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I said to ENVI last year that I wanted to give MEPs and their advisers the facts about influenza 
vaccination – so you can form your own opinions, based on the evidence. 

Today, with the help of our Co-hosts – Marina Yannakoudakis and Karin Kadenbach – I am 
delivering on that promise. 

You have already heard the perspective of Romania on seasonal influenza vaccination. Immediately 
after me, you will hear EU level perspectives from Helmut Walerius of the Commission and Angus Nicoll 
of ECDC 

As Director of ECDC, though, I also have views on influenza. 

I wrote my PhD on the epidemiology of influenza in the late 1980s and early 1990s. That experience 
convinced me of three things: 

- Firstly, that influenza is a significant public health problem; and 

- Secondly, that vaccination is the best way to protect people against influenza 

- Thirdly, that vaccinating people in risk groups is cost effective 

We see epidemics of influenza in Europe every winter. Every year, hundreds of thousands of Europeans 
get ill – and some of them die. 

Older people, especially those over 65, and people with chronic diseases are the most likely to become 
severely ill from seasonal influenza.  

Just over a year ago, the ENVI Committee held an expert workshop on the lessons learned from the 
2009 H1N1 influenza pandemic.  

The Director-General of DG SANCO was there, the Regional Director of WHO was there, I was there 
– and so was the Executive Director of the European Medicines Agency. The ENVI members had a 
lot of questions for us. And many of those questions related to vaccination. Some of them were very 
specific to the pandemic vaccines. But other raised more general issues about influenza vaccination. 

- Do we really need to vaccinate people against influenza every year? 

- Is it worth the money? 

- Is it really safe? 

The purpose of today’s workshop is to try to answer some of those questions. 
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From Bucharest to Belfast, if you go to an intensive care unit in a major European hospital during the 
influenza season, you will see the impact of flu on these risk groups. I guarantee that the doctors there 
will either be treating a patient from one of these risk groups for complications caused by influenza, or 
they have recently had such a patient. 

Getting vaccinated is the single most effective thing that people can do to protect 
themselves, and others, from influenza.  

This conclusion is supported by an extensive review of the scientific evidence published in by Micheal T 
Osterholm and others in The Lancet Infectious Diseases in the last few weeks It is also supported by 
the multiple studies that ECDC has led since 2007 with experts from Member States’ national public 
health institutes and the Epiconcept consortium. The last of these, for the season just past was 
published last week.   

There has to be a constant search for better vaccines, especially universal vaccines – in other words, 
vaccines that will protect against all the different strains of the influenza virus.  But we do know that 
the seasonal influenza vaccines we already have are very safe.  

Increasing the number of people who get vaccinated against seasonal influenza in Europe will save 
lives, and avoid many serious illnesses. Of course, public health budgets are tight. If we target 
vaccination at the people most at risk of becoming seriously ill, then we will get the biggest health gain 
for our money. 

This is the approach taken in the EU Council Recommendation on seasonal influenza vaccination, which 
targets specific risk and target groups. And I must reiterate what I said last season namely that 
as director of ECDC I strongly advise that all those who are recommended or offered 
influenza vaccination should get themselves vaccinated.   

ECDC is committed to working with the Commission and the Member States to support the 
implementation of that Recommendation details of which are in your folders and will be explained by 
Professor Nicoll. 
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