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OSPHE EXAMPLE:


Public concerns about overhead power lines, melatonin and breast cancer

CANDIDATE PACK

Candidate task

You have 8 minutes to prepare for your next OSPHE.

Imagine you are a health protection specialist at a local health protection unit.

Read the following briefing pack and prepare for an 8-minute briefing interview with a representative member of the local breast cancer support group.  You are not required to present material using any visual aids. Use your own experience of the issue and the information in the briefing pack.

Outline of situation

You are a health protection specialist working in a Health Protection Unit. Concerns have been raised by members of the local breast cancer support group who have read a newspaper article suggesting that there is a link between electromagnetic fields (EMFs) melatonin production and breast cancer. They are particularly concerned because they realise that several of their members live in close proximity to overhead power lines and are worried that their breast cancers may have been caused by this exposure. They have asked to meet with you to learn what you know about the risk of living near overhead power lines.

You have been told that questions will be in the area of:

· Is there any evidence that electromagnetic fields (EMFs) associated with the supply of electricity can influence the risk of breast cancer?

· Is breast cancer caused by a lack of the hormone melatonin?

· What precautions should people living near overhead power lines take to ensure they are not at increased risk of developing breast cancer.

Candidate guidance

You are to give an 8-minute interview with a representative of the local breast cancer support group about the health effects of overhead power lines and the influence of melatonin on breast cancer.

You should summarise the evidence about whether there is a health risk to the general population. Explain that people are exposed to EMFs wherever electricity is supplied or used, both at home and work.  There does not appear to be evidence that exposure to EMFs can influence melatonin or can affect the risk of breast cancer and data on the possible relation between melatonin levels and breast cancer are limited and inconclusive.

You should be prepared to answer questions in a way that appreciates the potential risk of EMFs on breast cancer in comparison to other risks that people face on a daily basis and interact in an appropriate manner giving explanations at a level of complexity that is suitable for the situation.

Resources available

The examination room

The exam room will contain an actor playing the representative of the local breast cancer support group and an examiner. There will also be a copy of the briefing pack.  There may be an observer too. You will be introduced to those present before you go in role as the Health Protection Specialist representing your local Health Protection Unit. You do not need to take these notes in to the exam room but you may make and take in your own notes. The notes will not form part of the assessment. The examiner will collect these before you leave the examination room.

Document AW-1       Press Release  9 February 2006  
Power Frequency Electromagnetic Fields, Melatonin and the Risk of Breast Cancer
The independent Advisory Group on Non-Ionising Radiation (AGNIR) today published a report1 that examines whether electromagnetic fields (EMFs) associated with the supply and use of electricity can influence the risk of breast cancer. Following a thorough review of the published scientific literature, 
the report concludes that overall the evidence does not support the hypothesis that exposure to EMFs is associated with an increased risk of breast cancer. In addition, EMFs do not appear to affect the production or biological action of the hormone melatonin. 
People are exposed to EMFs wherever electricity is supplied or used, both in the home and at work. Common sources of exposure include overhead power lines, electrical wiring and domestic appliances. The suggestion that exposure to EMFs may increase the risk of breast cancer, via a reduction in production of the hormone melatonin, was first made almost 20 years ago and has generated much research. Melatonin is produced mainly during the night as a secretion from the pineal gland in the brain, and it has many effects concerned with the timing of biological functions within the body.

The Advisory Group report considers whether exposure to EMFs can influence melatonin, and concludes that there is no consistent or convincing evidence to indicate that EMFs can affect the production or action of melatonin. However, the report acknowledges that there are some deficiencies in the existing research, particularly with regard to assessing the effects of long-term exposure to EMFs, which leave open the possibility of an effect.

The report also considers whether melatonin can affect the risk of breast cancer, and concludes that although there is evidence that melatonin can inhibit the growth of cancers in laboratory tests using animals and cell cultures, the situation in humans is unclear. The few studies that have investigated if melatonin levels are different in women who later develop breast cancer were considered to be inconclusive. 

In addition, the report considers studies investigating the effect of light exposure (which affects levels of melatonin) on the risk of breast cancer. There is some evidence, but not conclusive, that the risk of breast cancer in shift workers and airline cabin staff is increased and that blindness may be associated with a decreased risk of breast cancer. It is not clear if these changes in risk are caused by changes in melatonin levels.

