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Peter examines why the public worry more about the safety of mobile phone masts than they do about mobile 
phones, or large public broadcasting transmitters, or the myriad of other sources of natural and man-made EMFs in 
their environment. 

● What can our industry do to reassure the public and mitigate their anxiety?  
● Why is this important?

Peter is a chartered surveyor with twenty eight years’ experience in deploying wireless infrastructure in the UK. He joined 
Orange (then called Microtel) in 1991 and was its National Town and Country Planning Manager during a period when 
Orange went from a startup to best UK mobile network in four years. 

Whilst at Orange he engaged with hundreds of local authorities across the UK, explaining the advantages and technical 
constraints of mobile network development. He moved on to become Business Development Manager at Terracom, a 
telecoms site acquisition agency that worked simultaneously for all five of the UK’s mobile network operator. Terracom grew 
from two to over seventy people in five years and was then acquired by Crown Castle which eventually amalgamated into 
Arqiva. 

Peter spent the last nineteen years at Arqiva, where he was responsible for developing and delivering Arqiva’s processes for 
public engagement in the deployment of mobile and public broadcast infrastructure. He was involved in the development and 
implementation of the codes of best practice for mobile network development and has engaged extensively with the public 
and their elected representatives at all levels across the whole of the UK. Arqiva has upward of 8,000 operational transmitter 
sites and it implements thousands of radio infrastructure projects on new and existing sites every year. 
Peter retired from Arqiva in January.



Starting point:

The consensus of independent expert advice over several 
decades:

Public broadcast transmitters and mobile base stations 
(compliant with guidelines) are almost certainly 

not harmful to public health

3



However:

Perception = Reality
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[Extracts from article]
“Samantha Davies worries the new 5G mobile network could be a risk to people's health, the health of animals and the environment.
She added residents are being treated like 'guinea pigs' and that people will not realise there are problems with 5G until it is too late”.
Samantha read a number of articles about 5G after hearing about it from her husband.
She said that she isn't normally politically motivated, but has since joined a number of people online who are terrified about the risks of 
5G.
"I've never felt so strongly about anything," she said.
"I think it's going to be really dangerous.
"I have two young children and 5G gives me fears about the environment and health.
"I've joined a couple of groups on Facebook as a campaigner.
"We're just not being told anything.
"No one really knows anything about it. And by the time anyone hears about it, it's going to be too late.
"As a Bath resident, I've lived here all my life but I said to my husband 'I want to move away'.

Link to article

https://www.somersetlive.co.uk/news/somerset-news/ee-tell-really-frightened-bath-2831128
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http://www.5gappeal.eu/scientists-and-doctors-warn-of-potential-serious-health-effects-of-5g/

Signatories include: Gerd Oberfeld (of the Salzburg Microwatt),  Lennart Hardell, Olle Johansson, 
David Gee, Andrew Goldsworthy, Erica Mallery Blythe (Electrosensitivity UK), Alasdair Phillips 
(“Professional Engineer, Powerwatch”), David Carpenter, Lloyd Morgan, Cindy Sage (Bioinitiative 
Report).

Not all these people could be described 
as scientists or doctors. But Lennart 
Hardell’s research was instrumental in the 
IARC ‘possible carcinogen’ classification

http://www.5gappeal.eu/scientists-and-doctors-warn-of-potential-serious-health-effects-of-5g/
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Hazard v Outrage - Peter Sandman
Strongly recommended: https://www.psandman.com/

▶ “If you take a long list of hazards and rank them in order 
of expected annual mortality (how many people they will kill in a good 
year) and you take the same list of hazards and you rank order them 
according to how upsetting they are to people, the correlation between the 
two rank orders is approximately 0.2, representing a percentage of 
variance of 4%.

▶ “In other words the risks that kill people and the risks that upset people are 
completely different”.
– “If you know a thing is dangerous it tells you almost nothing about 

how upsetting it is”.
– “If you know a thing is upsetting it tells you almost nothing about how 

how dangerous it is”.

https://www.psandman.com/


Risk perception

Horses: One serious injury for every 
350 hours of contact

If this rate applied to riggers it would result in about 4.5 
serious injuries per rigger per annum. 



