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TARGET 18

POLICY ON ENVIRONMENT AND HEALTH

By the year 2000, all Member States should have developed, and be implementing, policies on the
environment and health that ensure ecologically sustainable development, effective prevention and

control of environmental health risks and equitable access to healthy environments.

TARGET 19

ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH MANAGEMENT

By the year 2000, there should be effective management systems and resources in all Member States for
putting policies on environment and health into practice.

ABSTRACT

The Third European Conference on Environment and Health will be held in London in June
1999. This task force was established to guide the preparation of the outcome document for
ministerial decisions, drawing up the principles and main actions to be taken by the Member
States of the WHO European Region and by international organizations and institutions. The
Meeting focused primarily on the following questions.
• What use has been made of economic analysis for the recommendations and policies

targeted towards environmental health?
• How have environmental health concerns been integrated into sectoral and macroeco-

nomic recommendations and policies?
• What lessons can be learned from current practices: the successes, gaps and barriers

identified, good practice and failures?
• How could economic analysis be used to assist Member States in handling economics

with respect to environmental health, and in efficiently allocating resources to it?

The Meeting also addressed procedures, in particular how the agencies could work better
together in the future and whether there were specific needs for establishing new mecha-
nisms of cooperation, and discussed the plan of work for April – October 1998.
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Introduction
Mr Xavier Bonnefoy, Regional Adviser for Environmental Health Planning and Ecology, WHO
Regional Office for Europe, welcomed the participants. He conveyed the apologies of
Dr Bokonbaev, Minister of Environment of Kyrgyzstan, Dr V. Jaksons, Minister of Health of
Latvia, Dr G.G. Onischenko, First Deputy Minister of Health, Russian Federation and
Mrs Evdokia Maneva, Minister of Environment, Bulgaria, who were unable to attend. All the
ministers have told the secretariat of their willingness to attend the next meeting. Mr John Hurley
was elected Chairperson and Dr Bernd Schanzenbächer Rapporteur.

Mr John Hurley, Secretary General, Ministry of Finance, Ireland, welcomed the participants and
thanked WHO for organizing the meeting. As a member of the Executive Board of WHO, he felt
strongly on the issue of environmental health, a real problem for many countries. A common
difficulty lies in the lack of capacity of the ministries of health and ministries of environment to
address the economic issues concerning both sectors jointly. Mr Hurley had been Secretary-General
of the Irish Department of Health during some very difficult times when Ireland had had to cope
with high public expenditure, inflation and unemployment. There was a need for a more strategic
and focused approach to expenditure with a greater emphasis on health outcomes.

Dr Klein (WHO) recalled the overall strategy of the WHO Regional Office for Europe, based on the
health for all targets. The main overall target is equity in health among countries and within each
country. Environmental health became a concern for WHO 20 years ago. It is the focal point for the
process, the milestones of which are the Conferences of the Ministers of Environment and Health in
Frankfurt in 1989, in Helsinki in 1994 and in London in 1999. After the Charter and the Action Plan
adopted, respectively, in Frankfurt and Helsinki, the headlines for London include the
implementation of the actions and partnership, with priority for water-related diseases, transport and
environmental health, and, finally, industry and the workplace. Perspectives include risk
communication to the public and public participation.

Dr Klein emphasized that development in industrialized countries is marked first by an increase in
life expectancy, followed by an increase in GDP. This has to be kept in mind when advising
developing countries about the trade-offs between health concerns and economic growth. The
London Conference should support this new understanding that a good strategy should benefit
health, environment and the economy.

Mr Gerhard de Bellis (UN/ECE) drew from his experience on preparing soft laws with a group of
experts from ministries of environment, health and finance. The first difficulty is how to foster
respect between partners, for which a common language is a prerequisite. This is a lengthy process.
Additional problems appear when communicating with industry or politicians. There have been
some achievements in the area of environment and economy, but health has not yet featured
sufficiently in this networking process. The integration of the three topics of health, environment
and economics will therefore take time; and a Convention providing a common basis of
understanding could help.

