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Subject: Significant negative impact on human health and the environment – 
discussion point for the WG on target setting and policy assessment 12 
September 2003 

Background 

According to the 6th EAP the thematic strategy on air pollution should lay down policies 
achieving levels of air quality that do not give significant negative impact on and risks to 
human health and the environment. Thus, the definition and our understanding of the 
concept1 are very important in the setting of health and environmental targets for the 
CAFE programme.  

In the WG meeting of 6 November a brief discussion was held on the issue of “Harmful 
effects” or “Significant negative impact” with the aim to have a common understanding 
of the concept. The outcome of the discussion was non-conclusive. For this meeting (12 
September) leading experts are invited to widen the discussion and give a basis for a 
common understanding, which will be required when environmental and health targets 
are to be selected in the RAINS policy options scenarios 

Important questions as a starting point (environment and health) 

What is the scientific underpinning of Harmful/adverse effects and Significant negative 
impact? What would be the differences between these two concepts?  

                                                 
1 The Scientific Steering Committee under DG SANCO has recently given opinions or reports on the 

Harmonisation of Risk Assessment procedures – The reports are available at the EUROPA web site: 
http://europa.eu.int/comm/food/fs/sc/ssc/out83_en.pdf  
http://europa.eu.int/comm/food/fs/sc/ssc/out84_en.pdf 
http://europa.eu.int/comm/food/fs/sc/ssc/out355_en.pdf 
http://europa.eu.int/comm/food/fs/sc/ssc/out361_en.pdf 
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What do we consider as the “critical effects” for impacts on health and the environment? 
How do we account for sensitive groups, areas/environments and ecosystems? Is there a 
difference in underpinning critical effects for health versus environment?  

To what extent do we need a value judgement to determine harmful/adverse effect and 
significant negative impact? To what extent may these be purely scientific value 
judgements?   

What is the underpinning of risk management?  

How do we use scientific advice - like guidelines and specific guideline values from the 
WHO - in the setting of targets for health and environment?  

How do we apply the precautionary principle in setting targets? Would there be different 
“standards” in the application of the precautionary principle for health issues versus 
environment? 

In the case of no-threshold for a critical effect what elements should be considered in the 
choice of “acceptable risk” and interpretation of “significant negative impact”. 

What are the implications for the CAFE programme and the Thematic strategy on air 
pollution 

How do we use the assessment of AQ negative impact on human health and the 
environment per se in the setting of targets and limit values?  How do we use such an 
assessment in comparisons with other risks, including environmental risks?  

What would be the concrete implications for the targets to be set in the policy options 
scenarios? Should limit values (as laid down in directives) be seen as minimum AQ 
standards to be at least achieved everywhere? And targets would be closer linked to 
significant impact? 

To what extent do we need to account for others considerations, such as equity, 
feasibility and costs, in setting health and environmental targets? How do we integrate 
the need of protecting human health and the environment, setting health and 
environmental objectives and at the same time setting targets that are practically 
achievable?  

What further information is needed to arrive at a workable definition for the progress of 
the CAFE programme? 

 

 

 

 



 

3 

André Zuber 