(The horse 
seems to get it)



Factors affecting perception of risk

LOW
• Familiar
• Personal benefit
• Voluntary
• Control
• Fair
• Trustworthy source
• Responsive process
• Respectful

HIGH
• Unfamiliar
• No personal benefit
• Coerced
• No control
• Unfair
• Untrustworthy source
• Unresponsive process
• Disrespectful
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Our task is to get base stations/masts from the right column, where they now 
tend to reside, as far as possible into the left column.



TV Newsreaders get their 
news from journalists.
Q: Do people trust 
newsreaders more because 
they feel they know them 
better? 



Reasons for objection to base stations

• Location
• Appearance
• Safety

It’s near me
It’s hideous
It’s going to kill me

But No. 1 is:
“We were not even consulted”



Outrage and perception of danger:
(Sandman again)

1. If people are upset, they will perceive a thing as more 
dangerous

2. If people perceive a thing as dangerous, they will become upset

But 1 is much stronger than 2

● Once people are upset, they become resistant to reason
● Simply “explaining the data” is not going to work 

○ We are all immune to information we don’t want to learn
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Some history:
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1922: BBC. 2 LO 
100 Watts
 857 kHz



1956  - Crystal Palace 
Millions of watts ERP



First UK Mobile call. Ernie Wise - 1985



2018 Q4 - Ofcom UK mobile subscriptions (Millions):

Ofcom report link

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0027/146682/q4-2018-telecoms-data-update.pdf


How many masts/base stations?
- Many tens of thousands

Many tens 
of 

thousands

(Some of Arqiva’s 
8,000+) 

At the meeting EE were said 
to  have 19,000 base 
stations (many of which are 
located or co-located on 
Arqiva sites).
Multiply by four MNOs...



Early (and sometimes repeated) mistakes:
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“We will be rolling 
out our network in 
your area”
(“We have a license 
obligation”)



Old NRPB leaflet:

“In itself…”

I find this image deeply 
alarming. Something awful is 
clearly being done to the 
poor man. 
I think it was intended to 
reassure.
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Stewart Report (April 2000):
“We recommend, in relation to macrocell base stations sited within school grounds, that the beam of 
greatest intensity should not fall on any part of the school grounds or buildings without agreement from the 
school and parents. Similar considerations should apply to macrocell base stations sited near to school 
grounds”.

Stewart ‘Clarification of issues’ (June 2000)
Government question: “Why was the Expert Group only concerned with “beams of greatest intensity” falling 
on any part of school grounds rather than other areas which children occupy?”

A: “Exposure to members of the public from macrocell base stations is very much less than current 
guidelines. In giving special attention to schools, the Expert Group was responding very largely to public 
concern rather than any proven health hazard. 

“Since there are no scientific grounds for setting guidelines below the levels set by the International 
Commission for Non-Ionizing Radiation Protection (ICNIRP) for the public, the Expert Group avoided 
setting exposure limits for school buildings and grounds below these limits.
For the same reason it did not wish to recommend that there should be a particular minimum distance 
between the base station and the school”.

Did anyone pay attention to the ‘clarification’? NO!

The damage was done and in 
terms of public perception 
has lasted until the present 
day. 
A truly counterproductive 
attempt to address public 
concern.

Note that no level was specified. 
- And “The beam of greatest intensity” is an alarming expression, implying as it does, ‘great intensity’!



Coleraine - Millenium

This structure required no 
planning permission and 
there was no prior 
engagement with these 
neighbours; it just arrived 
one day. That is a child’s 
cot in the foreground. 

The intelligent and 
well-educated owners of 
this house became very 
concerned about RF and 
the safety of their family.

This one, and a few 
similar, were instrumental 
in getting Permitted 
Development rights 
completely removed in 
Northern Ireland.

The tower was eventually 
relocated.



Summertown Oxford 2002

Again, this was built as a 
Permitted Development with 
no prior engagement. 
Installed by crane on a 
sunday during a family 
birthday barbecue. It was 
blockaded by neighbours 
and never completed.