Mr Bjørn Larsen (World Bank) focused on the question of trade-offs between competing objectives,
such as health, social stability and growth. The question of how to minimize these trade-offs needed
to be addressed before an attempt was made to identify the instruments to use. Economic analysis,
and especially cost-benefit analysis, is designed to help choose the targets to be reached, whereas
the role of economic instruments is to enforce these targets. Over the last five years, the World Bank
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has improved this kind of analysis in relation to environmental health. Since then it has been used in
the Bank’s projects taking externalities into account, and also in some of the NEAP. In many
countries, the most urgent action is not to implement new instruments but to ensure the quality of
the services and to remove or correct ancient, distortive instruments such as subsidies.

Dr Bernd Schanzenbächer (UNEP) explained that the UNEP Economics, Trade and Environment
Unit has worked on the use of economic instruments. Even if it is not specifically in relation with
health, there are strong indications that the knowledge gained can and has been applied successfully
in the field of environmental health. The approach has to remain flexible because an apparently
similar problem may require different solutions in terms of economic instruments in various
countries, depending on legal or cultural considerations.

A common experience is that ministries of finance often hesitate to use economic instruments (such
as taxes) proposed by the ministries of health or the environment. The decisive argument is usually
the competitiveness of local industry. Implementation would be made easier and more successful by
involving the ministry of finance from the beginning. Involving the private sector is necessary to
build an understanding and avoid rejection of the approach taken. Finding strategic allies can be a
great help; the insurance industry qualifies as a powerful ally with a common interest in
environmental health issues.

Mr Bonnefoy explained that WHO, with a mandate focusing on health, has had occasion to
approach economic issues (such as health care financing) as well as environmental issues
(e.g. setting standards in relation to pollution). For a long time, much of WHO’s efforts with
regard to economics have concentrated on health care systems and their reform. This includes the
production of a series of reports entitled Health care systems in transition, which use the same
reporting structure to review the structure, performance and transformation of 32 countries, thus
providing a source of information and basis for comparison.

Although the financing of health care systems is considerable, it has been recognized that only
20% of the improvement in health status is related to improvements in the health care systems. A
significant role is thus played by health promotion, health prevention and a healthy environment,
with environment comprising biophysical, economic and social aspects. The question now at the
top of the WHO agenda is how countries can be helped to meet their needs and reach their
objectives in environmental health. The common interest shared by international organizations in
this issue favours an effective answer. There is now a growing consensus among these
organizations for the use of market-based instruments. However, the dissemination of knowledge
on the subject among and within the various organizations as well as the issue of legitimacy have
slowed progress in this area. Furthermore, it must be recognized that in most countries, the
internalization of environmental health costs faces considerable opposition.

Mr Richard Sigman (OECD) described the work of the OECD Environment Directorate with
regard to integrating environmental, economic and social policies. One of the principal methods
for doing this is the development of tools or methodologies (through analytical work and case
studies) concerning the use of economic instruments and the assessment of impacts of
environmental policies and projects, as well as examinations of the implications of subsidies, the
effect of the globalization of the economy on the environment, and sectoral policies on the
environment (e.g. transportation and agriculture). In addition, by developing harmonized policies
(particularly in the area of chemical safety), the costs of testing and reviewing hazardous
substances are reduced, as are non-tariff barriers to trade due to different requirements across
countries.
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In addition to developing the tools to integrate environmental, economic and social policies, the
Environment Directorate also monitors how well countries are using such approaches. OECD
has identified a number of indicators which measure environmental performance (e.g. emissions
per vehicle mile travelled), and conducts site visits to countries to examine government policies.
Based on this and other information, OECD fine-tunes the tools it has developed, as appropriate.
It also coordinates with other international organizations and non-member countries to reduce
duplication and facilitate the use of the tools it has developed.

