Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on honeybee health and the challenges of the beekeeping sector, adopted by the Commission on 8 February 2012
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6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution is overall in line with the initial and main assessment of the situation provided in Commission Communication (COM(2010) 714 final), i.e. the health of bees is affected by various, often interacting factors, and science has not yet determined the exact causes or the extent of bee losses. It is also in line with the Commission Communication when it considers that beekeepers can best contribute to the health and well-being of their bees, especially if duly supported by their Member State. There is further agreement between the Commission and the Parliament on a key bottleneck, i.e. insufficient research and development of new bee medicines took place in the past decades, due to the limited size of the market and low interest of companies producing and marketing veterinary medicines.

Direct recommendations to the Commission are contained in numerous paragraphs. Among these the majority supports the initiatives of the Commission (already planned or ongoing). For several issues the resolution contains specific requests for particular options. Their follow up will ultimately need to depend upon more up-to-date and solid science and reliable data.

The resolution also touches upon other areas considered as challenges of the beekeeping sector but which have no direct impact on bee health. (e.g. honey production, quality and marketing, environmental and social public goods colonies provide via pollination, etc.).
7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
Research and dissemination of scientific knowledge
The Commission welcomes the Parliament's support for further research on honeybee health and acknowledges the need to focus research on technological developments and disease prevention and control, as well as on sustainable apicultural and agricultural practices. Therefore, it is considered important to develop new approaches for combating honeybee diseases and pests and, in particular, alternatives to chemical treatments such as appropriate management practices and the development of resistance in bee races. The Commission agrees that it is necessary to transfer efficiently research results to the relevant stakeholders and to ensure their implementation in beekeeping. The need to coordinate research at EU level is recognised and encouraged by effective coordination actions such as ERA-NETs. The level of support for specific research on honey bees will depend on the overall definition of policy priorities within the limited financial resources available.

Recently the Commission has also facilitated that the Varroa destructor mite was added onto the list of diseases screened by an EU FP7 research project. This project is a joint initiative of the pharmaceutical industry and a wide range of stakeholders under the "Discontools" umbrella to focus and prioritise research that ultimately delivers new and improved pharmaceuticals and diagnostic tests and other control tools. Work on Varroa started in early December.

As regards the call for research on the possible effects of GMO crops and monocultures on honeybee health, the Commission should emphasise that the potential effects of GMOs were already covered by the EFSA project "Bee mortality and Bee surveillance in Europe". That concluded that according to peer reviewed scientific literature there is no evidence to any link between GMO cultivation and bees' health.

With the scientific guidance from the EU reference laboratory for bee health, the Commission is moving ahead with a project to facilitate harmonised surveillance for bee health in the EU to allow comparison of data and better estimation of changes in colony numbers. The Commission has already allocated 3.75 millions euros to this project and it will closely follow its implementation over the next 2 years. The Commission will also ensure that the EU reference laboratory for bee health focuses on its tasks as laid down by Article 32 of Regulation (EC) No 882/2004 and by Regulation (EU) No 87/2011. For the establishments and approval of its annual work programme the Commission will use the mechanisms commonly foreseen for all EU reference laboratories.

The Commission has too limited resources to make available its relevant webpage in all official languages of the Member States. Nevertheless the Commission agrees with the Parliament on the importance of a greater degree of information-sharing among all Member States and relevant stakeholders and will encourage such practices. As regards the "Better Training for Safer Food" initiative, the Commission agrees with the call of the Parliament. The module on bee health has been prolonged into 2012-13 comprising 3 more trainings.

Veterinary products

Application of veterinary medicinal products has to be in accordance with the legal framework for such products, and in particular with the marketing authorisation of the product. In relation to common guidelines regarding treatment of diseases with veterinary medicinal products (paragraphs 15, 18) the Commission would like to point out that the development of this type of guidelines is the responsibility in general of the stakeholder organisations at European level or national level, with the help of specific expertise as necessary.

The Commission will consider asking scientific advice of the European Medicines Agency on the possibility to have recommendations on the most appropriate terms of authorisation for veterinary medicinal products against certain priority diseases in the bee sector, including clarification of the situation with regard to formulations containing organic acids and essential oils that are marketed with a claim to treat or prevent diseases in bees.

As regards the requests to work out more flexible rules for the authorisation and availability of veterinary medicinal products and the protection of innovative bee medicines, the Commission will duly consider this in the context of the ongoing revision of the legal framework for veterinary medicinal products, where the final proposal is planned for late 2012.

Effects of modern agriculture on bees

The Commission will duly inform the European Parliament about the implementation of the new and stricter rules on pesticides laid down in Regulation (EC) No 1107/2009.