Lastly, the report considers whether exposure to EMFs can affect the risk of breast cancer, and concludes that there is no consistent evidence for such an effect, nor has any mechanism for such a response been demonstrated.

The report gives a number of recommendations for further research to fill the gaps in knowledge. 

  

1. Power Frequency Electromagnetic Fields, Melatonin and the Risk of Breast Cancer. Documents of the Health Protection Agency, Series B: Radiation, Chemical and Environmental Hazards, RCE-1, Feb 2006. ISBN 0 85951 573 3. Available to download from the HPA website at: http://www.hpa.org.uk/radiation/publications/docs_hpa/index.htm
Printed copy, £30.00 + 10% postage and packing, available from CRCE Information Office (Tel: 01235 822742/822603, email: information@hpa-rp.org.uk). 

 

Press Enquiries only: 
Centre for Radiation, Chemicals and Environmental Hazards Press Office 
Tel: 01235 822744/822745, email: pressoffice@hpa-rp.org.uk 
 


Notes for Editors:

Advisory Group on Non-ionising Radiation (AGNIR) 
Chairman
Professor A J Swerdlow, Institute of Cancer Research, London

Members
Professor L J Challis, University of Nottingham

Professor D N M Coggon, MRC Environmental Epidemiology Unit, Southampton

Dr L A Coulton, Division of Clinical Sciences (North), Sheffield University

Professor S C Darby, Clinical Trials Service Unit, University of Oxford

Professor P Gowland, University of Nottingham

Professor P Haggard, Institute of Cognitive Neuroscience, London

Professor D A Lomas, Addenbrooke's Hospital, Cambridge

Professor D Noble, University of Oxford

Secretariat
Dr S M Mann, HPA-RPD 

  
AGNIR Sub-Group on Melatonin 
Chairman
Professor A J Swerdlow, Institute of Cancer Research, London

Members
Professor J Arendt, University of Surrey

Dr L A Coulton, University of Sheffield

Professor W R Miller, University of Edinburgh 

Secretariat
Dr Z J Sienkiewicz, HPA-RPD 

  
Terms of reference of AGNIR 
To review work on the biological effects of non-ionising radiation relevant to human health and to advise on research priorities. 
The Advisory Group on Non-ionising Radiation (AGNIR) was set up by the Director of the National Radiological Protection Board (NRPB) in 1990. In April 2005 the NRPB was subsumed into the Health Protection Agency (HPA) as its Radiation Protection Division (RPD). RPD is a Division of the HPA Centre for Radiation, Chemical and Environmental Hazards, based at Chilton, Oxfordshire. 

The AGNIR was reconstituted in 1999 as an independent advisory group and now reports to the Sub-Committee of the Board of HPA that is responsible for the work of the RPD. In addition to the work of the Advisory Group, Sub Groups address specific issues. 

The Advisory Group has issued eleven major reports in the Documents of NRPB and a number of Statements. The reports have mainly covered reviews of experimental and epidemiological studies, together with exposure data relevant to assessing possible health effects from exposures to electromagnetic fields (EMFs) and ultraviolet radiation (UVR).

The present report on Power Frequency EMFs, Melatonin and the Risk of Breast Cancer is published in the Radiation, Chemical and Environment (RCE) series of the Documents of HPA. 
The programme of work of AGNIR and CVs of its members are given on the HPA/radiation web site: 

http://www.hpa.org.uk/radiation/advisory_groups/agnir/index.htm 
 

Document AW-2       Our Hidden Enemies By Paul Brodeur 
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Evidence is building that exposure to low level electromagnetic

radiation that is given off by power lines, electric blankets, video display

terminals (VDT's) and even some electric clocks can cause cancer, birth

defects, miscarriages, and other health problems. This information has been

suppressed or downplayed for years by the electric utility industry,

manufacturers and the media. Result: Millions of people are still at risk.

 Electromagnetic Radiation What  It Is And Where It Comes From ?         

Electromagnetic radiation consists of electric fields produced by

voltages and magnetic fields produced by electrical currents. Although

electrical fields can be shielded by conducting materials, magnetic fields can

penetrate almost anything that stands in their way, including the human body.

