Dear Prime Minister Straujuma,
In view of the upcoming Latvian Presidency of the Council of the European Union in 2015, the
undersigned 34 organisations from 16 European countries would like to urge you to prioritise the issue
of tuberculosis (TB) and multi-drug resistant tuberculosis (MDR-TB) in your programme of the
Presidency.
Although estimates indicate that overall TB rates have been decreasing since 20001, TB accounts for
over 40% of all mortality from communicable diseases in the European region and is the most common
cause of death among people living with HIV/AIDS. In 2012 alone, 360,000 people developed TB and
40,000 people died from the disease.2 While too often overlooked, the economic burden caused by TB
in the region is significant. A recent study estimates the overall cost of TB in the EU at €5.9 billion per
year,3 including both direct costs for health systems and indirect costs due to productivity losses.
WHO’s latest available data show that, with an estimated 74,000 cases in 2012, the European region
accounts for almost a quarter of the global burden of MDR-TB although it only makes up 13 percent
of the global population. 15 of the 27 MDR-TB high-burden countries worldwide are located in the
European region and five of them are EU Member States, including Latvia.
Governments in the wider region are often largely dependent on external support to finance their TB
programmes. The phasing out of international donors, such as the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, TB and
Malaria and USAID, means there is now an increased risk of MDR-TB spreading throughout the EU on an
even greater scale if additional efforts and actions are not put into place.
TB is not an isolated problem affecting only high burden countries of the EU and EU neighbours.
Western European countries, such as France and Italy, have been facing an increasing burden on their
health systems with European citizens and neighbours desperately seeking treatments not available in
their own countries. London, UK, has the highest TB rate of Western Europe, with some areas having
rates three times higher than the average in the European region. In Portugal, TB has been on the rise
as a consequence of the economic crisis.
Declining availability of resources coupled with the ubiquity of the problem regionally has made topical
the need for regional political action, now more than ever. We strongly believe that regional political
leadership could, in addition to Member States’ efforts, drive the epidemic down both in the EU and
in other European neighbouring countries. Existing EU provisions on serious cross-border health threats
and anti-microbial resistance could very much pave the way for EU action on TB.
In view of the recent progress made in TB control in Latvia, we are calling on the Latvian government
to seize the unique opportunity of the upcoming Presidency of the Council of the European Union to
include the fight against TB in the European region as one of its health priorities. According to
preliminary meetings held with a number of Member States’ representatives in Brussels, we believe that
such an initiative would be very well received and that, together, you will be able to generate much
needed political leadership to start turning the tide of the TB epidemic in Europe.
Yours Sincerely,
The undersigned 34 civil society organisations
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