
 

Vaccines: MEPs concerned about drop in
vaccination rates in the EU
 

Measles cases have tripled in the EU in just one year. MEPs are  concerned about how
lower vaccination rates will affect public health.
 
What do smallpox, poliomyelitis, measles, mumps, varicella have in common? They are some of
the  diseases that can be prevented by vaccines, which have killed and left millions of people
with severe complications, including blindness and paralysis, over the years.
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Lower vaccination rates pose a risk to public health.  Photo by Whitesession on Pixabay
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https://ecdc.europa.eu/en/vaccine-preventable-diseases


Thanks to widespread vaccination, smallpox has now been eradicated and the same is
expected to happen to polio soon, if current efforts are sustained. Other diseases are still out
there, but their reach was limited by immunisation, like with measles. 
 
 
 
Before the introduction of the vaccine in the early 1960s, measles - a highly contagious virus
spread by air or infected surfaces - killed 2.6 million people every year. In 2016, it caused the
death of 89,780 people, which is the lowest number of fatalities caused by measles until now.
 
 
 
Vaccination continues to be one of most important tools for public health. It saves two to three
million people every year and if coverage was increased, then vaccination would prevent
another 1.5 million deaths, according to the World Health Organization.  
 
 
 
Measles cases triple in one year
 
 
 
Although measles cases and deaths are decreasing in the world, in 2017, 14,451 cases of
measles were reported in the EU, three times as many as in 2016 (4,643). The two countries
with the highest number cases were Romania and Italy, according to the European Centre for
Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC). In 2017 87% of cases involved unvaccinated cases.
Over the last two years 50 people died in the EU because of measles.
 
 
 
Why the number of measles cases is increasing
 
 
 
The most effective measure to prevent the spread of measles it to make sure that 95% of the
population is vaccinated with two doses of the  measles, mumps and rubella (MMR) vaccine.
However, in the EU only Croatia, Hungary, Lithuania, Portugal, Slovakia, Spain and Sweden
reached that target in 2016, according to the World Health Organization.  For example, both
Romania and Italy, the countries with the highest number of cases in 2017, were well below the
safety target
 
 
 
MEPs warn against drop in vaccination rates
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http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs286/en/
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs378/en/
https://ecdc.europa.eu/en/publications-data/number-measles-cases-month-and-notification-rate-million-population-country-1-0
https://ecdc.europa.eu/en/publications-data/number-measles-cases-month-and-notification-rate-million-population-country-1-0
http://atlas.ecdc.europa.eu/public/index.aspx


On 19 April, MEPs adopted a resolution expressing concerns about Europe's insufficient
coverage rates and its impact on public health.
 
 
 
The difference in immunisation rates between EU countries are due to different national
policies on vaccination, increasing prices of vaccines and the refusal of vaccines.
 
 
 
In the draft resolution, MEPS call on the European Commission to facilitate a more harmonised
schedule for vaccination across the EU and to increase its support to national vaccination
initiatives. They also welcomed plans for EU countries to buy vaccines together, which should
make them cheaper.
 
 
 

Vaccine hesitancy
 
 
 
MEPs are especially concerned about people´s refusal to be vaccinated or have their children
vaccinated. “Too many parents elude vaccinations and several infective diseases are re-
emerging,” said Italian S&D member Elena Gentile, one of the authors of the resolution,
following the vote by Parliament's public health committee in March.  
 
 
 
People avoid or refuse vaccines due to perceptions that vaccines are not important as decades
of widespread vaccination have made its benefits invisible in Europe, that they aren´t safe or
they have dangerous side effects. Although multiple scientific studies have found no link
between the MMR vaccine and autism, these false claims are still repeated on websites, forums
and social media.
 
 
 
"Our vaccines are absolutely safe. There is a lot misinformation going around claiming those
vaccines make people ill, but that is of course nonsense, a dangerous nonsense,” said German
EPP member Renate Sommer, who is one of seven MEPs who wrote the resolution.
 
 

Vaccine hesitancy
• A delay in acceptance or refusal of vaccines despite availability of vaccination services
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http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/124847/ELENA_GENTILE_home.html
http://www.who.int/vaccine_safety/committee/topics/mmr/mmr_autism/en/
http://www.who.int/vaccine_safety/committee/topics/mmr/mmr_autism/en/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/4282/mep_home.html


In the resolution, MEPs welcomed the Joint Action Plan on Vaccination to fight people's
reluctance to be vaccinated. They also proposed several measures to make the evaluation of
safety of vaccines more transparent and called for more communication and awareness
campaigns to fight false information on vaccination, especially online.
 
 
 
Italian Greens/EFA member Marco Affronte, one of the authors of the resolution ,said:  “We
need to reassure families and fight fake news.” 
 
 
 
Next steps
 
 
 
The Commission is expected to present measures for cooperation on diseases that can be
prevented by vaccination before the summer.
 
Measles cases in 2017
 
 
 
Country Total Measles cases 2017 Cases per million
     
Austria 95 10.93
Belgium 368 32.53
Bulgaria 166 23.2
Croatia 7 1.67
Cyprus 3 3.54
Czech Republic 146 13.83
Denmark 4 0.7
Estonia 1 0.76
Finland 10 1.82
France 518 7.76
Germany 929 11.31
Greece 967 89.67
Hungary 36 3.66
Iceland 3 9.02
Ireland 21 4.44
Italy 5,004 82.49
Latvia 0 0
Lithuania 2 0.69
Luxembourg 4 6.94
Malta 0 0
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https://ec.europa.eu/health/vaccination/overview_en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/124797/MARCO_AFFRONTE_home.html


 
 
Source: ECDC
 
Read our overview explaining how the EU improves public health.
 

Netherlands 16 0.94
Norway 1 0.19
Poland 62 1.63
Portugal 34 3.29
Romania 5,560 281.37
Slovakia 6 1.11
Slovenia 7 3.39
Spain 160 3.45
Sweden 41 4.16
United Kingdom 280 4.28
Total 14,451 28

Find out more
Vaccine hesitancy and drop in vaccination rates in Europe (ENVI documents)
Press release on the plenary vote
Press release on the committee vote
Vaccine schedules in all countries of the EU
European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control
Q&A about childhood vaccination
European Commission page on vaccination
Legislative file
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https://ecdc.europa.eu/en/publications-data/number-measles-cases-month-and-notification-rate-million-population-country-1-0
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/priorities/eu-health-policy/20190705STO56307/improving-public-health-eu-measures-explained
http://www.emeeting.europarl.europa.eu/committees/agenda/201803/ENVI/ENVI(2018)0319_1P/sitt-7670948
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20180412IPR01612/meps-highlight-health-risks-of-falling-vaccination-rates-in-the-eu
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/pt/press-room/20180319IPR00021/health-committee-meps-warn-against-dropping-vaccination-rates
https://vaccine-schedule.ecdc.europa.eu/
https://ecdc.europa.eu/en/home
https://ecdc.europa.eu/en/immunisation-vaccines/childhood-vaccination/faq
https://ec.europa.eu/health/vaccination/overview_en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?lang=en&reference=2017/2951(RSP)