Power lines give off extra low frequency (ELF) electric and

magnetic fields whose waves vibrate back and forth 60 times per second. The

magnetic fields can be particularly strong in houses that are close to high

voltage transmission lines and to the ordinary high current distribution lines

that can be found in almost every city, suburb and town in the US. In fact,

millions of americans may be living in homes that are penetrated by strong

magnetic fields from power lines.

Electromagnetic Radiation And Disease ?   

With the great increase in breast cancer in women between 20

and 45, it's hard to overlook the fact that millions now spend eight hours

a day working inches from VDT's that emit the type of magnetic fields that

have been shown to promote the growth of tumors. And neither lead aprons nor

radiation screens that are sold for VDT's shield one iota of the magnetic

fields that completely penetrate the body.

Big Cover-Up ?         

The government, the electric utility industry and appliance

manufacturers all maintain that there's not enough proof to make them take

action. This is the same thing people said for years about asbestos, until it

was proven to be a killer. Hundreds of thousands of people could die before

it's proven beyond a shadow of a doubt that electromanetic radiation is truly

dangerous.

The electrical utility industry is trying to persuade people that

common household appliances are as dangerous as power lines. This is a

dishonest attempt to obscure the real problem. 

What should we do to protect ourselves?

Pressure must be brought on officials to measure electronagnetic radiation 

near power lines and substations. In areas where the radiation is unacceptably 

high, wires will have to be rerouted or buried and substations moved. 

Join one of the organizations that are being formed in every state to fight

 health problems caused by power lines. Or litigate. People are hiring 

lawyers to take their cases to court. In the next decade we will see an

 enormous amount of litigation against utilities and manufacturers of 

computers, electric blankets, etc.

OSPHE EXAMPLE: 


Public concerns about overhead power lines, melatonin and breast cancer

MARKER EXAMINER PACK

Candidate task

The candidate has 8 minutes to prepare for the OSPHE.

Outline of situation

The candidate is a health protection specialist working in a Health Protection Unit. Concerns have been raised by members of the local breast cancer support group who have read an article in the local newspaper suggesting that there is a link between electromagnetic fields (EMFs), melatonin production and breast cancer. They are particularly concerned because they realise that several of their members live in close proximity to overhead power lines and are worried that their breast cancer may have been caused by this exposure. They have asked to meet with the candidate to learn what she/he knows about the risk of living near overhead power lines.

The candidate has been told that questions will be in the area of:

· Is there any evidence that electromagnetic fields (EMFs) associated with the supply of electricity can influence the risk of breast cancer.

· Is breast cancer caused by a lack of the hormone melatonin.

· What precautions should people living near overhead power lines take to ensure they are not at increased risk of developing breast cancer.

INFORMATION FOR THE MARKER EXAMINER

State examiner situation

The marker examiner will ask for the candidate’s number and then say

“I want you to imagine now that you are doing an interview with the representative of the local breast cancer support group who is sitting here and is likely to want to ask you a few questions. Please introduce yourself and begin your presentation”

then hand over to the role player examiner to proceed.

The examiner will not be expected to intervene in the scenario. An actor playing the representative and a copy of the briefing pack will be in the exam room. There may be an observer too. There is a copy of the briefing pack in the OSPHE station. The candidate may make notes to take into the meeting but these will not form part of the assessment.

Examiner briefing pack

The examiner will be provided with a copy of the candidate pack and actor pack.

What the actor has been told

As well as a summary of the scenario, including the three questions to ask, the actor has been told that in her/his role as representative of the breast cancer support group, s/he has researched the issue by reading the website of Paul Brodeur (“Our hidden enemies”, in briefing pack). She realises that the information Paul Brodeur presents will favour one side of the argument but is still concerned that there are some hidden risks from living next to overhead power lines.

The actor has been told it is not appropriate to ask if the candidate lives by a power line, but s/he could ask if families in such a situation should be reassured by the scientific findings.

The actor has been told to end the interview when all three questions have been dealt with.

Examiner model answer

The briefing papers will give you enough information to assess the candidate’s answer. The actor will ask the three questions listed in the bullets above. 

Marking guide for AW- OSPHE – Public concerns about overhead power lines, melatonin and breast cancer

1. Has the candidate appropriately demonstrated presenting skills in a typical public health setting (presenting to a person or audience)?


