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Landfill sites and birth abnormalities
Landfill sites are necessary repositories of
domestic and hazardous waste; but living
near them may carry a greater risk of
congenital malformation, as evidenced over
the past decade by a number of major
European studies. In this issue, Elliot et al1

report a weak spatial association between
risk of certain congenital abnormalities
(notably cardiovascular defects, hypospadias
and epispadias) and geographical density of
waste sites. Research in this area is challen-
ging, as an accompanying editorial explains,2

because of the problem of achieving an
accurate assessment of exposures. The study
by Elliot et al is of special interest in its use of
sophisticated mapping and statistical tech-
niques to refine exposure estimation,
although the authors and the editorial by
Vrijheid highlight another continuing lim-
itation on understanding—uncertainty
about potential exposure pathways and
mechanisms. Reassuringly, this study found
no excess risks of birth defect in relation to
sites handling ordinary domestic waste.

EMFs and human health –
research priorities
The occupational literature is replete with
studies of low-frequency electric and mag-
netic fields (EMF) and human health,
embracing a broad range of outcomes—from
cancer through to suicide and neurodegen-
erative diseases. In reviewing this large body
of information, an expert workshop has
concluded that there is no strong, consistent
evidence of a causal relation between EMFs
and major health endpoints of interest.3

Several methodological weaknesses of prior
studies have been emphasized, however, by
the workshop participants, who report in
this issue on their recommendations for

improved research. A call is made in parti-
cular to give higher priority to exposure
assessment (for example, detailed job-expo-
sure matrices that incorporate measures of
job title, work environment, task, and
exposure to electric and magnetic fields,
spark discharge and contact current); and for
targeted studies on the specific health out-
come of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis.

Health effects from mobile phone
base stations
Although a recent EU report has concluded
that there are no established adverse health
effects related to radio frequency EMFs,
public perception about the hazard (espe-
cially among those living near mobile phone
base stations) differs from that of scientists.
Measured exposures in nearby households
tend to be low, but some 40% of EU citizens
consider that such base stations are affect-
ing their health, if the findings of one recent
study are to be believed. In this issue,
Blettner et al4 assess perceptions among
30,000 German citizens. Around one in five
respondents expressed concern about
potential health effects and another 10%
ascribed their own symptoms to radio
frequency EMFs, health complaints being
somewhat more common in those living
within 500 metres of a base station. RF-EMF
measures were made in the homes of some
3,500 participants, but no major differences

were found between exposed and non-
exposed subjects as judged by five health
score indicators.5 This study highlights the
continuing mismatch between public per-
ceptions and direct evidence of harm.

Elsewhere in the journal
This month’s journal includes a report on
traffic-related air pollution and asthma
severity in children,6 an assessment of
screening tools for incident work-related
asthma and allergic symptoms,7 and a
survey of lung function and respiratory
symptoms in chemical workers producing
diacetyl for food flavouring.8
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