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I n Europe, the harmful consumption of alcohol is the 
second largest lifestyle-related cause of illness, and it is a 
risk factor in over 60 chronic diseases, including alcohol-
related liver disease and chronic pancreatitis, diseases 
of the digestive system, cancer, diabetes, cardiovascular 

diseases, obesity and neuropsychiatric diseases. On top of all 
these ailments, alcohol has many other harmful effects. One 
in four road traffic accidents in the EU is alcohol-related and 
account for more than 10,000 road deaths per year – young 
people between the ages of 18 and 24 are particularly at risk.

Overall, direct and indirect alcohol-related social costs in 
Europe amount to over €160bn. The commission has analysed 

the resulting impact on the economy and citizens’ health, and 
has identified five priority issues that need addressing. First, 
the commission aims to focus on the protection of young 
people, children and unborn babies. The goal here is to curb 
alcohol consumption in minors and young people – especially 
if it is harmful or dangerous. In addition, the commission is 
looking to reduce the harm that children in alcohol-dependent 
families are exposed to, as well as the exposure of pregnant 
women to alcohol and, consequently, the number of newborns 
exposed to foetal alcohol syndrome.

In terms of the health and safety of all citizens, the com-
mission has chosen to focus some of its efforts on reducing 
the number of deaths and injuries resulting from alcohol-
related road traffic accidents. It will also work to prevent 
alcohol-related harm in adults and to reduce the number of 
people affected by alcohol-related physical and psychological 
pathologies. Furthermore, it will work to reduce the burden of 
alcohol-related deaths.

In an effort to promote responsible drinking, the commis-
sion will also focus on providing information and education 
aimed at raising public awareness of the consequences of the 
harmful, hazardous effects of alcohol consumption. It will also 
create an EU-wide base of scientific knowledge, with the aim 
of providing a database containing information on the effects 
of public initiatives and repercussions of alcohol consumption 

on productivity and economic develop-
ment.

With this in mind, the Five-Star 
Movement is now calling for a new 
European action plan to be drafted, focus-
ing first and foremost on preventive health 
measures, health promotion and health 
education. The plan also needs to include 
guidelines as to how to improve access to 
healthcare and provide ongoing support 
to those affected and their families as well 
as those involved in road traffic accidents 
caused by alcohol abuse.

We intend to focus on raising aware-
ness, education and the implementation 

of preventive measures – particularly among young people 
– paving the way for a wide range of community initiatives 
involving teachers, parents and young people themselves. More 
concretely, we will institute educational programmes that start 
in early childhood and carry on into adolescence. Such efforts 
may include promoting sport among teenagers, introducing 
the requirement to provide information regarding the ingredi-
ents and nutritional content of alcoholic beverages, increasing 
efforts to inform the public – minors in particular – about the 
effects of alcohol, implementing controls, securing support 
services to treat alcohol-related disorders and alcohol-related 
chronic diseases, and developing appropriate strategies for 
combating the illegal sale of alcohol. 

Young people must be focus  
of alcohol awareness efforts

‘Direct and 
indirect alcohol-
related social 
costs in Europe 
amount to over 
€160bn’ and we 
must act now, 
urges Piernicola 
Pedicini

Piernicola Pedicini 
is a member 
of parliament’s 
environment, public 
health and food safety 
committee

“One in four road 
traffic accidents in the 
EU is alcohol-related 
and account for more 
than 10,000 road 
deaths per year – 
young people between 
the ages of 18 and 24 
are particularly at risk”
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I n the coming weeks, parliament’s committee on environ-
ment, public health and food safety will start to examine 
the commission’s proposal on the revision of six differ-
ent waste directives. The commission aims to update 
European legislation so that waste management can 

move towards the concept of a circular economy.
Though this is a relatively new concept within the frame-

work of EU policies, in practice it is nothing new. In fact, 
grassroots organisations all around the world have been insist-
ing for decades that removing materials from the waste cycle 
is a win-win strategy. Recycling materials otherwise directed 
to landfills or incinerators means ensuring better protection of 
our environment and a reduction in the exploitation of natural 
resources and economic gain, thanks to a cheaper cost of raw 
materials used in the production of goods.

Between 2004 and 2012, according to Eurostat data, the 
total amount of waste generated per capita dropped to a timid 
123 kg on average. In total, in 2012, the 27 member states 
produced 2.5 billion tonnes of waste, the result of activities 
such as quarrying and mining, manufacturing, building and 
demolition and energy production. 

Urban waste, the production of which is directly linked to 
personal behaviour, accounts for just some 10 per cent of total 
waste. However, according to the commission’s evaluation, it 
is one of the most difficult waste streams to deal with because 
it is different for everyone. Considerable resources have been 
invested in reducing the total amount of urban waste produced 
and increasing the amount that is recycled. However, the total 
amount of household waste in the EU went up about four per 
cent on average between 1994 and 2012. What is most worry-
ing is that this trend affects even those countries with generally 
better environmental performances.