Dr David Maddison (CSERGE) discussed the role of economic analysis in health-related issues.
Any measure that aims to reduce the risks of mortality or morbidity implicitly places monetary
values on these reductions. Cost-benefit analysis makes these values explicit. It also facilitates
comparisons with other measures or with individuals’ willingness to pay for these risks reductions.
As market prices for commodities, individual willingness to pay is used as a benchmark to assess
the intangible welfare effects of a measure. This method is the subject of debate and Dr Maddison
answered the usual layman’s critics against the use of willingness to pay. In particular, a
straightforward inference from the method is that some health-improving measures may be seen as
desirable only when society is sufficiently wealthy. The reason is that any measure has to be
financed against other competing projects that can also improve welfare or health.

Mrs Catherine Courvalin (Ministère de l’aménagement du territoire et de l’environnement, France)
first reported on a study on economic assessment and the environment in public decision-making
made by the Prospective and Strategy Unit of her ministry. The study concludes that economic
assessment is a powerful tool to be used for the rationalization of public decision-making: it can
help coordinate the debate around environmental health issues and, in particular, can lead the
various stakeholders to explain their preferences and hypothesis. On the other hand, its current
practice is often flawed when health and environment are at stake. This is because it usually over-
simplifies a context in which uncertainty of the effects, potential crises, equity issues, etc. are central
ingredients.

A decision-oriented appraisal would therefore have to be more sensitive to this context and
particularly tend to picture contrasted scenarios, explain their assumptions, assess the redistributive
effects and above all check whether the polluters pay for the burden of the pollution (polluter-pays
principle). These effects should also include the loss of wellbeing and amenities related with health
and environmental status and the nuisance of sufferings, which are usually neglected. Finally, the
point of view of the valuations has to be consistent (citizens, consumers, the state) and the
assumptions have to be shared among the actors. This could prove difficult and even confusing
when uncertainty applies to high potential damages. Other coordination processes are then required
and the economic approach is dedicated to cost-efficiency analysis.

More research (such as epidemiological studies) and debate on the effects on health of changes in
the environmental status help stabilize some of the uncertainties that undermine economic analysis
when environmental health matters. Research in the field of environment amounts to 3% of French
public research funding and involves 4500 researchers, of whom 5% address health topics and 2%
economics. Two large studies on the economics of environmental heath are in progress in France:
one is on the contingent assessment of the impact of air pollution in Marseilles, and the second is
the national part of a European study on health and air pollution. The latter is being prepared jointly
with WHO within the framework of the preparation of the transport and health document for the
London Conference.
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Mr Raymond Ellard (Department of Health and Children, Ireland) explained the three bases of the
strategy of his department: equity, based on real needs and not on the individual’s willingness to
pay; accountability, both legal and financial, for what has been done and how the money was spent;
and quality, i.e. technical efficiency and organization. There has been recognition within the health
strategy of the problem that a lot of risk factors are beyond the reach of the Department of Health.
These have been addressed through taxes (on tobacco or alcohol) or licensing (for food control). A
controversial question inside ministries relates to the earmarking of revenues drawn from incentive
taxation, like on tobacco or alcohol.

The development of the Irish Environment and Health Action Plan was the occasion for a lot of
actors to realize that they have a role to play in environmental health. Two draft recommendations
have resulted from this process: first, the different departments would have to report on the
environmental health effects of their policies; second, there should be a review of all the economic
instruments, as the opportunity arises, and an effort should be made to include environmental health
impacts. The international basis of the NEHAP initiative facilitated the acceptance of these
preliminary conclusions.

Until now, legislation was the traditional approach in environment and health; today, market-based
instruments (taxation, charges) are the trend. They have been used in transportation to phase out
leaded petrol and to accelerate the replacement of old cars. But an attempt to levy charges on water
drew violent reactions. Both the public and politicians have to be involved if the acceptance of these
instruments is to be achieved.

Most of the presentations were made available in separate papers.

The political declaration for the London Conference
Several participants stressed that it was extremely important that the declaration should be couched
in plain language and use arguments that the man in the street would find convincing. If that can be
achieved, the politicians can be convinced too.

