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Combating antimicrobial resistance to protect lung health in Europe

Lungs Europe, a partnership of the European Respiratory Society' and European Lung
Foundation?, calls for coordinated action against antimicrobial resistance (AMR). More than
35,000 people die each year in Europe because common infections no longer respond to
antibiotics®, while antimicrobial resistance is also undermining the effectiveness of treating
respiratory infections, such as pneumonia and tuberculosis®.

Lungs Europe calls on the European Union (EU) to strengthen prevention, improve
diagnosis, promote prudent antibiotic use and accelerate development of new
antimicrobials to safeguard European lung health.

1. Healthcare-associated infections

An estimated 70% of infections with antibiotic-resistant bacteria in the EU are contracted
from hospitals®. These include particularly dangerous resistant bacteria such as MRSA,
carbapenem-R Enterobacterales, or MDR Acinetobacter baumannii. While frameworks to
address this issue exist, like the 2009 Council recommendations on patient safety (including
prevention of healthcare-associated infections)®, and HERA's (Health Emergency
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Preparedness and Response) recognition of 798%, gaps in implementation and enforcement
persist.

The EU and its Member States should take action to improve infection control across
Member States, including strict hand hygiene policies, routine screening for resistant
bacteria, and isolation of high-risk patients. Specifically, there is a need to fully
implement the Council recommendations on stepping up EU actions to combat
antimicrobial resistance through a One Health approach. Additionally, Lungs Europe
supports the European Commission’s (EC) proposal to develop EU infection prevention and
control (IPC) guidelines for hospitals and long-term care facilities®. Furthermore, infection-
control requirements should be incorporated into existing EU health legislation or
funding mechanisms, such as EU4Health, to drive the implementation of AMR control
measures.

2. Vaccination programmes

Vaccines reduce the need for antibiotics by preventing the onset of infectious diseases. The
EU recognises the importance of vaccination for AMR in the EC One Health Action Plan
against AMR (2017) and in the European Council’s draft Recommendation on AMR.
Vaccination is highlighted as a priority, including in animal health, to reduce the need for
antimicrobials’. Furthermore, disease-specific programmes, such as efforts to increase the
rates of flu and COVID-19 vaccines uptake, are supported at the EU level. However, key
vaccines that can reduce antibiotic use, such as pneumococcal conjugate vaccine or the
influenza vaccine, have suboptimal coverage in most of the EU Member States. This is a
missed opportunity to curb antibiotic use. Research shows that universal pneumococcal
vaccination could save hundreds of thousands of lives from pneumonia and cut antibiotic
use by an estimated 47%."°

Increased funding for vaccination campaigns via EU4Health, Horizon Europe or the
Recovery and Resilience Facility has the potential of scaling up vaccine coverage,
decreasing antibiotic use and therefore reducing AMR. Moreover, public awareness
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campaigns to counter vaccine hesitancy are crucial to prevent outbreaks of infections,
helping to safeguard public health and reduce healthcare costs and antibiotic use.

3. Early and accurate diagnosis of infections

The deployment of rapid diagnostic tools across healthcare settings — particularly in primary
care, where 80% of antibiotic prescriptions are issued — is essential to help healthcare
professionals distinguish bacterial from viral infections and to identify drug-resistant

" urges Member States to increase

pathogens. The EU Council’'s 2023 Recommendation
the use of diagnostic tests in primary care to improve antibiotic treatment. However,
stronger EU-level action is still needed. Investing in laboratory capacity through Horizon
Europe and EU4Health will help healthcare professionals prescribe the right treatments.
The EU should also support training on how to interpret and use diagnostic results in

treatment decisions.

4. Responsible use of antimicrobials

Responsible use of existing antimicrobials is essential to extending their effectiveness. EU-
wide guidelines for common infections (as planned by the Commission) to standardise
best practices in antibiotic prescribing across Member States' have the potential to
reduce overuse and misuse of antibiotics. These guidelines should align with the World
Health Organization’s (WHO) AwaRe classification to help clinicians choose narrow-
spectrum agents when appropriate and reserve broad-spectrum drugs for last-resort
situations. Additionally, hospitals and clinics should implement active and responsible
antimicrobial stewardship programmes alongside infection control measures.

Public awareness campaigns are a necessary tool to educate and empower citizens on the
proper use of antibiotics. Alarmingly, almost one in ten EU citizens report taking antibiotics
without a prescription™. Campaigns highlighting the dangers of misuse, building on
initiatives like European Antibiotic Awareness Day, are essential. Patients should be partners
in responsible use: informed patients are less likely to demand antibiotics inappropriately
and more likely to follow prescribed treatments correctly.
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5. Fostering development of new treatments and alternatives

Bacteria inevitably develop resistance to antibiotics, making broader infection
management through innovative approaches essential. Expanding research and
development of antimicrobials and alternatives to antibiotics is key. There is a growing need
for EU investment in:

e Vaccines for drug-resistant infections'

e Non-antibiotic therapies, such as phage therapy, immunotherapies and anti-
virulence agents

e Improved diagnostics and biomarkers

The EU’s research programmes (Horizon Europe, Innovative Health Initiative) and agencies
(HERA, ECDC, EMA) should prioritise AMR in their agendas, from funding late-stage
antimicrobial research’ to speeding up regulatory approval for novel therapies. They
must also address access challenges and supply chain vulnerabilities to reduce gaps
between Member States.
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