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the accessibility and affordability of COVID testing
1. Resolution tabled pursuant to Rule 132(2) of the European Parliament's Rules of Procedure
2. Reference numbers: 2021/2654 (RSP) / B9-0234/2021 / P9_TA-PROV(2021)0162
3. Date of adoption of the resolution: 29 April 2021
4. Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on the Environment, Public Health and Food Safety (ENVI)
5. Brief analysis/ assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution underlines the importance of free movement within the EU (recitals A, G, Q, U and X), noting that seasonal workers (recital J) and those residing outside their own Member State (recital R) are particularly affected by restrictions. It highlights the importance of the EU COVID-19 Certificate in facilitating free movement, based on vaccination or testing (recitals G, H and O). The resolution also stresses the importance of effective testing to contain the spread of SARS-CoV-2 (recitals B, C and L) and notes variation across the EU on accessibility and affordability of testing (recitals E, M and N). It notes the need for clear available information on testing (recital P).
The resolution calls on the Commission to introduce a price cap on tests not used to obtain an EU COVID-19 Certificate (paragraph 3). It calls on the Commission to provide funding for testing (paragraph 12), including to ensure sufficient funding to develop suitable testing for children and vulnerable groups (paragraph 6), as well as for joint procurement of tests (paragraph 9). There is also a request to the Commission to support national authorities to set up testing centres (paragraph 15). It considers that the Commission should support the Member States to cover the costs of testing and to support setting up of testing centres. It states that the EU COVID-19 Certificate should be financially just, anti-discriminatory and interoperable (paragraphs 4 and 8) and that freedom of movement should not be dependent on socio-economic status (paragraph 7). It asks the Commission to use the Re-Open EU website to provide clear information on testing facilities and availability (paragraph 13). The resolution also makes a number of requests of Member States – free testing (paragraph 1 and 2), common testing strategies and implementation of the EU COVID-19 Certificates (paragraph 5), commitment to freedom of movement (paragraph 7), increase testing capacity (paragraph 14).
6. Response to the requests and overview of the action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
Concerning paragraph 3, given that testing falls within the competence of the Member States, the Commission does not have a role to play on the setting of prices. As detailed under the responses to Paragraph 12, the Commission is providing various forms of support to Member States regarding the provision of testing.
As regards paragraphs 4 and 7, since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Commission pursued a comprehensive approach to fostering coordination among the Member States to lift barriers to the fundamental right to free movement. The Commission pursued this goal inter alia by proposing the Council Recommendation on the coordination of free movement restrictions in the EU, and the Regulation on the establishment of a framework for the issuance, verification and acceptance of interoperable certificates on vaccination, testing and recovery to facilitate free movement during the COVID-19 pandemic – the EU Digital COVID Certificates.
This regulation covers the issuance of EU Digital COVID Certificates which should be issued free of charge. In full respect of the principle of non-discrimination, it will cover vaccination, test and recovery, thus offering different options to citizens. To ensure the interoperability of and equal access to the EU Digital COVID Certificate, including for vulnerable persons, such as persons with disabilities, and for persons with limited access to digital technologies, the Member States should facilitate issuance of the certificates in both a digital and paper-based format. This is also fully aligned with the EU Roma Strategic Framework and the 2021 Council Recommendation on Roma equality, inclusion and participation, both stressing the need for stepping up the actions to address the challenges revealed by the extreme exposure of excluded and marginalised Roma communities to negative health and socioeconomic impact, as a consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic. Details on EU funding and procurement of testing are given in the reply to paragraph 12.
In relation to paragraph 6, as part of the implementation of the HERA (European Health Emergency Preparedness and Response Authority) Incubator, the Commission has made available a budget of EUR 200 million for the rapid detection and characterisation of SARS-CoV-2 variants across the EU. EUR 65 million has been set aside for the purchase of specialised RT-PCR assays for diagnosis of COVID-19 caused by specific variants. Additionally, the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC) recently launched a call with a total budget of EUR 85 million for Member States to submit applications for grants aiming to strengthen their sequencing and RT-PCR capacities and infrastructures, which will contribute to enhanced testing across the EU, including for variants. The ECDC considers that children can be safely tested, yielding good quality samples for SARS-CoV-2 detection. There is no bar to inclusion of children in testing strategies, given that the performance of diagnostic tests in children is expected to be broadly similar to adults, assuming the use of the same sample type and sampling time. As stressed in the ECDC guidance on COVID-19 self-tests of 17 March 2021, in settings with younger age groups, for example school settings where students are tested, the use of self-tests is likely to be useful, as children are more likely to be asymptomatic/ pre-symptomatic and less likely to seek a test for COVID-19 in a testing facility.
Concerning paragraphs 8 and 9, the EU Digital COVID Certificate will facilitate the free movement of citizens throughout the EU. At all stages of development, the Commission worked closely with the Member States including on technical specifications, content and design template. Being vaccinated will not be a pre-condition to travel: all EU citizens have a fundamental right to free movement in the EU, regardless of vaccination status. Member States will refrain from imposing additional travel restrictions on the holders of an EU Digital COVID Certificate, unless necessary and proportionate to safeguard public health. When travelling, every EU Digital COVID Certificate holder will have the same rights as citizens of the visited Member State who were vaccinated, tested or have recovered from COVID-19. The Commission is supporting the Member States through the provision of open-source reference software and apps for the issuance, storage and verification of certificates. These have been developed in cooperation with the Member States, and agreed in the eHealth network on 21 April. The Commission also supports the Member States to set up their national infrastructure through grants of approximately EUR 1 million per Member State. See also the reply to paragraph 12 as regards provision of funding for testing. Last but not least, on 14 June, the Council amended Council Recommendation 1475/2020, which provides further facilitations for holders of EU Digital COVID Certificate and simplified travel requirements. It also provides for exemption from the requirement to undergo travel related testing for children below 12 years.
Regarding paragraph 12, the Commission mobilised EUR 100 million to purchase over 20 million rapid antigen tests which were supplied to the Member States. The Commission has also committed to mobilise additional funds of EUR 100 million under the Emergency Support Instrument for the purchase of tests for SARS-CoV-2 infection that qualify for the issuance of a test certificate in the framework of the European digital COVID certificate. In view of the different needs, technologies used and practices in different Member States with regards to testing, this support will be provided in the form of grants, which would be channelled through the national authorities. These tests are intended to facilitate the issuance of the digital certificate primarily for travel. The administrative procedures are under preparation and national authorities have received from the Commission an invitation to express interest and identify the national authority that will act as contact point. Moreover, a joint procurement of over EUR 2 billion will enable the Member States to acquire around 500 million rapid antigen tests. EUR 35 million were also mobilised through an agreement with the Red Cross to increase testing capacity in Member States through mobile testing capacities.
In response to paragraph 13, the purpose of the Re-open EU website, which is also available as an app, is to provide information on the measures in place in EU Member States, including on quarantine and testing requirements for travellers, the EU Digital COVID certificate, and mobile coronavirus contact tracing and warning apps. There are no plans currently to extend this to cover testing availability and facilities in the Member States. Member State competent authorities are better placed to provide such information and to ensure that it is current.
Concerning paragraph 15, the Commission is aware that Member States are employing a variety of options when it comes to ensuring access to testing opportunities for citizens. These include hybrid-options (online/ physical) and possibilities to be tested in pharmacies, to which most citizens have ready access. As testing falls under the competence of the Member States, the Commission does currently not plan additional financial support apart from that outlined in the replies to previous points.