An outside impulse is needed to encourage collaboration between the various organizations and
United Nations agencies. The declaration should therefore spell out in concrete terms the targets of
this collaboration, which could be at least threefold:

1. the organizations concerned should keep each other informed in order to review the
overlapping in their programmes;

2. they should integrate the other organizations’ plans into their own planning; even though it
is extremely difficult to coordinate planning within an organization correctly (despite this
being a prerequisite), areas of common interest could be identified and skills shared, e.g. to
develop best practice notes;

3. the organizations should propose a legally binding convention.

As regards the last of these, it was suggested that it might be more pragmatic to develop a
protocol setting out the way to proceed with such a convention. It was also noted that a protocol
on water was already in preparation and that it was not foreseeable that a second protocol could
be signed at the London conference on the related issue of economics and environmental health.
However, it might be possible to make a contribution on the economics aspects of this first
protocol, and also to get a commitment for another protocol later, e.g. on the good practice of
economics for environmental health.
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The overall objective is to gain efficiency in improving health and the environment. This can be
translated into sub-objectives in the areas of water, transportation, etc. Different means have been
identified:

• the promotion of common principles
• the use of a common language
• the sharing of projects (clearing house)
• the design of a better target-setting mechanism
• better cooperation between the agencies.
 
 This list should be broadened and circulated among the organizations for comments.

Needs for and fields of cooperation
 Before establishing collaboration, the logical path could be:

• first, to define what is to be achieved in the next five years
• second, to focus on concrete outcomes
• third, to identify the needs for collaboration.
 
 The advantage of being very focused is that the usefulness for the countries is made more visible.
Moreover, if links were established with the other topics of the Conference, such as water and
transportation issues, implementation of the NEHAP or public communication, it would provide
strong backing for the relevance of the economics approach to present to politicians at the
Conference.
 
Case studies in pilot countries
 Usually, there is no sufficient mechanism within the organizations to ensure the follow-up of their
recommendations, although this lack can be mitigated by establishing links to topics which have
binding objectives, especially water. A crucial question is whether economic analysis can still have
a role in setting these objectives, or whether it would be limited to cost-effectiveness and economic
instruments. As it stands, there will be a global, common target for water, but the intermediary
targets, timetables and solutions will vary between countries according to their situations.
 
 This in-country process could benefit from the economic approach, and London could be the forum
to put forward a concrete proposal to four or five pilot countries to commit themselves to run case
studies with the agencies and organizations. Such studies would apply to water, transportation or
NEHAP-related issues. In identifying the real problems and some possible solutions, they would
clarify the sense of what economics can bring to these particular issues. This would be of interest to
other countries too: they would be able to assess the quality of the recommendations of the agencies
and organizations with the pilot countries. A comparable situation has already been observed in the
NEHAP process. Some countries were advised during the development of their NEHAPs, and their
plans were used by other countries as a reference.
 
 Incorporating environmental health in projects and policies
 Another important aspect raised was to help ensure that environmental health is incorporated into
the projects within countries, although the way to foster this process are not yet clear. It will
probably be necessary for ministries to work together more closely. At least large projects currently
involve interministerial consultation.
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 The question arose as to whether it was sufficient to incorporate this concept just at project level. If
real changes were required, these would probably have to take place at policy orientation level. In
that case, a new culture in policy-making would have to be promoted, not just better appraisal and
improved cooperation among ministries. This in turn could require the involvement of new partners,
as well as public acceptance.
 
 In fact, within the NEHAP project, which is the driving force of this in-country process, it can be
seen that difficulties in implementation are linked to the question of the culture in policy-making.
This is clearly illustrated by Ireland’s draft recommendations for NEHAP implementation. NEHAP
implementation is, of course, a related topic at the London conference.
 
 It was debated whether promoting a change in the culture in policy-making was a sensible objective
for the economic project and for the outcome document for London. Furthermore, it was recognized
that if it is important to identify and quantify the benefits of what we are doing, the costs of what we
are not doing (“the cost of inaction”) must not be neglected.
 
