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Introduction
On November 19th, Catherine Stihler MEP and the Information Office of the European Parliament in Scotland organised a seminar on chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) at the Parliament's office in Edinburgh. 

COPD refers to chronic bronchitis and emphysema, often but by no means always caused by smoking. Those who suffer from COPD have impaired lung function and suffer from shortness of breath. Respiratory disease is currently the second most common cause of death in the UK, and its incidence is on the rise. Despite this, COPD enjoys relatively little public awareness; in 2007, 89% of the UK population had never heard of it.

Speaking at the event were:

· Mrs Catherine Stihler, Member of the European Parliament for Scotland

· Ms Marianella Salapatas, president of the European Federation of Allergy and Airways Diseases Patients Associations (EFA)
· Dr James Cant, head of the British Lung Foundation for Scotland and Northern Ireland

· Ms Monica Fletcher, chair of the European Lung Foundation and chief executive of Education for Health

The four speakers are all involved in the fight against COPD and have worked hard to raise public awareness of the disease in an effort to halt and reverse the increase in its occurrence. A brief summary of each speaker's main points is presented below, as well as a list of online resources relating to COPD and the documents referred to during the seminar.

Catherine Stihler MEP
The seminar started with opening remarks by Catherine Stihler MEP. She outlined the nature of COPD, noting that each year 5,000 people in Scotland and 300,000 across at the EU die of the disease. Currently, a 100,000 Scots suffer from COPD; this figure is predicted to rise by 33% over the next twenty years.

She emphasised that the "huge lack of public awareness" surrounding the disease can and should be tackled, including an education campaign targeted at young people discouraging them from taking up smoking. Mrs. Stihler underlined the urgency of taking action, noting that the annual cost of lost productivity in Europe due to COPD exceeds 28 billion euros - with Scotland paying an estimated £100 million every year to cover the costs of health and social care, as well as loss in productivity.
In view of these alarming figures, Mrs. Stihler pointed out that she had drafted a written declaration on COPD at the European Parliament in 2007, which was signed by 226 MEPs from across the EU. It called on the European Commission and the Council of Ministers to classify COPD as a "major disease", which would free up significant amounts of funding for research in this field. As of 2010 however, there is no common EU strategy to deal with COPD - as healthcare remains the exclusive preserve of national authorities - but Mrs. Stihler underlined that the toll the disease takes on people's lives and healthcare providers can no longer be ignored.

In June 2010, Mrs. Stihler and EFA marked the launch of a European 'Call to Action', which called on the EU to make COPD a political priority and do all it can to prioritise prevention and early diagnosis. She expressed her hope that current efforts would be continued to raise public awareness of the disease and underlined the pivotal role of the EU in coordinating and funding research, education and treatment.
Marianella Salapatas

Ms. Salapatas is the president of EFA, which is an umbrella organisation for 33 respiratory disease patients' associations from 20 countries. EFA exists to provide those who suffer from allergies and other airways diseases a strong, united voice.

Like Mrs Stihler, Ms Salapatas emphasised that one of the most important steps to be taken is to tackle public ignorance of COPD. As the symptoms of the disease manifest themselves slowly, lack of awareness that they are at risk of COPD may lead people to put off seeking medical help for too long. She also pointed out that the perception exists that COPD affects only older people, while current trends indicate people are getting the disease at far younger ages than previously thought.

In her opinion, the solution lies in finding a statement in simple language that will resonate with people and help them realise the risks of smoking and air pollution.
As COPD often goes undiagnosed for years, she also argued that spirometry tests should be part of the standard check-up at GPs, so that COPD can be diagnosed earlier and more effectively. Ms. Salapatas expressed optimism at the fact that, unlike a decade ago, COPD is being discussed at the political level. Nonetheless, she emphasised the importance of anti-smoking campaigns and smoking bans in public places and called for more funding for COPD research.
While recognising the importance of the EU in putting pressure on national healthcare authorities, Ms Salapatas recognised that ultimately it is up to medical professionals to make sure that COPD is diagnosed as early as possible.
Dr James Cant
Dr James Cant is the head of the British Lung Foundation in Scotland and Northern Ireland. He deplored the fact that lung health is often taken for granted until it is too late, and praised ways of spreading the word about COPD and lung health. In particular, he singled out Breathe Easy groups, now found across the UK, which work to raise public awareness and provide support for people who suffer from COPD and those around them. 

