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MEMORANDUM 
 
 
 

TO:  PLANNING COMMISSION 

FROM:  Planning Division Staff 

DATE: April 12, 2011 

RE: Limits for Human Exposure to Radiofrequency (RF) Electromagnetic 
Fields 

 

This memo and the associated attachments contain information regarding the Federal 
Communications Commission’s (FCC) limits for human exposure to radiofrequency (RF) 
electromagnetic fields.  Below are some key points related to this issue: 
 

 The Telecommunications Act of 1996 states that no state or local governmental 
entity may regulate the placement, construction, or modification of wireless 
facilities on the basis of environmental effects of RF emissions to the extent that 
the emissions comply with FCC regulations. Specifically, Section 332(c)(7) of the 
Communications Act preserves local authority over zoning and land use 
decisions for personal wireless service facilities, but sets forth specific limitations 
on that authority. Particularly, a local government authority may not unreasonably 
discriminate among providers of functionally equivalent services, may not 
regulate in a manner that prohibits or has the effect of prohibiting the provision of 
personal wireless services, must act on applications within a reasonable period 
of time, and must make any denial of an application in writing supported by 
substantial evidence in a written record.  The statute also preempts local 
decisions premised directly or indirectly on the environmental effects of RF 
emissions, assuming that the provider is in compliance with the FCC's RF rules.  
 

 The FCC’s limits apply cumulatively to all sources of RF emissions affecting a 
given area. An example is when two or more wireless operators collocate or 
place their antennas on a joint structure, the total RF exposure from all the 
facilities taken together must be within the FCC guidelines. 
 

 For cellular and Personal Communications Service (PCS) cell site transmitters, 
the FCC’s RF exposure guidelines recommend a maximum permissible exposure 
level to the general public of approximately 580 microwatts per square 
centimeter.  According to the FCC, this exposure limit is many times greater than 
RF levels typically found near the base of cellular or PCS cell towers. 
 

 The FCC’s RF emissions rules are designed to protect the general public by 
limiting the maximum amount of RF emissions exposure from regulated 
transmitters, in combination with other sources of RF emissions.  These rules are 



April 12, 2011             PLANNING COMMISSION MEMO ITEM NO. 2 
  

 
2

based on standards developed by the Institute of Electrical and Electronic 
Engineers, Inc. and adopted by the American National Standards Institute, as 
well as guidelines recommended by the National Council on Radiation Protection 
and Measurements.  The rules were coordinated with and are supported by 
federal agencies with health and safety responsibilities, including the 
Environmental Protection Agency, the Food and Drug Administration, the 
National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health, and the Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration. 
 

 Further information on RF emissions and siting of facilities can be found on the 
FCC's website at: http://www.fcc.gov/oet/rfsafety/, 
http://www.fcc.gov/oet/rfsafety/rf-faqs.html, http://wireless.fcc.gov/siting/, and 
http://wireless.fcc.gov/siting/local-state-gov.html. 

 
 
ATTACHMENTS  
1. Local Government Official's Guide to Transmitting Antenna RF Emission Safety: 

Rules, Procedures, and Practical Guidance 
2. FCC Consumer Facts: Human Exposure to Radio Frequency Fields: Guidelines for 

Cellular & PCS Sites 
3. FCC Office of Engineering and Technology (OET) Bulletin 56 - Questions and 

Answers about Biological Effects and Potential Hazards of Radiofrequency 
Electromagnetic Fields 

4. OET Bulletin 65 - Evaluating Compliance with FCC Guidelines for Human Exposure 
to Radiofrequency Electromagnetic Fields 
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