 In addition to the advantages already described, the case studies would be a first step in that
direction. Ultimately, case studies lead to the question of how policy is designed. But even if they
are carried out collaboratively among organizations, and even if countries generally can learn from
individual case studies, they are not in themselves a matter of international cooperation.
 
 Yet, it was stressed that only international and intergovernmental cooperation would keep the
pressure on governments on the subject of economics and environmental health. Therefore, in
parallel with the case studies, it was proposed to identify one or several areas of work addressing
this issue for all countries at the same time. A working group of the organizations and governments
could be dedicated to this task, for example working on the development of principles and the
harmonization of methods. This led to a debate on the future role of the EEHC in this process. The
terms of reference of the Committee could be modified to make it the political body to which the
working group would report. Its actual shape, involving politicians as well as representatives of the
organizations, fits it for that role. For the time being, it was suggested that participants report
internally on the present meeting to the representatives of their organization in the EEHC.
 
 The World Bank was focusing on projects engaging countries directly. It would probably be very
interested in case studies and in any projects demonstrating return on investment or practical
implementation. In particular, the case studies could help to identify such new projects. At present,
however, it was much less obvious whether participating in the working group would fire its
interest. It would depend on whether the production of the working group would help it pursue the
dialogue with the countries or be of value to the Bank.
 
 If the working group is to elaborate principles that countries and organizations should endorse and
apply, the higher levels of representation of countries and organizations have to be involved as soon
as this working group is established. The question of whether these principles should be binding or
just for guidance also has to be considered. Sample countries have to be consulted quickly at the
appropriate level and through the appropriate ministries, for example in Århus. Is this only for
ministries of heath and environment or does it also apply to ministries in charge of transportation,
energy, finance? Ministries of finance can be approached if the background fits with their agenda,
that is: avoiding long-term costs, making efficient use of the budget and avoiding more expenditure.
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Conclusions and recommendations
 After reviewing some of the major points discussed during the meeting, the Chairman summarized
the key recommendations of the meeting.
 
1. The outcome document to be presented at the London Conference should set out the general

objective of the work in relatively general terms and should set targets.

2. The outcome document should be in plain language and politically attractive. It should deal
with the question of trade-offs, points of interest to finance ministries and issues related to the
EU, e.g. accession countries. It should also set out the potential advantages for less developed
countries.

3. The outcome document must be prepared in close cooperation between the three sectors
involved, i.e. the ministers of finance and economy, of environment and of health, as well as
among and with the agencies (OECD, UNEP, UN/ECE, WB and WHO).

4. The project should deal with the following elements:

• the legal and financial arrangements for running such a project
• areas of cooperation
• level of cooperation.

5. After London, cooperation could take place at different levels:

(a) on case studies conducted in the countries;

(b) in a working group with mandates

(i) harmonizing some assessment practices;
(ii) elaborating principles.

(a) and (b(i)) would involve experts from the organizations; (b(ii)) must include higher level
representatives with political advisory power.

The outcome document should clarify the specific objectives for the countries and the
organizations.

6. Immediately after this task force meeting, the first phase of interagency cooperation should
lead to the design of a proper project document to be agreed at the London Conference. The
means for reaching the overall objective have to be elaborated.

7. The possible link of the working group project with the EEHC must be explored.

8. The headings of the first draft of the outcome document should include a clearer definition of
the area of work. It should be ready in two weeks to be sent to the agencies and some
countries. It should be followed by discussions at the highest level between countries and
agencies.

9. The EU should be approached, through the Commission (DGXI, DGV) and the next President
(Austria). If possible, the EU should be involved in the ongoing project.
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10. The task force has agreed to reconvene along the lines of its new ministerial setting at the end
of September 1998, in order to prepare the way for the November meeting of the EEHC and
the meeting to be held in Bled. In between, technical meetings should take place as necessary.

11. The task force should put the emphasis on communication with other sectors. It was already
an achievement to bring together environment, health and economics.

12. The meeting agreed that the first meeting of the technical task force would take place the next
morning in order to decide on a provisional timetable for ongoing work and draft a first list of
common detailed objectives to be reached.
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