In relation to the risk assessment methodology for pesticides (point 28), the Commission has already requested the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) with a specific mandate to revise the current bee risk assessment scheme for pesticides. The terms of reference of the mandate include: 1) the assessment of the acute and chronic effects of plant protection products on bees, on colony survival and development; 2) the estimation of the long term effects due to exposure to low concentrations; 3) the development of a methodology to take into account cumulative and synergistic effects; 4) the evaluation of the existing validated test protocols and the possible need to develop new protocols. The work of EFSA is planned to be finalised by September 2012. The resulting assessment scheme will be used as a basis for the evaluation of pesticide dossiers.
In relation to the sustainable use of pesticides (Directive 2009/128/EC), the Commission is strictly monitoring the process of transposition and implementation by the Member States. The Commission organised several expert meetings with them to share information on best practices, in particular on integrated pest management, and to advise on proper transposition. In addition, the Commission is planning technical supportive measures to ensure harmonised implementation.

The Commission is currently revising the data requirements for the submission of pesticide dossiers (point 30). The new data requirements foresee new tests for honeybees, to better assess the chronic and sub-lethal effects of pesticides and the impact on colonies. In addition, in relation to specific pesticides that have had an adverse effect on bee and colony health under certain circumstances (e.g. accidents), the Commission has already strengthened the provisions related to specific insecticides with Commission Directive 2010/21/EU. This Directive includes additional provisions and harmonizes risk mitigation measures for systemic insecticides (fipronil, thiametoxam, clothianidin and imidacloprid). In case the Commission becomes aware of adverse effects due to use of those or other pesticides, further restrictions or additional risk mitigation measures will be taken.

Concerning the possible negative effects of GMO crops on bee health (point 34), and besides the aspect addressed under the research heading, it must be stressed that before a GMO is authorised for cultivation in Europe (Directive 2001/18/EC or Regulation (EC) No. 1829/2003) its potential adverse effects, including on bees, are duly assessed. Furthermore, unforeseen risks to health and environment could be identified through the post market environmental monitoring that is requested by any GMO that is cultivated in the EU. Additionally, potential effects of monocultures as such go beyond the cultivation of GM crops and are addressed in a more general way under biodiversity conservation and the forthcoming reform of the Common Agricultural Policy.

Production and food safety aspects, protection of origin

As regards imports of bees and their controls at the borders of the EU, the Commission will continue to monitor the animal health situation in the source countries, continue to apply strict requirements for proportionate border controls of arriving consignments, and increase transparency on the results of such controls. Over the recent years this system has proven to be effective in protecting the EU bee population from exotic pests, yet flexible enough for the beekeepers to import queen bees legally. As regards a total ban on importing live bees, the Commission considers that it would have more severe consequences on beekeepers than it would add to the safety of the already safe import. In addition, a total ban could lead to illegal imports that would constitute a very risky factor. The Commission will duly consider the recommendations of the Parliament on the specificities of beekeeping and on bee diseases when reviewing the list of diseases during the creation the EU Animal Health Law (proposal to be adopted in third quarter of 2012) and allocated financial resources for their control as appropriate.

As regards residues in honey, Regulation (EC) No 470/2009 lays down the procedures for the establishment of residue limits of pharmacologically active substances in foodstuffs of animal origin. In order to protect public health, maximum residue limits (MRLs) are established in accordance with generally recognised principles of safety assessment. In certain cases scientific risk assessments alone cannot provide all the information on which risk management decisions should be based, and other factors relevant to the matter have to be taken into account, including the aspects of food production. The European Medicines Agency therefore has to provide an opinion regarding the setting of MRLs consisting of a scientific assessment and risk management recommendations.

The Regulation provides however for the possibility to submit to the Agency a request for an opinion where an active substance is authorised for use in a third country and no MRL is established for this substance in the European Union. The Commission will consider the situation of residue limits of honeybee products in the EU and in third countries and utilise the legal tools as appropriate in the Regulation (EC) No 470/2009 to address any need for change, e.g. by establishing maximum residue limits and reference points of action. The abovementioned process should particularly focus on substances identified as providing sustainable treatment of bee diseases. Furthermore, the Commission will explore possibilities to establish MRLs to be considered for control purposes for foodstuffs derived from animals which have been treated under the "cascade" for food producing species such as honeybees (Article 11 of Directive 2001/82/EC). The European Union also contributes actively in activities at international level, in particular Codex Alimentarius, to establish MRLs and provide for safe use of veterinary medicinal products for bees.

Since authorised veterinary medicinal products in the European Union contain only allowed active substances, and since the Regulation specifies that Reference Points for Action can only be established for non-allowed substances, it is not possible to establish Reference Points for Action for honey for veterinary medicinal products authorised in the European Union. The Commission would like to emphasise that Regulation (EC) No 470/2009 does not define or provide a legal base to establish 'no action levels.'