2. Has the candidate appropriately demonstrated listening skills in a typical public health setting (listening and responding appropriately. 


3. Has the candidate demonstrated ascertainment of key public health facts from the material provided and used it appropriately?


4. Has the candidate given a balanced view and/or explained appropriately key public health concepts in a public health setting?


5. Has the candidate demonstrated sensitivity in handling uncertainty, the unexpected, conflict and/or responding to challenging questions?


Public concerns about overhead power lines, melatonin and breast cancer

ACTOR BRIEFING  PACK

Candidate task and objectives

The candidate has 8 minutes to prepare for the OSPHE.

Outline of situation

The candidate is a health protection specialist working in a Health Protection Unit. Concerns have been raised by members of the local breast cancer support group who have read an article in the local newspaper suggesting that there is a link between electromagnetic fields (EMFs), melatonin production and breast cancer. They are particularly concerned because they realise that several of their members live in close proximity to overhead power lines and are worried that their breast cancer may have been caused by this exposure. They have asked to meet with the candidate to learn what she/he knows about the risk of living near overhead power lines.

The candidate has been told that questions will be in the area of:

· Is there any evidence that electromagnetic fields (EMFs) associated with the supply of electricity can influence the risk of breast cancer

· Is breast cancer caused by a lack of the hormone melatonin.

· What precautions should people living near overhead power lines take to ensure they are not at increased risk of developing breast cancer.

Please use these as a basis for your questions.

A satisfactory candidate will be able to:

· Explain that a careful review of the evidence does not suggest that there is evidence of a risk that EMF exposure is a cause of breast cancer

· Say that EMF exposure is ubiquitous in modern life

· Explain that it is not clear whether melatonin can affect the risk of breast cancer

· Explain that data on the possible influence of EMFs on melatonin levels is inconsistent and not convincing

· Act in a way that is empathetic to the anxieties of members of your support group by showing concern and not dismissing their fears “outright”

Note that in the briefing available to the candidate summarising the Independent Advisory Group’s review of the scientific evidence appears to contradict directly some of the inferences in Paul Brodeur’s website article (see below). Please recognise that Paul Brodeur’s website only gives one “side” of the argument and the candidate would be expected to answer from the Health Protection Agency material using Brodeur’s website to find out what the concerns are.

Please probe if the candidate has not answered any of the three main questions. You should end the interview once all the questions have been asked unless the time runs out, in which case, just stop.

It is not appropriate to ask the candidate if they live near overhead power lines but you could ask if families in such situations should be reassured by the scientific findings.

It is your role to end the session and make sure that the candidate moves on at the correct time.

Actor briefing documents. Note that the candidate also has these documents

Document AW-1 a press release “Power frequency Electromagnetic Fields, Melatonin and the Risk of Breast Cancer”.

Document AW-2 Extract, with minor amendments, from Paul Brodeur’s Website “Our hidden enemies”

Document AW-3 Pages 1(cover sheet) and 5 (summary) of Health Protection Agency report, “Power frequency electromagnetic fields, melatonin and the risk of breast cancer”

The candidate summarises clearly and with emphasis on key points, avoids jargon, makes eye contact and appropriate non-verbal communication, and develops a rapport with the representative of the breast cancer support group.





Candidate responds appropriately to the questioning of the role player and understands questions – and asks if unclear. The candidate should act in a way that is empathetic to the role player by showing concern and not dismissing fears “outright”.





The candidate summarises evidence about the health risks to the general public associated with overhead power line exposures by explaining that a careful review of the evidence does not suggest that EMF exposure is a cause of breast cancer. There is not consistent or convincing evidence that EMF exposure affects melatonin production or action. Overall the evidence that melatonin levels may affect breast cancer risk is inconclusive.





Communication of risk concepts. The candidate notes that there are other exposures such as alcohol, smoking, unhealthy diet (lacking in fruit and vegetables) and genetic factors that are known to be associated with an increased risk of breast cancer. The candidate may acknowledge that the deficiencies in research leave open the possibility of an effect of EMFs on the production and action of melatonin.





Candidates would note that EMF exposure is ubiquitous in modern life. Candidates should be given credit for giving reassuring messages that also recognise there is still scientific uncertainty. Good candidates may contrast some of the allegations in the website with what is known from the science
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