EU Commission to postpone and amend electromagnetic fields legislation to protect MRI

The European Commission has proposed to postpone until April 2012  the deadline for introducing legislation on workers' exposure to electromagnetic fields, which could have affected the use of technologies such as MRI. The proposed postponement allows time to prepare a substantive amendment to the Directive in order to take account of recent research findings on the possible impact of the exposure limits on MRI.
Directive 2004/40/EC was adopted by the European Parliament and European Council in April 2004 and was due to enter into force in April 2008. Its content was based on information provided by the International Commission on Non-Ionising Radiation Protection (ICNIRP). In 2006, the Commission received indications from stakeholders that the implementation of the legislation might create difficulties. Vladimir Špidla, EU Commissioner for Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities, subsequently met the principal stakeholders and reassured them that the Commission would not hesitate to change the legislation if it was shown that it would have adverse effects on the practice of MRI. 

Subsequently the Commission launched a study to look into exactly what implications the Directive's exposure limits would have on MRI, and identify potential problems that could arise. This study is now under way in four locations across Europe (Germany, France, Belgium and the UK) and the results should be available by February 2008. In addition, the Commission has conducted a number of meetings with MRI practitioners and representatives of industry to discuss potential difficulties with the Directive in terms of limits which may affect MRI provision.

"The Commission remains committed to the protection of the health and safety of workers. However, it was never the intention of this Directive to impede the practice of MRI. Obviously, the Commission recognises MRI as a technology offering clear benefits to patients, and continues to support MRI research financially", added Commissioner Špidla. "Postponement will allow time to review the current Directive and amend those provisions which have been shown to be problematic by recent scientific studies. While this review is ongoing, the Commission recommends that Member States put the transposition of the current Directive on hold."
The Commission has indicated that this postponement is being carried out in order to prepare a substantive amendment to the Directive. This amendment will aim to ensure that imposed limits will not adversely affect the practice of MRI, whilst ensuring appropriate protection of personnel. It is also intended that a review og all sectors where personnel are exposed to electromagnetic fields while carrying out their professional duties be carried out.

The postponement will also allow time to take into account new recommendations from relevant international bodies. The ICNIRP is currently revising its recommendations for occupational limit values for static and low frequency electromagnetic fields (such as MRI), while the WHO is also revising its Environmental Health Criteria for electromagnetic fields. Those revisions are expected to yield results in the form of new, less stringent, recommended limit values for occupational exposure by the end of 2008.