Like the previous speakers, Dr. Cant also argued that the profile of the disease needs to be raised continually with the general public to help reverse the increase in the number of people who suffer from it. In the same vein as Ms. Salapatas, he highlighted the fact that COPD "sneaks up on people", and argued for increased efforts in educating people about the harmful effects of second-hand smoke. 

With regards to the costs of fighting COPD, he picked up on the point made earlier by Mrs. Stihler, noting that the Chief Medical Officer for Scotland argued in his testimony to the Scottish Parliament Finance Committee in November 2010 that the costs of prevention through awareness and anti-smoking campaigns are lower than the costs of treatment later on. 
Monica Fletcher
The final speaker was Monica Fletcher, the chief executive of the Education for Health charity and the chair of the European Lung Foundation, who praised Mrs. Stihler for her work in the fight against COPD.

Ms Fletcher widened the discussion beyond the purely medical - she showed that COPD affects not only a person's health, but can severely impair their ability to work and socialise. She also underlined the consequences for partners, relatives and friends, who may have to quit working to become fulltime carers. 
She also argued for healthcare resources to be targeted at areas known to have higher incidence of COPD, such as the central belt in Scotland. When looking beyond the UK, Ms Fletcher noted that many women in developing countries are at risk of COPD due to exposure to biomass when cooking indoors with poor ventilation.

Like the previous speakers, Ms Fletcher called on national and European authorities to provide more funding into COPD research, and provided a detailed breakdown of the cost to the taxpayer of people with COPD seeking medical attention, mirroring Dr. Cant's point that prevention is cheaper than treatment. Moreover, in terms of the economic cost of the disease, she noted that COPD is associated with a decrease in work productivity and early retirement which in turn lead to lower tax revenue and higher welfare expenditure. Taking all these effects into account, Ms. Fletcher estimated the total cost of COPD to the British economy to be of £621 million annually.
Summary
The four speakers each brought their own contribution to the discussion, whether from a political, medical or personal point of view. There was also valuable input from the audience, which included many people who live with COPD. 
There was a general consensus on the panel that COPD is largely unknown to the general public, and that this needs to change drastically to battle the disease. With regards to finding the right message to raise awareness among the general public, the speakers agreed that this was a difficult task as COPD affects people of all ages and backgrounds, and discussed the possibility of tailoring the message to specific age and gender groups. The lack of awareness was also echoed by members of the audience, who noted that even after being diagnosed with COPD they had little idea of what it entailed. 
The importance of campaigns that seek to dissuade young people from ever taking up smoking - the leading cause of COPD - was also recognised across the panel. It was also noted that, although the incidence of the disease has been on the rise, this trend may now have bottomed out as anti-smoking campaigns and smoking bans start to take effect. 

The seminar concluded with the hope that through joint action, linking research, preventative measures, treatment and awareness campaigns, it should be possible to halt and reverse the increase in COPD in the UK, Europe and beyond.

Online resources & documents
· European Parliament Written Declaration on combating chronic obstructive pulmonary disease: http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//NONSGML+WDECL+P6-DCL-2007-0102+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN&language=EN 

· EFA 'Call to Action' for a European strategy to tackle COPD: http://yearofthelung.org/uploads/Document/e7/WEB_CHEMIN_6876_1279525559.pdf 

· Evidence on healthcare-related preventative spending by Harry Burns, Chief Medical Officer for Scotland, to the Finance Committee of the Scottish Parliament: http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/s3/committees/finance/inquiries/preventative/cmo.pdf 

· Website of Catherine Stihler MEP: http://www.catherinestihlermep.com  

· British Lung Foundation: http://www.lunguk.org 
· EFA: http://www.efanet.org 
· Education for Health: http://www.educationforhealth.org 


· European Lung Foundation: http://www.european-lung-foundation.org 
· European Parliament Information Office in Scotland: http://www.europarl.org.uk/scotland 
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