While identifying common causes to understand this 
phenomenon is not an easy task, some elements are worth 
taking a closer look at. The hierarchy established by the waste 
framework directive, for example, favours energy recovery over 
landfilling. The directive assumes that landfilling is the worst 
possible solution. However, if waste is collected separately – 
starting from organic matter – and if this is done well and 
everything is sent off to be recycled, it should not be taken for 
granted that incineration is better than landfilling.

While no waste reduction policy could ever depend on 

incineration, seeing as waste is necessary to feed the plant, 
landfilling can take full advantage of waste reduction as the 
dumping site would be designed to last longer. Furthermore, 
when organising household waste into categories, it becomes 
clear that paper and plastic are the only two materials with 
high heating power. While paper recycling is easy and eco-
nomically convenient, this is not the case for plastic. On 
average, countries where incineration is the main form of waste 
management enjoy stable or increasing per capita production.

This is a complex issue that requires a more articulate 
analysis. Yet one thing is certain – if the EU is serious about 
implementing a circular economy aimed at achieving zero 
waste, it needs a clear commitment on industrial design. 
Rather than tackling the problem at the finish line, we must 
focus on prevention. 

EU needs clear commitments 
to achieve circular economy

Waste 
management is 
a tricky issue, 
but the EU must 
not unilaterally 
disregard 
landfilling 
in favour of 
incineration, 
writes Eleonora 
Evi

Eleonora Evi is 
parliament’s EFDD 
group shadow 
rapporteur on waste 
management report

“In total, in 
2012, the 27 
member states 
produced 2.5 
billion tonnes 
of waste”
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T he internet, like water, is a common good. It is much 
more than a platform for entertainment or a virtual 
location where goods can be bought and sold. In fact, 
it enables the general public to access, process and 
share information. It is also essential when dealing 

with administrative and public bodies. In March 2014, the 
European commission recognised access to drinking water 
as a human right, and recognising access to the internet as a 
human right should be the priority of the EU digital agenda. 
This would be the best possible starting point from which 
to implement the bridging of the European Union’s digital 
divide – the digital agenda’s next priority. There are currently 
vast areas of Europe – mainly rural areas, where investment is 
less profitable – without a fast and reliable internet connection.

I fear, however, that the internet is not at all like water for 
the new European commission, who instead see its impor-
tance as linked exclusively to the digital single market and to 
its development. This became abundantly 
clear during the European parliament 
hearing of the new commissioner for 
digital economy and society Günther 
Oettinger. Oettinger actually declared he 
was in favour of ideas and concepts that I 
believe represent a danger to users, such as 
the creation of European telecommunica-
tions giants. This would run the risk of the EU following an 
American model, where a very small number of giants have seen 
off all competition on the fixed network and currently constitute 
a de facto oligopoly. In a scenario without competition, the 
opportunity for choice is taken away from the consumer and 
companies care little about putting in the investment required 
to bridge the digital divide.

The way to ensure everyone has a fast and reliable internet 
connection, however, is not necessarily by getting the telecom-
munications companies’ investments, which have so far been 
scarce and ineffective in the broadband sector. Instead, the EU 
should encourage bottom-up investment models that respond 
to the needs of users, rather than the needs of the market. I 
am convinced that the EU could achieve excellent results by 
encouraging the proliferation of mesh networks which in some 
cases have already been created on the initiative of citizens 
coming together. A minimal individual ‘investment’ is required 
– less than the cost of purchasing a normal internet subscrip-

tion – to yield exceptional results. In Italy, for example, using 
mesh networks you can browse, surf, download or upload on 
the internet at 20-30 megabits per second, a speed no normal 
service providers will give you, even when uploading.

Mesh networks are seen as ‘shrubs’ that have sprung up on 
the ‘logs’ comprising the internet’s backbone. They are created 
on the initiative of non-profit cooperatives formed by citizens. 
A cooperative purchases web access at wholesale prices, and 
each member, using a small repeater located on the roof of 
their home, then bounces the signal back out to locations that 
are usually too far apart to be reached directly. This is a highly 
efficient, basic, low-cost solution with the advantage that it 
focuses on the local community and cooperation between indi-
viduals, and marginalises the motivation for market advantage 
and profit. Mesh networks are not currently supported either 
publicly or privately in any particular way, yet they would be 
fully entitled to receive support from the EU should the digital 

agenda grant the internet the status it 
deserves – the same as that of water, of 
being a common good. 

EU should recognise internet 
access as a ‘human right’

Bridging the 
digital divide 
will be key to 
realising the 
EU’s digital 
agenda, 
argues Dario 
Tamburrano

Dario Tamburrano 
is a member of 
parliament’s industry, 
research and energy 
committee

“Recognising access to 
the internet as a human 
right should be the priority 
of the EU digital agenda”
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