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An inseparable trio: 
health, pollution and 

the environment
We have a thorough under-
standing nowadays of the link
between health and concentra-
tions of pathogenic substances.
The relationship between
health and everyday pollution
levels is, by contrast, a good
deal more complex. Many dis-
eases are caused by a combina-
tion of several factors — eco-
nomic, social and l ifestyle
(nutrition, smoking, etc.) —
making it difficult to isolate the
specific environmental ele-
ments.

We can, however, draw up a
long list of hazards known to
contribute to an unhealthy envi-
ronment, including food-poi-
soning, occupational diseases,
allergies, smoking, cardiovascu-
lar disease caused by an un-
healthy lifestyle and cancers in-
duced by radiation or asbestos.
The European Community and
the World Health Organisation
(WHO) have focused particular
attention on air pollution, water
contamination and road acci-
dents. ’Environmental’ factors
like this are responsible for a
steadily growing number of
public health problems.

Air pollution
A large proportion of Europe’s
population is affected by pollu-
ted air, particularly in urban
areas. The number of respiratory
problems (such as asthma and

bronchitis) rises sharply when
particular exposure levels are
exceeded. This can lead to hos-
pitalisation and even death.

Water pollution
Polluted water, such as polluted
bathing water or insufficient
quality of drinking water from
the tap, may affect human
health in various ways. Whereas
these two issues are specifically
tackled by the Bathing Water
and the Drinking Water Direc-
tives, more needs to be done to
protect water as a resource.
This is why the proposed
Framework Water Directive
expands the scope of protec-
tion to all waters.

Road accidents
These result in death, injury and
long-term incapacity for a large
number of Europeans every
year. So acute has this problem
become that road accidents are
now the principal cause of
death amongst 15-24 year-olds.
In this respect, road safety has
to be seen as a public health is-
sue. On the other hand, al-
though accidents cannot be
attributed directly to environ-
mental factors, the problems
(such as pollution) associated
with transport affect both hu-
man health and the environ-
ment.

Air pollution, water contamina-
tion and road accidents have
not been picked on because of
their quantitative importance,

but because they provide deci-
sion-makers with certain op-
portunities. Preventative action
in these fields represents a ma-
jor investment in public health.

ealth is a state of physical, mental and social
well-being and not simply the absence of ill-
ness or infirmity.’ (World Health Organisation
(WHO).
Huge advances in public health were made in
the 19th and early 20th century thanks to im-
proved sanitation, working conditions and
hygiene. In some cases, the introduction of a
few hygiene measures had a spectacular im-
pact on outbreaks of disease and other previ-
ously intractable health problems.“H

Facts and Trends

Health and environment

Every day, 342 people are

killed on our roads and 6,229

injured. Road accidents de-

prive society of men and

women in the prime of life.

Others are condemned to

prolonged incapacity, families

suffer intensely and costs are

raised for everyone.
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Air pollution
Air pollution is harmful to hu-
man health — a problem that is
particularly acute in the coun-
tries of Eastern Europe. It has
been calculated that WHO
standards for one or more at-
mospheric pollutants are ex-
ceeded at least once a year in
70-80% of Europe’s 105 cities

with over 500,000 inhabitants.
Millions of Europeans are af-
fected, especially those living in
urban areas. Some 15% of 
people in these areas suffer
from asthma and 7 % from res-
piratory problems. The asthma
rate rises in the most polluted
cities to 23% of the population.

The Commission is preparing
an action programme on pollu-
tion-related diseases which
aims at collecting comparable
information across Europe and
better preventing the associa-
ted risks.

In addition to causing acute or
chronic respiratory conditions,
air pollution also increases the
risk of cancer. Asbestos, ben-

zene and soot have all been
identified as cancer-inducing by
the International Agency for Re-
search in Cancer, while diesel
too is said to be ’probably’ car-
cinogenic.

Technical advances and interna-
tional conventions have helped
improve air quality. Even so,
WHO standards are still fre-
quently exceeded, damaging
people’s health in the process.
Since 1972, the Community has

been acting to reduce pollutant
emissions from diesel motors.
Several other directives have
followed, designed to reduce
sulphur content and lead pollu-
tion. They cover all engine
types and also target industry
and incinerators. Road traffic is
growing at such a rate, howev-
er, that overall emissions con-
tinue to rise in absolute terms,
despite all these measures.

Contaminated water
Consuming water contaminat-
ed by microbiological agents
can lead to a range of diseases,
from gastro-enteritis to hepati-
tis A. Despite a series of pre-
ventative measures, cases of ill-
ness caused by the drinking of
contaminated water are re-
ported every year. Meanwhile,
bathing in contaminated water
may cause gastro-enteritis or
skin and eye irritations.

Concentrations of agricultural
nitrates in groundwater often
exceed the permitted rates for
consumption by children.

Many other dangerous sub-
stances find their way into our
water supplies, either acciden-
tally or through dumping. Gen-
erally speaking, however, chem-
ical discharges are effectively
controlled and seem to have
less of an impact on Europeans’
health than microbiological con-
tamination. This is another field

Today, the most natural actions aren’t
without risks. (Fishing for shellfish -
Brittany, France)

aaLeadaa
Lead has a harmful impact on
health more or less through-
out Europe. Statistics suggest
a reduction in lead exposure
in Western Europe, due pri-
marily to the lowering of the
lead content in petrol. Many
people in Central and East-
ern Europe, by contrast, are
suffering high levels of expo-
sure, especially those who
live near heavy industrial
plants. Lead retards chil-
dren’s mental development
and causes behavioural prob-
lems. Some 400,000 children
in Eastern Europe are cur-
rently believed to be affected
this way.

