
In 2020, Ofcom published proposals 
to modify radio licences “to require 
compliance with international 

guidelines for limiting exposure to 
electromagnetic fields (EMF)”. 

These changes were triggered by the global 
deployment of new telecommunications 
infrastructure but will affect all radio licensees, 
including radio amateurs. Over the past 
year, the RSGB has responded to two Ofcom 
consultations [1, 2], and is now meeting with 
Ofcom to clarify how these new requirements 
will apply to amateurs. The RSGB supports the 
safe and responsible use of RF communications 
but we are strongly urging Ofcom to minimise 
this new administrative burden.

Coincidentally, a similar process is 
underway in the USA between the FCC, the 
US regulator, and the American Radio Relay 
League (ARRL). A small team of RSGB and 
ARRL experts are cooperating on common 
technical areas, and sharing experience. In this 
introductory article, we cover the international 
background, and start to outline the approach 
that UK radio amateurs can take to comply with 
the new licence requirements. In 2021, Ofcom 

an implementation time when they come into 
force. Future articles and support materials 
are planned by both the RSGB and ARRL to 
provide more detailed guidance for amateur 
operators, taking account of our respective 

What is ‘safe’?
Amateur radio is usually regarded as a ‘safe’ 
activity and for over 100 years people have 
enjoyed this hobby of using electromagnetic 

exposure, like so many other things in life, 
there are differences between ‘acceptably safe’ 
levels and ‘excessive’ levels that might lead 
to health effects. Internationally, the World 

of activities and agents that potentially might 
affect human health. Due to the widespread 
deployment of mobile telecommunications 

become commonplace and so has become a 
[3]. 

Radiation Protection (ICNIRP) [4] and the  
[5] that provide guidance on limiting 

used by radio amateurs. 

published research data relating to biological 

mechanism or source. They then develop 
guidelines and recommended exposure 
limits to prevent potentially harmful effects 
from excessive exposure. These limits are set 
well below the levels at which any harmful 
effects have been detected. Because the work 

underlying science, it is not surprising that 
they reach similar conclusions and recommend 
similar exposure limits. 

understood that the most important effects to 
be avoided are due to excessive heating from 
too much RF energy being absorbed in body 
tissues. The human body has an exacting 
temperature regulation system that holds the 
normal core temperature close to 37°C, and 

a variation of just a few degrees can lead to 

removing excess heat energy by varying local 

energy from the body by mechanisms such as 
sweating and faster breathing. But if the rate 
of heat generation exceeds the body’s ability to 
remove it, prolonged over-exposure can then 
lead to harmful effects.

The exposure limits are designed to prevent 
those effects from occurring. Separate exposure 

body or for localised maximum values. The 
limits also recognise that the body can handle 
short bursts of higher exposure provided the 
longer-term average remains below the limit. 
Based on the body’s available mechanisms for 
removing heat, the mandated averaging times 
are 30 minutes for whole-body exposure but 
only 6 minutes for local exposures. 

In addition to thermal effects, currents 
and voltages induced in the body by strong 

may interact with the electrical nerve pathways 
and affect the body’s ‘internal signalling’. To 
protect against that, there are limits on peak 
(maximum) exposure that may be more 
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PHOTO 1: Common amateur activities should easily prove compliant.
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familiar limits for thermal effects. Note that 
these exposure limits are expressed in terms of 

Why do exposure regulations exist?
Ofcom will require licensees to ensure that the RF 

harm to those exposed to it. Ofcom is not expert 

the EMF exposure limits are not hard thresholds 

condition is to be able to demonstrate that 

could 
could

actually present. 

control RF exposure. We will show examples 
in later articles.

If there is no-one present 

exposure occurs.

basic restrictions” and 
reference levels”.

Basic restrictions

 

so compliance with basic restrictions is 

Reference levels

For help and advice, contact
m0jav@rsgb.org.uk

FIGURE 1: ICNIRP 2020 Reference Levels for General Public Exposures 

What you need to know 

ICNIRP guidelines
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the type of exposure that could take place if a person were to enter 
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Figure 1
[6]

Why are exposure limits so complicated?

What will I be expected to do?

 Example exposure plot for people standing on the ground. For an 80m 
inverted-V dipole, the highest exposures occur below the ends of the antenna. 

The RSGB-ARRL EMF Team

Figure 2

safe 
separation distance

Next steps

in a future RadCom,
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