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Subject: Pandemic influenza preparedness and response planning in the European Community
Background of the Resolution:

It is primarily the responsibility of each Member State to take the measures best adapted to fight human influenza pandemics. However, no country can alone face the consequences of a pandemic. International cooperation is an absolute necessity if its impact is to be reduced. In the EU, where there are no internal borders, additional coordination measures are necessary. Hence there is need for EU-level action.

All Member States have drawn up and strengthened their pandemic influenza preparedness in recent months with assistance from the Commission and the WHO, and further work is being carried out, backed by Council Conclusions and the outcome of discussions of Health Ministers at their informal meetings.

The Commission takes on an important role in assisting Member States and coordinating measures at EU level, using in particular the Community Network for the epidemiological surveillance and control of communicable diseases and its Early Warning and Response System (EWRS) and their mandatory arrangements for official notification of disease cases and events and information, consultation and coordination of measures taken or planned.

The Commission has worked for a number of years to help improve the pandemic preparedness of the European Union and its Member States, as described in the Commission working paper on the subject published in March 2004. Since then, the WHO has reviewed its description of the various pandemic phases and the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC) set up by Regulation (EC) No 851/2004 of the European Parliament and of the Council became operational in Stockholm in May 2005, providing advice and expertise and assisting the Commission by operating the EWRS.

In view of these developments, it became necessary to revise the EU pandemic influenza preparedness and response plan. The revised plan was adopted by the Commission on 28 November 2005 as a communication to the Council and European Parliament, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on Pandemic Influenza Preparedness and Response Planning in the European Community (COM (2005) 607). The present Resolution refers to this Commission communication.
Commission’s position :

General remarks

The Commission welcomes the Parliament’s Resolution on pandemic influenza preparedness and response planning in the European Community, while fully endorsing the position taken there that further efforts are needed to fine tune and implement the policy outlined in the two Commission communications governing generic preparedness planning, and planning for pandemic influenza in particular.

In fact, should such a major emergency strike, public opinion may not readily accept leaving room for complacency as an excuse for not having done more when - as is currently the case - ample time for preparing would have still been available.

In principle and on this basis, the Commission shares the views expressed in the analysis part of the report that underlies the Resolution, and acknowledges the support the European Parliament offers in pursuit of a wide range of issue and goals where the interests both Institutions take in safeguarding consumers’ needs match seamlessly. Key areas where this support is particularly helpful are addressing the threat of pandemic influenza through assisting the Member States in coordinating measures to be taken at national level and cross-border cooperation, exchange of best practice, collaboration with the WHO, and improving communication and procurement of vaccines and antivirals.

Remarks on the calls addressed to the Commission in the Resolution

In addition, the Resolution calls for a wide range of actions, involving in particular the European Commission. Work at EU level is already well underway and the Commission has been actively integrating the Member States into public health policy activities in key areas through committees and working groups. The consultation processes in place enable channelling agreement up to the highest political level, such as the EPSCO Council.

Some of the points raised call for activities that are already in place, such as the Early Warning and Response System (EWRS) for communicating measures on communicable disease among the Member States and the Commission, or require further scientific support, such as the call for providing antivirals for a certain part of the population.

Some of the activities proposed to be undertaken by the Commission fall within the remit of the Member States, such as measures at national borders, running scenario exercises at regional level and providing preparedness plans at local level.

As suggested in the Resolution, the Commission has requested the assistance of the ECDC to address those points which can be better handled by this body mandated to pool scientific expertise, such as the assessment of hospital bed capacity in the EU and the drawing up of special scenarios for children and young people.

The Commission does not see the need to establish a European Influenza Task Force. Collaboration within and outside the European Union and coordination on actions to control avian influenza and on human pandemic preparedness and intervention planning is already advanced.  At this point, an additional co-ordinating body would not offer added value.
The Commission remains committed to continued collaboration with the European Parliament and with the Council, and will provide further detailed account of its activities, on its own initiative or on request when deemed appropriate, for example in light of significant changes of the epidemiological situation.
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