HEALTH

ir pollution, water contamination and road acci-
dents can all be tackled at source, while appropri-
ate technical measures can address the various
problems they create.A

Europe in action

To tackle the problems at source
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in which Europe has been ac-
tively legislating for some time
now. An example is the ’Ni-
trates Directive’ which seeks to
reduce the level of agricultural
nitrates in groundwater and sur-
face water by introducing an ac-
tion programme and an agricul-
tural code of good practice.
Others are the ’Bathing Water
Directive’ and the ’Drinking Wa-
ter Directive’, which fixes quali-
ty standards for water destined
for human consumption.

Roads kill
Road accidents are an impor-
tant public health issue, even if
they are not a ’disease’ as such.
It is impossible to ignore the
specific and grave harm they in-
flict on people’s health, espe-
cially that of young people:
• No reduction is apparent in

either the frequency of acci-
dents or their adverse impact
on health;

• They are an economic bur-
den on society, not only in
terms of material damage but
also of medical costs and the
long-term handicaps suffered
by certain victims;

• The health impact of road ac-
cidents varies from one coun-
try to another, irrespective of
economic performance. That
means it ought to be possible
to reduce it.

Unblocking the road 
anetworka

Europe is pursuing a dual policy
to deal with the problems
caused by transport. In the first
place, it has introduced vehicle
standards designed to reduce
noise and toxic emissions and to
improve safety. The Commis-
sion is also involved in the cons-
truction of trans-European
transport networks to relieve
pressure on traditional roads
and is encouraging a shift in de-
mand towards alternative
forms of transport like high-
speed trains and waterways.

Nutrition, cancer 
and AIDS.

European action in the health
field is not limited to these
three areas. Several directives,
for instance, have been intro-
duced to protect citizens from
radioactive emissions.

Cancer is the second most im-
portant cause of death in Eu-
rope. One person in four dies of
the disease and the rate is
growing in most Member
States. This development has
prompted the European Union
to strengthen its commitment

to a number of cancer research
programmes. Another public
health campaign in which Eu-
rope is involved is the fight
against AIDS, for which specific
programmes have been
launched since 1991.

Europe is also active in the field
of nutrition, restricting the use
of certain additives, banning
hormones, curtailing tobacco
and alcohol advertising and reg-
ulating pharmaceutical pro-
ducts. Meanwhile, the EU is
committed to reducing the risk
of bacterial or chemical poison-
ing (heavy metals, pesticides,
etc.).

The first European directive to
address the issue of food hy-
giene was issued in 1964. Eu-
rope ’s current approach is
based on the following princi-
ples:
• Preventing any contamination

of fresh meat, dairy products,
eggs, fish, etc.;

• Fixing the maximum permis-
sible concentrations of cer-
tain residual chemical prod-
ucts;

• Inspecting the production,
processing and packaging of
food products in both Mem-
ber States and in countries
exporting to the EU.

Roadcrashes constitute a major prob-
lem to public health.

HEALTH
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The world
Diseases don’t recognise nation-
al frontiers and economic and
cultural globalisation is promot-
ing the spread of pathogens. Sev-
eral international organisations
are devoted to health, including
the International Agency for Re-
search in Cancer, the Red Cross
and the Red Crescent. Best
known, however, is probably the
World Health Organisation, a
UN body founded in 1948.

The WHO is known by the pu-
blic for its work to combat infec-
tious diseases like malaria, lep-
rosy, diphtheria, tuberculosis
and hepatitis in developing coun-
tries. It has a regional bureau in
Copenhagen called the Euro-
pean Centre for Environment
and Health (ECEH), which was
set up in 1991. The Centre was
recently commissioned to draft
a report entitled ‘Concern for
Europe’s Tomorrow’ in collabo-
ration with the European Envi-
ronment Agency. The purpose
was to evaluate environmental
problems with health implica-
tions, to calculate the European
population’s exposure to these
factors and to measure the ex-
tent of their impact. This joint
ECEH and EEA initiative is a re-
markable example of coopera-

tion between the health and en-
vironment fields. ‘Concern for
Europe’s Tomorrow’ will pro-
vide government and NGOs
with the fullest possible informa-
tion on which to base their deci-
sion-making in these areas.

The ECEH’s remit also includes
the development of technical
cooperation programmes, pri-
marily with countries in Eastern
Europe. These set out to reduce
the health problems caused by
environmental hazards.

Two Inter-ministerial Confe-
rences have already been organ-
ised by WHO-Europe in 1989
(Frankfurt) and in 1994 (Helsin-
ki) which have resulted respec-
tively in the adoption of an Euro-
pean Charter on Environment
and Health and of an Environ-
ment and Health Action Plan for
Europe.

The next Conference will take
place in London in June 1999 and
should give orientations for new
actions in the next millennium.
As previously, the European
Commission is participating in
the preparation of this event.

Europe and 
its Member States

When it comes to health, Euro-
pean institutions do not at-
tempt to take the place of indi-
vidual Member States or their
respective health ministers,
which support a great many
public and private bodies, in-
cluding institutes of hygiene and
epidemiology, national child
health agencies and public
health laboratories. Meanwhile,
a Standing Veterinary Commit-
tee, made up of representatives
of each Member State, advises
the Commission on matters re-
lating to its specialist field and
on any emergency measures
that might be required. The
committee also gives permis-
sion for imports from third
countries and withdraws it
again whenever necessary.

The European Community
does, however, oversee re-
search and prevention pro-
grammes for cancer, AIDS (the
European Centre for the Epi-
demiological Monitoring of
AIDS is located in Paris) and
drug dependency.

Taking responsibility

The European Community supervises
research and prevention programs in
the medical sector.
(Blood analysis)
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