Cranlome
Queen’s University 
Belfast - Northern 
Ireland Cancer 
Registry

Local perception produced this reality

This tower was felled by local people 
who were worried about a perceived 
cancer cluster. 
They were particularly concerned 
about the dishes. 

Queen’s University did a careful 
study and concluded there was no 
cancer cluster.



Code of Best Practice:
▶ http://mobileuk.org/pdf/cobp-mobile-network-development.pdf
▶ 2002 - Revised Autumn 2016:

http://mobileuk.org/pdf/cobp-mobile-network-development.pdf

67 
Pages!!!

The Code was 
instrumental in starting 
the process of 
systematic stakeholder 
engagement.  It was 
very important but has 
its faults, e.g. being too 
long for ANYONE to 
read it.

http://mobileuk.org/pdf/cobp-mobile-network-development.pdf
http://mobileuk.org/pdf/cobp-mobile-network-development.pdf


What does a red 
traffic light mean?!

This is a very useful tool for 
analysing sensitivity, but the 
symbolism of a red traffic 
light is terrible and should be  
be changed.
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‘Electrosensitivity’

(Or ‘ideopathic environmental intolerance’)

● The symptoms are real and sometimes very distressing and disabling
● Sufferers are unshakeable in their belief that their symptoms are caused by 

EMFs
● WHO and PHE consider there is no convincing evidence to suggest that this 

is the case
● “Accusing people of being irrational always backfires, even if it might be true”
● So what to do?
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I really don’t have an answer to this one. 
It is worth visiting the links on the next slide for a flavour of this debate.
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Link to Guardian
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Link to Mallery-Blythely

https://www.theguardian.com/science/video/2013/mar/29/electrosensitivity-is-technology-killing-us-video
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sNFdZVeXw7M


Quote from the Guardian piece:

After (self-assessed) exposure to WiFi:

“I felt rotten for the next two days. 

It was at that point I spoke to a GP about it and he said: 

‘You are probably electrosensitive to pulsed microwave radiation’”
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Terminology
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● It is important to be clear, honest and straightforward

● But please give a thought to your terminology:

● ‘Engage’, ‘communicate’, ‘inform’, ‘explain’ ‘reassure’ 
invite comments and questions... 

● But don’t say ‘consult’ unless you are actually doing that*

*As in “We are consulting you about an irrevocable decision that we have made to site this mast of this 
design at this location.  We have done all the network planning work, drawings have been prepared, we 
have expended a lot of time and money  and we have no intention of reviewing our decision”. 

- This tends to annoy.



“Stealth technology”. What we think:
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“Stealth technology”. What everyone else thinks:
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Microwave
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Future Challenges

● ‘5G’ (like all previous generations) is likely to be perceived as completely new, 
un-assessed and potentially unsafe technology

● Large numbers of new installations in a short timeframe
○ Probably closer to people

● Larger and more numerous antennas (“Ikea wardrobes”)
● Relaxation of planning controls reduces the perception of accountability & 

control
● Anxiety generated by Smart Metering
● Possible future use of higher frequencies may generate unjustified anxieties
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Take care about seeking to reassure people by saying you are not planning to use “millimetre wave” 
technologies, because A. You may create the impression that there might be something suspect about 
them and B. You probably will be using them sooner or later.



Actions and solutions
● Ensure that everyone working on network deployment is aware of these issues
● Empathise - “Do as you would be done by”. “How would you feel?”
● Effective, early and appropriate community engagement (not necessarily “consultation”)
● Effective and prompt responses to stakeholder complaints & enquiries
● Revise and simplify the Code of Practice - Ditch the Traffic Light Rating symbolism
● Do not expect to be believed (“Even the good guys lie”)
● Do expect to be accountable
● Acknowledge wrongdoing
● Give away the credit
● Pay close attention to aesthetic design and symmetry
● Pay close attention to sensitive siting (within technical constraints)
● Sensitive use of terminology. Explain the technology and its constraints in simple 

non-technical terms
● Provide measurement surveys when required
● And above all: 41



Engage
Don’t 

Enrage



And remember:
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You can always trust 
a Chartered Surveyor.



Thank you for listening

peter@wingate-saul.net
+44 7508 415488
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