Intervention by European ECO- Forum

Delivered by Sascha Gabizon, Coordinator of Environment and Health Issue Group at European ECO-Forum/WECF

Bonn, Third High Level Preparatory Meeting, 29 April 2009

Future of the E&H process

I believe that all of us here believe in the great value of this process. 

When we look at the benefits of this process we see that it is essential that we reduce the burden of disease, and that we take a strong policy stance that we should not gamble with the health of our children.

This process brings benefits in many areas, but not in the least in the area of economic development, which is one of the main themes of the Parma conference. 

We see that a healthy environment is necessary for healthy humans. We know that a healthy society is a productive one. We know that reducing the environmental burden of disease is a win-win situation, which brings benefits to the economy and to our health. 

Unfortunately, in many of our countries, we often accept to use highly dangerous substances and processes to have short-term economic growth, for which we pay the costs later, with the next generations. We have just heard several examples of such substances for which we are now paying a great economic cost: lead, dioxins, chrysotile asbestos, but I would also like to add, nuclear waste and endocrine disruptors. 

So, when we look at the future of this process, knowing that it is of great value and should be further developed, we should ask a number of questions. 

1. What are we aiming at?

We are aiming at reducing the environmental burden of disease, as fast as possible, especially for avoidable risks, 

We are aiming at protecting vulnerable groups

We aim at applying the precautionary principle

But also, 

We want to show the economic benefits of prevention and precaution

We want to show the benefits for innovation, as substitution helps create new, more sustainable markets

And last but not least, we want to strengthen 2 ministries, the ministries of health and environment, who often are not the ones with the most resources in their governments, and strengthen their cooperation.

2. Question two should then be: What institutional structure de we need to reach these aims? 

We know that the current structures have been very useful. The EEHC has worked well, but it can be further improved. The secretariat has been doing a great job, and we are very very sorry to hear that Lucianne Licarni will be leaving before Parma. However, also here improvements could be made, for example, it is a pity that the entire process can come almost to a standstill because of internal organisational changes within the secretariat/WHO.

3. Question three should be, what have we achieved so far, and what do we need to implement the achievements? Take the example of CEHAPE, how do we maintaina and sustain the necessary implementation of CEHAPE? We would propose that we need to reinstate the CEHAPE task force, and that we need a CEHAPE implementation fund, a funding mechanism.

4. Question four is then: How do we continue to address new challenges? We have already heard of the regional differences, which need differentiated approaches. But also, how do we pick up on early warning? And how do we strengthen cooperation with other ministries, such as the ministries of economy, education and international cooperation?

5. Then question five should be: Can we afford this institutional framework? In time of economic crisis? Maybe we have to look at sharing resources with other secretariats, for example of the PEP and the W&H procotol? Also, we know that in time of budget cuts, many government will look at where they have legal commitments, and that is where the money will go, the rest will be cut. This process is still not a legally binding process. With governments around the world looking again at more regulation as a solution to the crisis, maybe it is now time to look at moving towards a legally binding process. 

And finally, we heard from the Delegate of Italy at the beginning of this conference, that at the G-8 there was a great interest for children’s environmental health. We also know that there is a worldwide Children’s Environmental Health conference taking part these weeks in Seoul. With this new interest in children’s environmental health world wide, it is maybe time to take this process to a global level. This might also bring the necessary political attention for implementation of CEHAPs and NEHAPs at home. 

