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Please consider the following for publication. Thank you:

 As a physician and  long-time resident of Maryland, I am strongly opposed to Allegheny Energy’s proposed Potomac-Appalachian Transmission Highline (PATH) project to build high voltage transmission lines across Loudoun and southern Frederick Counties, and I am appalled by the lack of consideration of the potential detrimental effects on the health and well-being of Maryland and Virginia citizens by Allegheny Energy and it’s supporters. 

There is  growing evidence that electromagnetic fields (EMF) pose health risks. Indeed, the World Health Organization (WHO) announced in 2003 that there was sufficient evidence from human studies to warrant “a precautionary approach” to EMF exposure. In October, 1995, the United States Council on Radiation Protection stated, “there is a powerful body of impressive evidence showing that even very low exposure to electromagnetic radiation has long-term effects on health.” That same year, a study was published in The European Journal of Cancer Prevention in which all previous studies on EMF and cancer since 1979 were reviewed. The researchers concluded that there are “possible associations” between an increased risk of leukemia and the existence of, or distance to, power lines in the vicinity of their residence. 

 In June of 2005, a report  from University of Oxford appeared in the British Medical Journal demonstrating that children living close to power lines had a significantly  increased risk of leukemia- the closer to power lines the children lived, the higher the risk. More recently (February, 2009), a Swiss report (University of Bern) published in The American Journal of Epidemiology  found that the closer people lived to power lines (and the longer they lived there), the more likely they were to die of Alzheimer’s Disease. As a matter of fact, if you lived near  power lines for 15 years your risk was doubled! Note that all of these studies were done with power lines carrying 340 kv or less. Who knows what kind of health effects (and at what distance) the proposed 765 kv PATH lines would have?!

Other countries have already taken steps to limit or prohibit EMF exposure in residential areas and near schools and playgrounds. The European Council has set limits on exposure to the general public and many European countries have adopted their guidelines. Some regions in Italy limit EMF exposure from power lines near schools, houses, and other places where people spend more than 4 hours daily. In England and Wales, local governments do not give permits for buildings where people would spend any reasonable amount of time within one-half mile of large pylons (PATH is proposing 170-200 feet pylons). 

The technology is available to significantly reduce the health risks. High-voltage-direct-current (HVDC) technology would allow power lines to be buried along existing rights of way. New Era Energy in New Zealand reported, “EMF levels produced by underground HVDC cables may be significantly reduced.” Underground lines have several other advantages. They can actually safely carry more power and, since they are underground, eliminate major reasons for power outages such as damage to lines from wind and ice storms. In addition, they only require a 20 foot right of way unlike the proposed overhead lines which require a 200 foot right of way. This means that lands belonging to private citizens need not be confiscated and forests and wildlife habitats need not be destroyed. 

Allegheny Power, despite numerous requests from concerned citizens and groups, continues to refuse calls for an independent study on the merits of HVDC technology and continues to forge ahead with plans for their out-dated and potentially hazardous technology. In my opinion, this is morally reprehensible. Bear in mind that most of the power from these lines is not for Maryland or Virginia but instead is intended for New York and New Jersey. Yet, the New York Independent System Operator, which operates the New York State power grid, reported in 2008 that “New York power plants can meet the state’s electricity needs for the next ten years.” So Allegheny Power, what’s the rush? There is no need to proceed with a plan that has clearly not been well thought out. PATH and Allegheny Power need to do the right thing and explore underground HVDC technology, a safer and more innovative approach.
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