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Subject: EU management of the pandemic (H1N1) in 2009

In June 2009, the WHO declared phase 6 pandemic alert on H1N1, after it had just changed 
the definition of a pandemic the month before, so that the severity of the illness did no longer 
matter, but only the geographical spread.

Despite evidence from the Southern Hemisphere that the virus was not very virulent, and a 
clear recognition by the European Commission in September 2009 that the H1N1 influenza 
had only caused "moderate symptoms", with most patients suffering only a "mild, self-limiting 
illness" and health services generally coping with this, the Commission identified potential 
target groups for vaccination covering between 34% and 60.5% of the total population. Target 
groups were defined as all the people for whom vaccination can be recommended.1

According to the information from the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control 
(ECDC), the cumulative number of reported deaths in 2009 since the beginning of the 
pandemic in the EU/EFTA Members States has totalled 1045.2 On the other hand, the 
Commission had estimated that seasonal influenza causes around 40,000 deaths in a moderate 
year and 220,000 in a particularly severe influenza season.3

                                               
1 Commission staff working document on Vaccination strategies against pandemic (H1N1) 2009, SEC(2009) 
1189 of 15.9.2009
2 ECDC Surveillance Report, 8 January 2010
3 Proposal for a Council Recommendation on seasonal influenza vaccination,  COM(2009) 353 final/2
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On 29 September 2009, the Commission authorised the first vaccines against H1N1, with 
Commissioner Verheugen expressing his satisfaction "that the Commission was able to decide 
in the shortest possible time"1.

In response to a letter to a Member of Parliament of the same day, the director of the ECDC 
Zsuzsanna Jakab conceded that "it is true that no vaccine has ever been authorized on so little 
data".

Can the Commission present figures on the total spending by Member States for 
vaccines against H1N1? Does the Commission consider that the very moderate risks of 
H1N1 known already in the summer of 2009, both in absolute terms and in particular in 
comparison to seasonal influenza, justify this spending? What lessons does the 
Commission take from the EU response to this pandemic - is it prepared to revise its 
policy with regard to the preparedness to pandemic influenza, in particular with regard 
to vaccination strategies? Does the Commission continue to consider that the vaccines it 
has authorised "in the shortest possible time" based on very little data are safe?

                                               
1 Commission press release "Commission paves the way for vaccinations for influenza pandemic (H1N1) 2009"


