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          By Deborah Kopald

Smart meters: A very dumb idea

Concerned about cell towers going too close to your house or kids' school?
Work in downtown Goshen and wonder about the cell transmitters hidden in the church spires right in the center of town when 80 percent of studies show biological effects within a quarter mile of a cell tower?
What about Wi-Fi which is exposing many people to more radiation than they are getting from cell towers due to our proximity to these transmitters which have been placed in schools and offices?
(FYI, I was in Barnes and Noble the other day and found radiation hotspots near the magazine racks from the Wi-Fi several times higher than the maximum public radiation exposure standards in Russia, Switzerland, China and Italy.)

There is another source of continuous microwave radiation that is being added to Americans' environment: smart meters. In case you haven't heard, the Obama stimulus plan promotes the build-out of the smart grid, which among other things entails getting rid of utility meter readers and replacing them with wireless meters which transmit your energy usage with microwave pulses from a meter in homes, offices and industrial buildings back to the utilities.
Six months ago, I spoke to Orange and Rockland; they said they had no plans "at this time" to put the wireless meters on our homes, but the meters have been rolled out in Westchester and Ulster Counties. O&R has been putting smart meters on industrial buildings in our area, though. These meters transmit the information by sending data on the buildings' energy usage to the nearest cell tower, which sends the information back to the utility.

However, the meters going up on homes around the country work differently; in some neighborhoods, transmitters have been affixed to utility poles and the meters bounce the signals from house to house before they communicate with wireless devices on the street.
Yes, utilities have been turning the poles outside of peoples' houses into mini-cell towers. In California, where the rollout has been extensive, people with pacemakers and other medical implants (MIDs) called the utilites to find out how these meters could affect them. (Anyone with a pacemaker will tell you that after the device is implanted into them, their doctors present them with a long list of radiofrequency devices to avoid.)
After the California smart meter installations, the utilities acknowledged that people with MIDs should stay a few feet away from the wall of their house where the smart meter is installed. MID patients as well as the electrohypersensitivity (EHS) sufferers I described last week have been getting notes from their doctors stating they should not have smart meters.

Worse, reports have come in from all over the world of people who had been healthy, being tipped into electrohypersensitivity after the smart meters were installed on their homes. These concerns, as well as reports that the pulses from smart meters have triggered house fires and the fact that smart meters have been linked to gross overbilling, have catalyzed major protests in California and Maine against the devices. (Currently in Bakersfield, CA, there is a lawsuit on smart meter overbilling where it is believed that cell towers in the neighborhood interfered with the microwave smart meter transmissions and distorted energy-use data.)
Moratoriums on smart meters have been passed in three Maine municipalities: Scarborough, Cape Elizabeth and Sanford. Earlier in January, smart meters were banned and declared a public nuisance in the unincorporated area of Marin County, Calif. [1]
How much radiation is involved? The exact answer to this question is still being worked out; so far, we know that initial reports by utilities in California have been inaccurate. The antennae in those meters are supposed to emit as much as 230,000 microwatts/ centimeter squared (mcW/cm2) of radiation, supposedly for .05 of a second once every four hours, but independent EMF electricians have measured transmissions emanating from the meters once every 45 seconds. [2]
When microwave ovens were put on the market, the safety standard was set at 5,000 mcW/cm2 for a three-second exposure. The standard-setters look at radiation averaged out over time and have no evidence about how the human body will react to an over 40 times higher burst of radiation in shorter spikes. 
As regular readers of The Hazard Report know by now, the only biological effect of microwave radiation officially acknowledged in this country is excess heating, despite thousands of studies to the contrary.  

As I have stated before, it is the cumulative effect of ever-increasing layers of public (and private) sources of microwave radiation – most of which didn't exist a decade and a half ago (cell towers, Wi-Fi, Wi-Max, smart meters, compact fluorescent lights, cell phones, second-hand radiation from other peoples' indoor cell phone use, bluetooth, cordless phones, baby monitors, etc.) – that should be of concern, as well as the fact that public exposure standards are much stricter in other countries and that scientific studies show negative biological effects at levels much lower than those to which many of us are being exposed.

Smart meters don't need to be wireless; the technology exists to allow the data to be remotely transmitted via a wired system that feeds back into the telephone lines.  For now, gas utilities in New Mexico are offering customers a non-microwave self-read option.  The wireless smart grid has not been proven safe; rather, there is evidence that it may be harmful to peoples' health.  Lest you think this is some left-wing concern, at a recent Tea Party meeting in Sonoma County, CA, activists called the technology, "a threat to public health, personal privacy and consumers' budgets" [3]

As with cell towers and Wi-Fi, the charade persists that just because the emissions fall below U.S. standards, these devices couldn't possibly hurt us.  We would do well in Orange County to insist that O&R never install these wireless smart meters on our homes and press our elected officials for safe wired alternatives.  You can start by preemptively opting out of a smart meter installation on your home by writing Andrea Reeves, Manager, Executive Communications at O&R at areeves@oru.com.
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