European Parliament Resolution on the mid-term review of the European Environment and Health Action Plan 2004-2010
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2.
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3.
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5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on the Environment, Public Health and Food Safety (ENVI)
6.
Background of the resolution:
The European Environment & Health Action Plan 2004-2010
 aims to integrate information on the state of the environment and human health in order to have a better understanding of the impact of environmental factors on human health and through this help policy makers at EU and at national levels to assess the efficacy of existing legislation and to develop more efficient legislation to protect the health of European citizens. The Action Plan identifies 13 actions with a focus on (1) improving the information chain by developing integrated environment and health information; (2) filling the knowledge gap by strengthening research on environment and health and identifying emerging issues; (3) reviewing and adjusting risk reduction policy and improving communication.

The European Parliament adopted on the 23rd of February a critical Resolution on the Action Plan in 2005
. The main criticism related to the fact that improving the knowledge concerning the impact of environmental pollution on health is not sufficient. The European Parliament issued a number of recommendations concerning in particular the precautionary principle, human biomonitoring, indoor air quality and FP7 funding. The Commission has taken into account most of these recommendations: preparations for an EU-wide Human Biomonitoring were carried out, on indoor air quality huge efforts have been done and over 38 Environment & Health projects were financed under the Sixth Research Programme, with a total funding in excess of EUR 200 million.

On 11th June 2007 the Commission adopted a Communication on the Mid-term review of the European Environment & Health Action Plan 2004-2010
, which takes stock of the progress made since 2004 on the implementation of the 13 actions. It also reports on the progress made in other health related environment policies such as air, water, noise, and chemicals. Finally it identifies areas that should receive particular attention in the future, notably: climate change & health, nanotechnologies and antimicrobial resistance. The Review concluded that three years is a too short period to report on policy responses; that the main achievement is the strengthened cooperation between environment, health and research fields at Community and Member States level; and that for the future the Commission will step up its efforts to better exploit the outcomes of research projects and other information gathering efforts and their translation into policy.

The Council adopted Conclusions on Environment and Health on 20th December 2007 urging the Commission and Member States to pursue the implementation of the Action Plan.

7.
Assessment of the Resolution:
Parliament's Resolution acknowledges the efforts made by the Commission since the Action Plan was launched in 2004, particularly in terms of improving the environment and health information chain, integrating and expanding European research in this area and cooperating with Member States and with the World Health Organisation.

It considered, however, that the Action Plan is not based upon a preventive policy intended to reduce illnesses linked to environmental factors, and that it pursued no clear, quantified objective.

Parliament deeply regretted the fact that the Commission had not provided sufficient funding for human biological monitoring in 2008.

It called upon the Commission to respond by 2010 to two essential objectives which the Commission set itself in 2004 and to establish and carry out a practicable communication strategy for these objectives, namely to make members of the general public aware of environmental pollution and the impact thereof on their health, and to reconsider and adapt European risk-reduction policy.

The key findings of the Resolution mentioned by the Rapporteur during the plenary debate were:
· this Action Plan would benefit from being extended to cover negative impacts of climate change on human health by elaborating on effective adaptation measures necessary at Community level; calls on the Commission to ensure that the co-benefits to health of various levels of ambition, in line with the International Panel on Climate Change recommendations of domestic 25% to 40% as well as possibly 50% or more of greenhouse gas emission reduction by 2020, are urgently investigated and modelled into an impact assessment by the Commission; call on Member States and the Commission to respond adequately to the new threats posed by climate change such as the increased presence of emerging viruses and undetected pathogens and therefore implement new existing pathogen reduction technologies that reduce known and undetected viruses and other pathogens transmitted by blood;

· the limits on exposure to electromagnetic fields which have been set for the general public are obsolete, since they have not been adjusted in the wake of Council Recommendation 1999/519/EC of 12 July 1999 on the limitation of exposure of the general public to electromagnetic fields (0Hz to 30 GHz)
; calls to amend Recommendation 1999/519/EC in order to take into account the Member States' best practices and thus to set stricter exposure limits for all equipment which emits electromagnetic waves in the frequencies between 0.1 MHz and 300 GHz;

EU policy fails to apply the precautionary principle; calls, therefore, on the Commission to revise the criteria laid down in its 2nd February 2000 Communication.

