Environment and Health Action Plan.

Introduction

The European Environment and Health Strategy (the SCALE initiative) was launched in 2003.  Its ultimate goal is to produce a ‘cause-effect framework’ to be the basis of future Community policy dealing with the link between the environment and public health.  As part of this strategy the Commission released a communication in June 2004 entitled ‘The European Environment and Health Action Plan 2004-2010’.  

Outline of the Action Plan

The strategy is very wide ranging and covers all areas of environment and health from research to implementing new policies and cooperating with international organisations.  The strategy will be implemented in cycles so that new policies will be able to take into account the new knowledge that has been gained from previous cycles. 

This first cycle concentrates on scientific knowledge, information and monitoring so that member states can better understand and reduce the adverse health impacts of certain economic factors.  It focuses in particular on children and the links between environmental factors and respiratory diseases, neuro-developmental disorders, cancer and endocrine disrupting (chemicals that affect the hormone system) effects.

The Commission acknowledges that the issue is a very complex one and so all the actors involved (Member States, Stakeholder groups, the Commission, International organisations) have clearly defined roles.

Aims of the Action Plan 2004-2010

· Improve the well being of Europe’s citizens

· Gain scientific knowledge and understanding of the links between environmental factors and certain diseases

· Develop a coherent framework for integrated exposure monitoring

· Reduce regional disparities in relation to environmental health problems

· Target vulnerable groups (pregnant women, children)

Framework of the Plan

The action plan has 13 actions under 3 main themes:

· Improving the information chain to understand the links between sources of pollution and health effects

1) Develop environmental health indicators

2) Develop integrated monitoring of the environment, including food, to allow the determination of relevant human exposure

3) Develop a coherent approach to biomonitoring in Europe

4) Enhance coordination and joint activities on environment and health

· Filling the knowledge gap by strengthening research and addressing the emerging issues on environment and health 

5) Integrate and strengthen European environment and health research

6) Target research on diseases, disorders and exposures

7) Develop methodological systems to analyse interactions between environment and health

8) Ensure that potential hazards on environments and health are identified and addressed

· Reviewing policies and improving communication 

9) Develop public health activities and networking on environmental health

10) Promote training of professionals and improve organisational capacity in environment and health

11) Coordinate ongoing risk reduction measures and focus on the priority diseases

12) Improve indoor air quality

13) Follow developments regarding electromagnetic fields

Actions coming up (call for tender/proposals)

Indicators

As part of the SCALE programme the technical working group on indicators and priority diseases released a communication on ‘Environment and health indicators, options for actions and recommendations under the European Environment and Health Strategy’.  The main focus of the report is concerned with ways of developing a set of integrated environment and health indicators.

These indicators would fulfil a variety of roles; they show links between environmental factors and public health, make complex scientific data understandable to decision makers and the general public alike and can be used to evaluate the effects of a policy.

The development of a set of core indicators is still under way but the report includes an example that has been developed by the WHO and is being pilot tested in 11 Member States.  One of the issues that this set deals with is housing, the associated problems that could have an impact on health are listed as:

· Affordability

· Accessibility as related to functional limitations

· Crowding

· Dampness and mould

· Radon in dwelling

· Household hygiene 

· Crime and fear of crime

· Extremes of indoor air temperature

· Domestic accidents

Elements Of Interest to the Homeless Sector

People living in shelters and emergency accommodation or people who have to sleep rough spend most of their time outdoors, because of this they are exposed more to air pollution than the majority of the population and so should be classed as a vulnerable group.  The only vulnerable groups that are mentioned in the Action Plan are children and pregnant women.

Action 12 is aimed at improving indoor air quality.  Substandard housing often has poor indoor air quality because of moulds and dampness.  This can cause and aggravate respiratory diseases such as asthma. 

Inadequate heating or cooling systems in substandard housing can also cause health problems.

The WHO set of indicators includes crowding in dwellings.  This is of particular concern when considering health as disease will spread more quickly in crowded spaces.   

The plan aims to look at health problems that are caused by proximity to certain environmental hazards, (industrial areas, electromagnetic fields etc), people on low incomes are more likely to have to live in these less desirable areas and should be informed of any potential risks as well as the risks being closely monitored.

Useful links

http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/health/index_en.htm#1
The European Environment & Health Action Plan 2004-2010 http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/health/pdf/com2004416.pdf
‘Environment and Health Indicators’ Options for actions and recommendations under the framework of the European Environment and health strategy http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/health/pdf/indicators_final.pdf 
Environmental Health Indicators for Europe, An indicator-based report.  WHO Europe

http://www.euro.who.int/document/E82938.pdf  
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