Commission proposes clean air strategy 
21 September 2005 

The European Commission today proposed a strategy for achieving improvements in air quality across Europe. While covering all major air pollutants, the strategy pays special attention to particulates and ground-level ozone pollution because these pose the greatest danger to human health.
   It is estimated that the strategy will deliver health benefits worth at least 42 billion euro per year through fewer premature deaths, less sickness, fewer hospital admissions, improved labour productivity etc. This is more than five times higher than the cost of implementing the strategy, which is estimated at around 7.1 billion euro per annum, or about 0.05% of EU-25 GDP in 2020. 
   The European Environmental Bureau (EEB) is very disappointed that the strategy does not go far enough in improving Europe's air quality. 
  "The Commission's own analysis has shown that each year some 350.000 people die prematurely due to exposure to fine particles alone. In addition, millions of people suffer from respiratory illnesses. A legally binding requirement to make real reductions on particles emissions would have been the only right answer. Instead, the Commission decided to postpone such target setting for many years and make the Directive into a toothless tiger", says Kerstin Meyer, air pollution policy officer at the EEB.

  Furthermore, the air quality directive proposal introduces the option of giving a five-year derogation to countries unable to meet the existing limit values for coarse particles (PM10). "In most cases Member States have just not done enough and have not started early enough to meet the existing limits", says Meyer. "Granting derogations simply rewards laggards".
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PRESS RELEASE

Air Thematic Strategy is far too weak, says EEB 
(Brussels, 21September, 2005) The European Environmental Bureau (EEB) is very disappointed that the European Commission's Thematic Strategy on air pollution published today does not go far enough in improving Europe 's air quality. The Strategy is accompanied by a directive proposal, combining several existing air quality laws into one new directive. This directive proposal fails to set a legal obligation to reduce concentrations of health-damaging fine particles (PM 2.5 ) [1] by 2020, choosing instead an indicative target. 

"The Commission's own analysis has shown that each year some 350,000 people die prematurely due to exposure to fine particles alone. In addition, millions of people suffer from respiratory illnesses. A legally binding requirement to make real reductions on particles emissions would have been the only right answer. Instead, the Commission decided to postpone such target setting for many years and to make the Directive into a toothless tiger", says Kerstin Meyer, air pollution policy officer at the EEB - Europe 's largest federation of environmental citizens' organisations .

Furthermore, the air quality directive proposal introduces the option of giving a five-year derogation to countries unable to meet the existing limit values for coarse particles (PM 10 ). "In most cases Member States have just not done enough and have not started early enough to meet the existing limits" , says Meyer. "Granting derogations simply rewards laggards" .

John Hontelez, Secretary General of the EEB, said: " This is the first Thematic Strategy of seven that the 6 th Environmental Action Programme of 2002 promised. The Programme had set objectives for each Strategy - in the case of Air, simply to ensure that people and the environment are protected from negative impacts from air pollution. What we see here is a small step, a step too small to accept, given the still worsening state of the overall environment in Europe , and the particular health risks of air pollution".

The Thematic Strategy on air sets out the aims for a combined pollution reduction plan leading to 2020 for the five main pollutants which cause health and ecosystem damage [2]. However, the ambition level of the strategy is by far insufficient to meet the EU's long-term health and environmental objectives of causing no health or environmental damage from air pollution in the EU [3]. The Thematic Strategy now aims at preventing 62,000 premature deaths per year compared to what would be achieved with existing legislation. Commission calculations have shown that for a more ambitious reduction of some 74,000 premature deaths per year the benefits would still outweigh the costs by a factor of up to ten. This could be demonstrated, even though there were clear shortcomings in the background analysis: it did not reflect the true scope for further reductions, overestimated the costs and underestimated the benefits.

Notes for the Editors
[1] PM stands for "particulate matter". Particles which pollute ambient air are generally referred to by their size. Dust particles which are 2.5 micrometers in diameter - about 1/30 of a human hair - are called fine particles, or PM 2.5 . The slightly "bigger" particles are up to ten micrometers in diameter and are called PM 10 , or coarse particles.

[2] Sulphur dioxide (SO 2 ), Nitrogen Oxides (NO x ), Ammonia (NH 3 ), volatile organic compounds (VOC) and particulate matter (PM).

[3] The 6 th Environmental Action Programme of 2002 lays down the objectives for the air strategy. These objectives are " contributing to a high level of quality of life and social well being for citizens by providing an environment where the level of pollution does not give rise to harmful effect on human health and the environment " (Art. 2.2). More specifically for air pollution policies the objectives are " achiev ing levels of air quality that do not give rise to significant negative impacts on and risks to human health and the environment " (Art 7.1) "with a view to reach the long-term objective of no eceedance of critical loads and levels ". (Art 7.2.(f)).
(Decision No 1600/2002/EC of the European Parliament and the Council of 22 July 2002 laying down the Sixth Community Environment Action Programme).
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