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Chairman, Honourable Members,

I am very pleased to be here today for my first appearance before this Committee, following my hearing in January.  
It is very important for me as I am determined to a close dialogue with you, Members of the European Parliament. I strongly believe that you play a crucial role in ensuring that the work of the Institutions always remains targeted to the benefits of our citizens.  This is why I intend to co-operate closely with you to ensure that our actions can together deliver a better life for people.  
Introduction
Turning now to the Commission work programme for 2010 let me outline the main priorities and the backdrop against which these will be delivered.  Europe 2020 sets an overall framework to roll out a strategy  for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth.

The policy areas for which we share responsibilities will make a crucial contribution towards delivering this vision whether through increasing the state of health of our citizens or through our food policy and even more so through responsible innovation that can deliver real benefits to consumers and patients.
On the specific initiatives let me outline some thoughts 
Pandemic preparedness and response planning
Last year the H1N1 influenza pandemic provided a real-life test of crisis management systems at national, European and global levels.

Now is the time to take a close look at the lessons learned from that experience and to upgrade and fine-tune our systems so that we can be better prepared next time.

I very much welcome the participation of the Parliament in the efforts geared towards improving preparation and response to future pandemic events.

In February, my services invited you, Honourable Chairman to appoint nominees to participate in the evaluation process, should you so wish.

I have also sent you a review of the first four months of the pandemic, and will send you a second report – on vaccination and medical issues - in a couple of months’ time.  The Health Security Committee has also carried out a review on communication and information issues.

At international level, the Commission was invited to participate in the WHO review of the International Health Regulations and in the negotiations on sharing virus samples.  

The Commission is also co-operating with the WHO in the context of its review of global guidance on pandemic influenza preparedness. 
All these initiatives will feed into a Commission proposal later this year on improving the EU's capacity to prepare for and respond to pandemic influenza outbreaks.

Tobacco Products
Let me now move to tobacco. We all know tobacco is addictive. Tobacco kills. Europe could save many lives and much suffering if we reduce tobacco consumption.

With this in mind, I will be presenting a proposal to revise the Tobacco Products Directive. 

This proposal aims to cover new tobacco products which have emerged on the market; to improve health warnings and citizens’ information on the dangers of tobacco; and to better protect young people from tobacco smoking. 

In the course of my mandate I also intend to review the Directive on clinical trials and to review the Directive on veterinary medicinal products to address the various shortcomings which have been identified. 

Both initiatives are important for public health protection, for the competitiveness of industry and to reduce administrative burdens. Again, I hope I will be able to count on your support in the years to come. 

Medical Devices
I should also mention the review of the Directives on medical devices, including in vitro diagnostics.  The aim is to ensure a high level of safety for patients and users of devices in a well-functioning internal market. The innovativeness and competitiveness of the sector are also key aspects to be taken into account. 

GMOs and Cloning 
I will now turn to the sensitive issues within our common remit – GMOs and cloning.

Let me take GMOs first – and let me separate here authorisation from cultivation.

On GMOs, my fundamental approach is a very simple one. I am not in favour or against GMO, but I follow science based decision making. Where the thorough scientific assessment of a product concludes that the legal requirements are fulfilled, I see no reason to procrastinate the authorisation. Surely we cannot be responsible for reducing Europe to an innovation backwater.
· As regards authorisation, the procedure agreed by Parliament and Council in 2003 will remain the starting point.
It is important that we tone down the debate on GMO’s to the rational level.  I have talked to Croplife and made it clear to them that:

· The must engage with the public on information about GMO’s

· We must agree on a scheduled elimination of AMRG’s

· We will be emphasising benefits to humanity in our assessment process.

· We have to undertake effective monitoring of GMO cultivation to ensure the accuracy of scientific assessments and to refine our techniques for future assessments

I will be meeting the NGO’s involved in the GMO debate next Thursday to discuss with them their concerns and their suggestions.

Regarding cultivation, as I am sure Honourable Members are aware, there is an action in the Work Programme for the Commission to come forward, before the summer, with a concrete initiative on how to allow Member States the freedom to decide whether or not to permit the cultivation of GM crops on their territory.  

This initiative, which has my full support, will reflect precisely the position set out by President Barroso in his political guidelines, published prior to the formation of the College.

On cloning, during my hearing in January I made a commitment to come forward with a report  by the end of this year.  This action is included in the Work Programme.  

My intention is to establish a clear and consistent approach towards cloning, which takes account of the full range of EU interests.

