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INTRODUCTION
This paper summarises ICNIRP’s brief history from its beginnings as a committee of

the International Radiation Protection Association (IRPA) to the present as an independent
International Commission, and examines how it has structured itself to meet the challenges in
non-ionising radiation (NIR) protection now and in the future.

INIRC – THE BEGINNINGS
It was in 1973 that IRPA first held a session on non-ionising radiation at its

International Congress in Washington DC - its third such Congress.  One year later IRPA
established a working group to review the health problems related to NIR.  Several associate
societies of IRPA asked for guidance on exposure limits for different parts of the NIR
spectrum and IRPA first applied to the International Commission on Radiological Protection
(ICRP) for guidance - but ICRP apparently did not wish to extend its activities to NIR and
this therefore led, in 1977, to IRPA amending its constitution to include NIR within its remit
and to the creation of its International Non-Ionizing Radiation Committee (INIRC) to deal
specifically with protection against non-ionising electromagnetic radiation and ultrasound.

ICNIRP – FINDING ITS FEET
The next phase of ICNIRP’s development began in 1992 at the 8th IRPA Congress

held in Montreal when IRPA granted ICNIRP a Charter that established it as an independent
body.  This was in recognition of the growth of NIR protection and INIRC’s key role in it.

The Charter set out the basic rules and structure of ICNIRP including its membership
rules, 14 members including a Chairman and Vice-chairman.  The Chairman and Vice-
chairman are elected by the Commission members.  To ensure ICNIRP’s independence, no
member can be employed in industry and, in carrying out work for ICNIRP, members
represent neither their institute nor their country.

Dr. Michael Repacholi who was the incumbent Chairman of INIRC was elected as the
first Chairman of ICNIRP in 1992.

During the period 1992 to 1996 the activities of the Commission were, by necessity,
demand-led but with an emerging view of likely future challenges, technology changes and a
strategy to meet them.

A major effort was made in respect of strengthening collaborations with other
organisations with interests in non-ionising radiation protection.  Joint endeavours with WHO,
ILO, UNEP and the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) were continued and new
ones undertaken.  In addition, new collaborations with, for example, the International
Commission on Illumination (CIE) through the work of its Division 6 on Photochemistry and



Photobiology and with the European Commission’s DG 5 (DG Sanco as it now is) were
developed.

ICNIRP - TO THE PRESENT
In 1996, Dr. Michael Repacholi resigned from the Commission to run the rapidly

expanding WHO programmes on non-ionising radiation and Professor Dr. Juergen Bernhardt
was elected to succeed him.

The period up to 2000 was a time of structural change within the Commission.  A
striking example of such change was the setting up of four scientific standing committees
(SC) each responsible for a specific area of activity.  These are Epidemiology (SC-I), Biology
(SC-II), Physics and Engineering (SC-III) and Optical Radiation (SC-IV).  

The main Commission is responsible for ICNIRP’s scientific programme and its
achievement and in identifying relevant areas of scientific activity and tasks and co-ordinating
these through the work of the scientific standing committees.

Each standing committee comprises internationally recognised experts in the area of study
in question. Each committee is chaired by a member of the ICNIRP main Commission and
will usually contain one other main Commission member.  The work of the scientific standing
committees includes:

� Reviewing the scientific literature specific to the field of interest of each Committee.
� Preparing specific reports and other publications requested by the main Commission.
� Advising on the preparation of exposure guidelines and other ICNIRP documents

requiring multi-disciplinary input.
� Providing expert advice through ICNIRP-organised scientific seminars and other scientific

meetings.

ICNIRP - TODAY
Expertise, consultation and publications

The Commission is very aware of the need to maintain its expertise and to seek additional
help when needed.  Hence the Commission is currently looking to:

� Expand its expertise and consultation and improve its administration to make more
efficient use of the time and expertise of its members.

� Invite more consulting members to the Commission.  ICNIRP currently has over 40
consulting members who are active through the scientific standing committees.  These
have considerably enhanced the capabilities of the Commission by bringing additional,
often highly technically-specific, expertise to the Commission

� Make ICNIRP’s publications more readily available.  All publications are now
professionally distributed and some are downloadable gratis from the Commission’s
WebSite http://www.icnirp.org

Current work programme
A major part of ICNIRP’s current work programme is in carrying out 6 major

scientific reviews – three on ELF and a further three on RF.  The first of these, on ELF
epidemiology, has been completed and published.  This was carried out by Scientific Standing

http://www.icnirp.org/


Committee I.  The other two ELF reviews, one on ELF biology, the other on ELF physics and
engineering are scheduled for completion by Autumn 2002.  All of these reviews will form an
important input to a WHO health risk assessment on ELF.  The RF reviews will in turn be
used by WHO as an input to its scheduled RF health risk assessment.

Recently completed work includes: the publication of a statement on  a “General
System of Protection against NIR”:  a statement on “Pulsed Magnetic Fields”:  an EC 5th
Framework-funded concerted action on possible health effects from the use of electronic
article surveillance (EAS) devices, radiofrequency identification devices (RFID) and metal
detector devices and:  a statement on UVR sunbeds.

ICNIRP – CHALLENGES AHEAD
The field of NIR and health assessment is one where the demands are driven,

understandably, by the need for people to know whether there is a hazard to their health from
sources of non-ionising radiation, either in the workplace or in the general public
environment.  The knowledge that ICNIRP uses to address these issues is gained from careful
review of relevant scientific studies. 

NIR health risk assessment demands a thorough cautious review of the totality of the
scientific evidence – the epidemiology, the biology and the dosimetry.  This and the provision
of advice on exposure guidelines is ICNIRP’s key role, and it has the expertise and the energy
to carry it out.

Meanwhile, technology is moving apace and novel uses for NIR continue to appear, in
particular for electromagnetic fields and for lasers.  With these technological developments
come concerns and fears from people about their safety and the need for expert independent
advice.

ICNIRP is committed to providing this and to ensuring that it has the expertise, the
vision, the energy and the independence to meet the challenges that lie ahead.
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