comes to tech-

nology and they are the ones who know

about existing networks and networks in

the planning stage and because of this an

intensive information policy, especially

from the providers is called for.

• Environmental and citizens’ action

groups are the ones who were perceived as

informing the public about location dis-

putes between residents and providers, and

for safeguarding the public’s interests. Al-

though the involvement of these groups

was seen as positive, those interviewed re-

garded this the job of the municipalities,

who are obligated to provide the neces-

sary information.

• Information concerning electro smog

was partly perceived as contradictory. In-
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formation campaigns seemed successful

when they focused on eliminating uncer-

tainties and obfuscating information.

• As a rule people are not informed

about the competency areas of individual

organs under government control. There-

fore, it seems to make sense to process

information uniformly under the same roof

in order to increase the level of  consist-

ency and credibility. A high level of in-

volvement with regard to the EMCE de-

bate is expected from the Federal Envi-

ronmental Ministry, the Federal Ministry

for Industry, and from the Ministry of

Health.

4. The results of a study
comparing different countries

The debate on the possible risks posed

by electromagnetic fields in other Europe-

an countries  is based on different focal

points. As a general guideline almost eve-

rywhere the ICNIRP-value limits (Interna-

tional Commission on Non-Ionising Radi-

ation Protection) recommended by the Eu-

ropean Council are valid. There are, how-

ever, a few exceptions on a national level,

where a country has legally established

these value limits, for example in Germa-

ny.  There were essential differences with

regard to value limits and other basic con-

ditions when the different countries were

compared within the framework of this

study. In particular, the debates that are

taking place in each individual country

proceed very differently.

Great Britain can be used as a “positive”

example for its rational dialogue on EMF-

residual risks. In Great Britain the author-

ities and the network providers have been

successful in extending their networks and

have successfully continued to expand

without any disturbances or protest. This

is due to an early and foresighted infor-

mation policy. Plans as to where a base

station will be set up are published and

the municipalities are to a great extend

included in the decision. In regions where

the protest potential may be high, media-

tors are sent in and clearing offices are set

up. Moreover, already years ago projects

on potential risks were carried out with

scientific investigations. The Stewart-Re-

port, where many different actors partici-

pated, contributed to the excellent reputa-

tion the British have with regard to their

value limit policies. Many of the recom-

mendations made in the report have in the

meantime been put into practice, for in-

stance intensifying the measuring opera-

tions in accordance with German location

procedures as well having the network op-

erators expand their information policies.

“Negative” examples for how a national

EMCE-debate is progressing are: Switzer-

land, Austria and especially Italy. The po-

litically normative introduction of the so-

called “precautionary value-limits”, which

are currently well below the ICNIRP val-

ues, have on the whole lead to an intensi-

fication of the public debate. The  Swiss

value limits which are lower by a of factor

10, the “Salzburger milliwatt” and the dif-

ferent regional value limits in Italy have

made people become more apprehensive

and has caused the protest potential to

increase.  There is no end in sight to the

new demands being added to the cata-

logue of demands by citizens’ action

groups, constant inquires about value lim-

its has led to a “value-limit spiral”. Pre-

cautionary value-limits which are not

based on plausible scientific correlations,

can be correctly regarded as the result of a

political negotiating process and corre-

spondingly they are subjected to continu-

ous demands from the public to keep on

lowering the value limits.

A significant result of this comparative

study is that many measures and demands

are merging  closer together in order to

de-emotionalise the public debate and to

re-establish trust in public and research

institutions and in the network operators;

information campaigns, dialogue process-

es among social groups, locations being

announced to the public, control meas-

urements, intensifying research all belong

to the set of measures that are being taken

by the network operators and the authori-

ties. Informing the public as early as pos-

sible about extension plans as well as in-

cluding municipalities in location decisions

are additional steps which will reinstate

trust. The measures which have been tak-

en in Germany are being closely watched

from abroad.

5. Future prospects
on how the course of the
EMCE-debate will continue

Without a doubt the EMEC-debate in

Germany is in a decisive stage. All of the

involved actors are aware of this. In the

middle of 2001 when the protest potential

was on the rise, associations, municipali-

ties, and network operators undertook some

important measures, but it is still not clear

today if the effects of  these measures had

any significant influence or if they are

sustainable with regard to the de-emotion-

alization of the EMCE-debate. The corner-

stones of these measures are: the federal

government adopted a catalogue of pre-

cautionary measures, intensive support of

research, the commitments the network

operators made concerning self-regulation,

as well as the agreement the network op-

erators and the municipalities made that

in the future they will work more closely

together concerning location decisions.

With regard to these measures, two sce-

narios were described in the survey to find

out to what extent the public, the experts,

the network operators and politicians were

willing to compromise. On this basis, ap-

proaches and measures were discussed in

detail in interviews with experts,  repre-

sentatives of different authorities, compa-

nies and associations, to find out what

could contribute to a more objective de-

bate. In one of the scenarios a negative

development was outlined as the “worst

case scenario” (latent conflict), in this sce-
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nario during the course of the debate the

confrontation intensifies. As a result many

municipalities, cites and townships are

forced by their citizens to exert influence

on the extension of the networks. The other

scenario the “best case scenario”(“discourse

and compromise”) was conceived, where

trust is regained and there is a growing

acceptance of network infrastructure be-

cause  numerous measures providing in-

formation and aiding discourse have come

from the side of the public institutions

and the network operators.

If further developments along the lines

of “discourse and compromise” continue

or the scenario “latent conflict”  is more

probable, essentially depends on the suc-

cess of the measures described above. Cit-

izens’ demands should be urgently met;

specific information should be made avail-

able to specific target groups. In the mean-

time there is a real flood of EMCE infor-

mation and it is getting more difficult for

laypersons to acquire the relevant infor-

mation needed for making decision. The

setting-up of a EMCE-information portal

supported by the BMWA can contribute a

great deal to this, and to structurally proc-

ess information in such a way that it is

understandable for different sections of the

population. It is also just as important,

especially with regard to network opera-

tors that they proactively discuss the prob-

lem on site.

For the development of the EMCE-dis-

course along the lines of the “best case-

scenario” it is decisively important that

harmonization of the value limits is main-

tained. Therefore, discussions with cites

and municipalities should be sought out,

so that the menacing situation of  “island

solutions” does not occur in Germany,

where different value limits counteract

each other. It is also important that there

is some kind of uniformity to the argu-

mentation the actors are communicating.

A comparison of the different countries

urgently indicates that non-uniformity or

contradictory statements considerably con-

tribute to the public’s uncertainty.

It can finally be said that the results of

the research programmes initiated will play

an essential role in the future course of

the debate. However, one should not trust

that these results will automatically result

in a de-emotionalization of the debate;

what the political side is currently hoping

for. Moreover,  from a scientific/theoreti-

cal and methodological point of view there

are too many fundamental objections. They

could however have a positive effect when

they are communicated and conveyed to a

broad public so that they are easily under-

stood by laypersons.

Dr.Franz Büllingen, Wissenschaftliches

Institut für Kommunikationsdienste,

Bad Honnef

(Scientific Institute

for Communication Services)

Footnotes
1Franz Büllingen, Annette Hillebrand, Martin Wört-

er: Electromagnetic Compatibility Concerning the En-
vironment (EMCE) in a public debate- situation anal-
ysis, the acquirement and evaluation of strategies while
taking into account UMTS-technology in a dialogue
with citizens., Bad Honnef 2002. The study can be
obtained from WIK for a fee of •50.00.

2The difference mentioned resulted in: sleep being
affected, and in the fact that the immune system and
pacemakers were not regularly taken into account
during the last years.
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