Concerning the Honey Directive, the characteristics that are laid down conform to international standards (Codex Alimentarius). The sugar content and levels of humidity as well as other composition criteria are covered in Annex II of the Directive. Member States are obliged to monitor these provisions which are applicable to any honey marketed on their territory, whether produced in the EU or imported from a third country. With regard to research into effective methods of detecting adulteration, possibilities already exist under the tri-annual apiculture programmes to provide funding for laboratories carrying out analyses of the physico-chemical properties of honey or to cooperate with specialised bodies for the implementation of applied research programmes.

In relation to labelling (points 39 and 40) the rules laid down in the Honey Directive provide for the obligatory indication of the country of origin. If the honey originates from more than one country it may be labelled as a blend. As blends often contain honey from a variety of different sources it would not be feasible to require that each country of origin is mentioned on each label. As regards the promotion of honey (point 41) in addition to the funding available under the apiculture programmes, honey and apiculture products are included in the list of products eligible for information and promotion measures on the internal market under Regulation (EC) No 3/2008. A number of such programmes have been accepted and implemented.

Measures in connection with the conservation of biodiversity and the forthcoming reform of the Common Agricultural Policy

Concerning the apiculture programmes, the Commission has proposed in the framework of CAP reform that they should continue beyond 2013. The measures that are covered already include technical assistance to beekeepers, and when drawing up the programmes, Member States shall consult representative organisations and beekeeping cooperatives. As regards the number of hives declared by Member States in these tri-annual apiculture programmes (point 6), the Commission acknowledges the importance to have figures as accurate as possible. Given the high proportion of hobby beekeepers which do not operate agricultural holdings, the numbers do not necessarily appear in census records, and there is no EU wide obligation to register hives. The Commission will examine possible ways to improve the degree of accuracy of these numbers without involving a disproportionate and costly administrative burden. As regards direct aid to beekeepers it would not be cost-effective to develop, administer and monitor schemes aimed at the relatively small number of professional beekeepers in the EU.

With respect to promoting sustainable agricultural practices, the Commission has proposed for the reform of the CAP to include new green measures which are compulsory for farmers receiving direct payments. These are simple, generalised, non-contractual and annual agri-environmental actions, namely: requirements for crop diversification, permanent grassland and ecological focus areas.

More specific and targeted agri-environmental measures with commitments over several years will continue to be offered under the Rural Development policy. One of the Union priorities for Rural Development refers to the preservation of biodiversity and ecosystems. Member States under Pillar II have to spend a minimum of 25% of the total contribution from the EAFRD to each rural development programme for climate change mitigation and adaptation and land management, through the agri-environment-climate, organic farming and payments to areas facing natural or other specific constraints measures. The proposals for the reform thus foresee measures under both pillars of the CAP which will contribute to the new EU Biodiversity Strategy, offering opportunities for specific actions with benefits for general and region-specific biodiversity, including for bees.
Conservation of bee biodiversity
The Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC is already protecting many key habitats for bees (e.g. hay meadows). This means that, like other pollinators, the species Apis mellifera benefits from the conservation of natural habitats in the Natura 2000 network. Therefore, the Commission encourages the recognition of conservation requirements of this species in the management of Natura 2000 areas hosting this species. Moreover, this species also benefits from environmental measures in the wider countryside provided under other policy sectors, such as agriculture. The Commission will study the possibility of including this species in the Annexes of the Habitas Directive.

The Commission is also committed to supporting the production of European Red Lists for pollinating insects. Red Lists are an important tool to assess and communicate the status of species. The results of these Red Lists are expected to confirm the need for the actions identified in the EU Biodiversity strategy, in terms of protecting, valuing and restoring EU biodiversity and ecosystem services. Together with the crop-wild relative plant species assessed already, pollinators will add another interesting dimension to this work, linking the status of species to the state of key ecosystem services.

As defined in the LIFE+ Regulation (EC) No 614/2007, the main objective of the LIFE+ Nature and Biodiversity strand is "to protect, conserve, restore, monitor and facilitate the functioning of natural systems, natural habitats, and wild flora and fauna, with the aim of halting the loss of biodiversity". In other words, short of modifying the LIFE+ Regulation, the LIFE programme cannot target specifically Apis mellifera and its subspecies, since these are domesticated species linked to commercial beekeeping. A number of LIFE projects, (e.g. LIFE08 NAT/F/000478 – URBANBEES) have targeted wild bee and bumblebee populations. Since bee health is affected by biodiversity loss, many LIFE biodiversity projects, particularly those developed outside urban areas, are likely to have resulted in indirect benefit for both wild and domesticated bee species. As such, the Commission has already funded and is funding several actions linked to the decline of domestic bees.
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