Other elements in the EP Resolution included:

· Call for special attention to vulnerable groups by introducing measures to reduce exposure to indoor environmental contaminants in healthcare facilities and schools through the adoption of sound indoor air quality management practices; call to come forward as soon as possible with concrete measures on indoor air quality which would ensure a high level of protection of health and safety indoors to be established, in particular when revising Council Directive 89/106/EEC of 21 December 1988 on the approximation of laws, regulations and administrative provisions of the Member States relating to construction products
, and to propose measures to increase the energy efficiency of buildings and the safety and the harmlessness of chemical compounds used in equipment and furnishings;

· concern about the lack of specific legal provisions to ensure the safety of consumer products containing nanoparticles and the relaxed attitude of the Commission with regard to the need to review the regulatory framework for the use of nanoparticles in consumer products;

· call to pay attention to the serious problem of mental health and to devote more resources to the development of adequate prevention strategies and therapies;

· urges the Commission and Member States to acknowledge the advantages of the prevention and precautionary principles and to develop and implement tools enabling potential environmental and health threats to be anticipated and countered.

8.
Reply to these requests and outlook regarding the action that the Commission has taken or intends to take:
The Commission expressed its appreciation at the 4th September plenary meeting for the interest given by the Parliament to the European environment and health policy.
The Commission considers that the Resolution of the European Parliament makes insufficient allowance for the fact that the Action Plan was prepared in 2003 based on full stakeholder involvement: more than 300 experts were involved; nine technical working groups and a Consultative Group were set up, consisting of environment experts and health experts from Member States (Ministries of Health and Environment), academia, industry and major stakeholder organisations. Priorities have been set in close consultation with them and experts advised the Commission not to set quantified objectives because of the impossibility to monitor them; they strongly advised to first strengthen the information base.

Furthermore, the Commission emphasises that three years is a short period for the implementation of a major Action Plan and in particular in such a complex field. The Commission believes that the strengthened cooperation between the environment, health and research fields at Community and Member States level is a major achievement and that the Action Plan has started this favourable process.

Finally, the Commission stresses that a significant number of new activities is still to come, which will address some of the Parliament's concerns, such as:

· The Commission published a new call for proposals on Human Biomonitoring on 3rd September 2008. In the meantime the Commission is continuing the development of a coordinated EU approach to Human Biomonitoring via an Administrative Arrangement between DG ENV and JRC.

· On electromagnetic fields the Commission ensures continuous monitoring of scientific developments through its Scientific Committee SCENIHR and via the EMF-NET (FP6 project). It pro-actively promotes research on the most relevant topics in order to determine whether the exposure limit values specified in the Council Recommendation should be revised. The Commission has recently requested SCENIHR to review its opinion in light of the latest data and reports.

· Climate change and health is clearly one of the emerging topics identified by the Mid-term Review and will be addressed when following up on last year's Green paper on adapting to climate change.

· The Commission will continue to use a wide approach to the Indoor Air Quality problem. An expert working group has been established in October 2006 and has been mandated to provide a forum for the exchange of best practice and information, to advise the Commission on EU programmes and policies related to indoor air quality and to give opinions on actions aimed at reducing relevant pollutant concentrations. The working group has established a working plan with concrete proposal until 2010. This work plan is based on recent work developed at EU level (e.g., WHO guidelines reports, INDEX project, ECA STRATEX report, SCHER opinion, VITO project, etc.) which has come to a consensus on a range of priority pollutants that can play a role in the priority health effects related to indoor air quality. The Commission is supporting WHO in developing health-based thresholds or guidelines for these pollutants that are to form the sound basis for future actions. Working on these priorities will clearly help identifying of the most efficient and primary tools and adequate management measures in order to properly address the European Parliament concerns.
· The Commission adopted on 17th June 2008 a review
 of EU legislation regarding its applicability to nanomaterials and concluded that implementation of legislation needs further work and documents that support implementation (such as standards and technical guidance) will be modified and adapted as appropriate with regard to their applicability and appropriateness to nanomaterials. Furthermore, the Commission will continue to support research (mainly via FP7 and the JRC) to fill knowledge gaps needed to ensure that appropriate test methods, exposure measurement methods and risk assessment methods are being used in legislation and intends to organise an open debate with all relevant stakeholders about the advantages and disadvantages of nanotechnologies. Finally, the Commission is aware that current legislation may have to be modified in the future in the light of new information becoming available, for example as regards thresholds used in some legislation.

· The Commission organised on 13 June a High-level conference on mental health and wellbeing, which established a European Pact for Mental Health and Well-being. The Pact identified five priorities: prevention of depression and suicide, mental health in youth and education, the workplace, older people, and stigma and social exclusion. This will be taken forward in close partnership with Member States and stakeholders, taking into account the relevant policy areas - such as youth and education, employment and social affairs, justice and research. The Pact will be implemented through work leading to a series of thematic conferences, which are expected to identify good practice and to endorse jointly developed approaches on the priority themes. Furthermore, mental health is addressed through activities under EU-Programmes such as the Health Programme and FP7, with a focus on health promotion and preventive aspects.
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