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NOTICE TO MEMBERS

Petition 0149/2003 by Frank Harvey (British), on deep vein thrombosis related to 
flights)

Petition 0433/2003 by Brenda Wilson (British), on behalf of Victims of Air Related DVT 
Association (VARDA), bearing one co-signature. on deep vein thrombosis (DVT)

1. Summary of petition

0149/2003 - The petitioner is concerned about dangers related to air travel, for instance deep 
vein thrombosis and microbes due to inadequate filtering of the air in plane cabins. The 
petitioner is asking the European Parliament to take immediate action to protect airline 
passengers.

0433/2003 - Referring to two deaths which she maintains was caused by DVT, the petitioner 
calls for better information to be made available concerning DVT which has come to be 
known as ‘economy class syndrome’.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 14 October 2003 and 28 November 2003. Information requested from 
the Commission under Rule 192(4).

3. Commission reply, received on 8 January 2004

The Commission takes the issue of deep vein thrombosis (DVT) and its possible links to 
travelling by air very seriously and shares the concern of VARDA about this matter. At 
present little is known about the link between DVT and air transport and in order to find an 
answer to the question of how far DVT is related to air, the Commission is co-financing a 
research programme with the United Kingdom government under the auspices of the World 
Health Organisation in order to assess and quantify the relation between air-travel and DVT. 
The result will be published in a final report, which would be expected by the mid 2005, 
though provisional results are expected earlier.
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As a precautionary measure, Commissioner Loyola DE PALACIO sent out a letter in January 
2001, urging airlines to inform their passengers on the possible risks of DVT during long 
flights and on possible measures to take. As a result, a number of airlines have already 
introduced, on their own initiative, pre-boarding warnings and/or in-flight advise (leaflets, 
videos and in-flight magazines showing exercises).

If the Commission were to learn about scientific evidence between air-travel and DVT before 
the end of the ongoing study, it would immediately consider how to make sure that 
passengers, airline companies and health services were adequately informed by consulting all 
parties involved.

4. Further Commission reply, received on 3 May 2005.

As the Commission has a specific interest to find out whether there is a possible link between 
the development of deep vein thrombosis (DVT) and air travel, it co-financed a two-year 
study on the issue under the auspices of the World Health Organisation which started on 1 
January 2003.

The final report, to be delivered by the WHO, is expected at the end of the first half of 2005.

The Commission is grateful to already share with the European Parliament the scientific 
issues tackled within the programme of the study accomplished at the end of 2004. In fact, 
towards the end of 2002, the UK Department of Transport (DfT) entered into contracts with 
the World Health Organisation, Leiden University Medical Center, Leicester University and 
Academic Medical Center in Amsterdam.

The following areas have been scientifically examined as stipulated in the WRIGHT (WHO 
Research into Global Hazards of Travel) Protocol:

1. Case control study amongst frequent flyers,
2. Cohort study (a form of longitudinal study used in medicine and social science) 

amongst professional travellers,
3. Travel and non-travel immobility study,
4. PILOT (Pilots and the Incidence in Long and medium distance flights Of 
Thrombosis) study amongst Dutch pilots,
5. MEGA (Multiple Environmental and Genetic Assessment) study.

The Commission, fully agreeing on the fact the passengers should be warned, as a necessary 
precaution, of the possible risk of developing DVT as a result of flying, wrote four years ago 
to the different airline associations urging that their members act rapidly to minimise such 
risks. Since then, a number of airlines have taken initiatives to provide passengers information 
about the risks, predisposing factors and preventive measures to lessen the chances of 
developing DVT during air travel.

Once the Commission is provided with the final report of WHO, it will inform the Committee 
on Petitions without delay.
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5. Further Commission reply, received on 12 December 2006.

In its previous update on Petitions 149/2003 and 433/2003, the Commission mentioned that it 
will inform the Committee on Petitions as soon as the Commission is provided with the final 
report of WHO which initiated this project.

The Commission co-financed a two year study called WRIGHT (World Health Organisation 
Research Into Global Hazards of Travel) which was finalised at the end of 2004. So far, the 
Commission has not received any official report. Because of this, the Commission is not in a 
position to disseminate publicly the draft final results of WRIGHT which were prepared in 
October 20051.

However, given the importance the Commission attaches to this issue, it wishes to 
communicate to the European Parliament some core analysis and results of the WRIGHT 
study.

The project was designed as a series of inter-related studies with the aim to determine whether 
the risk of venous thrombosis is increased by air travel (magnitude of this risk, effect of other 
factors and causal mechanisms).

The combined results from this group of studies provide a consistent picture, in line with 
previous medical literature on travellers’ thrombosis. In fact, from the epidemiological studies 
it is now confirmed that seated immobility is a risk factor. This risk is not only limited to air 
transport but concerns also other modes of travel. However, since the risk is higher for air 
travel, the relative lack of oxygen may play a role. These studies confirm that the longer the 
period of travel, the greater the risk. Multiple flights in a short period probably reflect the 
same phenomenon. The research finds that all forms of transport involving a journey of 4 
hours or more lead to an increase in the risk of blood clots forming in the leg veins.

In addition, in a study of air passengers, one case of DVT was found for every 6000 journeys 
that lasted 4 hours or more. However, in all incidences of DVT, travel related or otherwise, 
only 1% of cases prove to be fatal (every year DVT occurs in about 1 in 2000 people in the 
general population, ranging from less than 1 in 3000 in people under the age of 40 up, and to 
1 in 500 in those over 80).

The advice which could be given includes simple actions passengers can take during journeys 
to reduce possible risks. Exercises such as bending and straightening legs, feet and toes while 
seated every half-hour are recommended. It is suggested to get up and walk around the cabin 
or carriage where possible. Passengers should also ensure they drink plenty of water.

On the request of the Honourable Member Arlene MCCARTHY, the Commission met with 
representatives of VARDA (Victims of Air Related DVT Association) and MEP 
MCCARTHY on 21 February 2006. Vice-President BARROT also replied to correspondence 
of Honourable Member James ELLES on the same issue during the month of July 2006.

  
1 The Draft Final Report was published by the UK Government Department for Transport:
http://www.dft.gov.uk/stellent/groups/dft_mobility/documents/page/dft_mobility_610897.hcsp
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