Commission services are currently consulting all relevant stakeholders with a view to gaining a complete and balanced picture. I have no doubt that many Honourable Members will take a keen interest in this exercise. 
Official controls across the food chain

The Work Programme also includes a review of the rules on the financing of official controls for food and feed. This review is underway, based on an external evaluation carried out in 2008. 

The review aims therefore to introduce clearer, simpler and more flexible rules on the application of so-called "inspection fees", to ensure Member States have the appropriate resources.  In addition, as pronounced in the work programme we will review legislation on marketing of seed and propagating material in order to ensure the quality of seeds and secure the functioning of the internal market in this area.
With respect to Animal Health and Welfare our work programme indicates the following priorities – A new Animal Health law that aims to establish a clearer regulatory structure for animal health in the EU as well as a Communication concerning the Second EU strategy for the protection and welfare of animals.  Together with the report on the implementation of the animal transport regulation these initiatives will serve to better focus our efforts on the priority of this strand in our policy.  

Innovation 

I am sure you will agree with me that the work programme for 2010 and also beyond needs to have a strong innovation angle.  Let me set out where I stand on the broad issue of innovation and scientific advancement. 

I am "pro innovation" and fully committed to maximising the advantages science can offer – but not at any cost. 

I will pursue a policy of "responsible innovation" where advancement is actively encouraged but at the same time is underpinned by due regard to issues of risk and safety.  

Innovators also have a responsibility to explain the benefits of their products to consumers. Trust cannot be taken for granted – it needs to be earned. Lack of action by industry could lead to the unfortunate situation  where misinformation and scare mongering monopolise the media leaving consumers to make the decisions on such one-sided information stream.

In general, we need a much more open and inclusive debate about science, in which the those within the food industry developing new products and processes have a crucial role to play, to address the instinctive fear and suspicion which remains widespread amongst European citizens.  I hope you can support me on these guiding principles as we take our debates forward on these crucial issues.

Before concluding let me address some issues which although not in the work programme are the subject of ongoing debate.

Pharmaceuticals 
On pharmaceuticals, I augur that the excellent progress that has been achieved in inter-institutional negotiations on the two files can be emulated in the outstanding file on information to patients.  I strongly believe that improved information to patients is needed. The Internet is flooded with information on medicinal products – information that patients consult, regardless of whether or not we legislate at EU level. 

We have an obligation to protect patients, and knowledge is the most powerful tool we can offer our citizens.  We need to ensure that patients have access to reliable and high quality information. 

This is the underlying objective of the Commission's proposal – new legislation to help empower patients to make properly informed decisions about their health.   

I am aware of the concerns raised by some of you. But I can reassure you that once the EP has voted in the first reading, I am more than willing to consider your amendments from a patients' perspective.    

Cross border healthcare

On cross-border healthcare I would like to inform you that at the Informal meeting of Health ministers a couple of weeks ago, the Spanish Presidency invited Member States to look at possible solutions to solve the few outstanding issues. 

I am optimistic about the prospects of an agreement being reached in the Council on this important file possibly in June. 

The Council text may not be exactly what we would have wanted. However, it is important to reach a Council common position now, so that the Parliament can resume discussions (in second reading) as soon as possible. 

I am grateful for your support of the Commission’s proposal and I trust I can count on you again to achieve a good outcome for patients across the European Union.

Nutrition/health claims

Finally, with regard to the implementation of the food claims regulation, we are considering the scientific basis of all claims on the market, and intend to proceed with the publication of validated claims on a step-by-step basis. 

As regards nutrient profiles, these aim to prevent messages claiming beneficial effects in relation to foods containing a high content of salt, fat or sugar.  

Let me be clear – no foods would be banned, but foods exceeding certain limits could not be advertised as beneficial to the health of consumers. 

Because of loud concerns voiced by some in the food industry, Parliament will be called to vote an amendment which would delete the nutrient profile requirement. 

I would simply like to draw your attention that the concept of nutrient profiles is extremely important to enable consumers to make a balanced and well-informed choice.

Conclusion

Chairman, Honourable Members,

I have given you a brief overview of a range of items of mutual interest in this year's Commission Work Programme – and also some thoughts on other key ongoing topics.  The work programme does not reflect the range of issues that SANCO is working on and I can mention both the upcoming TSE road Map as well as out intention to make proposals for a modern EU response to global health threats later in 2011
I now look forward to answering any questions you may have.
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