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Facts & figures about the JRC
• Established in 1957
• Around 3 000 scientific and technical personnel
• 7 scientific institutes
• 1 433 pubblications in 2013

The Joint Research Centre (JRC), as the European Commission’s
in-house science service, has a has a longstanding experience
on health-related activities. These range from the detection
of potentially hazardous substances in food, to the monitoring of
health threats and environmental risks, as well as standardisation
of measurements and validation of methods for safety assessment.
The JRC is also now successfully developing new expertise
in important public health-related areas, such as cancer and rare
diseases, nutrition and healthy ageing, as well as behavioural
sciences applied to public health.

The JRC hosts seven European Union Reference Laboratories (EURLs).
Four of them deal with safety issues in the food chain: polycyclic
aromatic hydrocarbons, heavy metals, mycotoxins and feed additives.

Geraldine BARRY (Head of Unit)
Communication Unit
BE-1049 Brussels
Belgium

Website: https://ec.europa.eu/jrc
Contact: https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/contact

Maintaining the highest possible health status of European citizens
is necessary to maximise the European Union’s full economic
and social potential. While the main responsibility for health policy
and provision of healthcare lies with the Member States, certain
aspects of public health, such as aggregation of data and supporting
harmonisation can be addressed most efficiently at the EU level.

European Union Reference Laboratories

Contact details
European Commission
Joint Research Centre

Tel: +32 (2) 297 41 81
Fax: +32 (2) 299 63 22

Health
Some JRC examples

As the Commission’s in-house science service, the Joint Research
Centre’s mission is to provide EU policies with independent,
evidence-based scientific and technical support throughout
the whole policy cycle.
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Through the EURLs, the JRC works with the networks of national
reference laboratories, which contribute to the harmonisation of
testing methods throughout Europe, enabling the delivery of robust
and reliable experimental results. Particularly in the area of food
and feed, the EURLs’ work has improved the implementation
of the legal limits for certain substances, which saved the need
to duplicate analyses across the EU countries.
More info: https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/eurls
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Europe is facing a major challenge in maintaining a high level
of public health protection.

Towards European cancer and rare diseases
information systems
In order to gauge the effectiveness of policies concerned with
tackling the European cancer burden, it is important that accurate
and comparable data on cancer incidence, prevalence, cure, survival
and mortality in the EU are made available. The JRC operates
the European Network of Cancer Registries (ENCR), representing
over 200 cancer registries in Europe, with the aim of creating
a harmonised cancer information system for Europe. This will give
the Commission full autonomy to report on cancer incidence in
Europe, enabling it to steer and monitor cancer policy interventions
as well as to facilitate cancer epidemiological research in Europe.
The JRC is also working to update and provide European guidelines
for breast cancer screening, diagnosis, treatment and care in tandem
with a European voluntary quality assurance scheme to ensure that
minimum requirements are fulfilled throughout all stages of the
patient’s pathway. As evidence becomes available, the guidelines will

be updated and form the basis for the associated quality assurance
indicators, thus developing an EU accredited pathway for breast
cancer care.
Between 6% and 8% of the EU population suffers from a rare disease.
Currently, data on rare diseases is fragmented in over 600 rare
disease registries. In order to improve diagnosis and care, accurate,
reliable and comparable information needs to be provided, analysed
and disseminated. Linking different networks, activities and initiatives
in the field of rare diseases would facilitate the harmonisation
of data, multidisciplinary research, and result in benefits to patients
and the scientific and medical communities at large. The JRC is
developing a European registration platform of rare diseases to
increase the interoperability among the existing registries, to help
establish new registries and to act as a hub providing access
to all data collections.
More info: https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/research-topic/public-health
http://www.encr.eu

Linking behavioural science and nutrition
The JRC is addressing issues related to diet and lifestyle in response
to the need for action at EU level. Due to the cross-cutting nature
and complexity of these issues, nutritionists, behavioural economists
and cancer experts work closely on topics related to disease prevention,
maintaining healthier diets, active and healthy ageing, or empowering
consumers to make sound nutritional and lifestyle choices.
Recent reports published by the JRC show that healthy diets can help
prevent cancer and favour healthy and active ageing. A recent survey
of breast cancer services in Europe illustrates the diversity of health
care systems and another study shows that European countries
acknowledge the important contribution of school food to children’s
health. JRC scientists have also analysed various strategies that could
be used to reduce trans fats intake.
More info: https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/research-topic/public-health

to removing barriers to e-health usage, and identifying innovative
approaches to integrated care in EU regions.
The JRC is also involved in the European Partnership on Active and
Healthy Ageing, and its impact will be measured using the interconnection between population, health, economic, and innovation indicators.
More info: http://is.jrc.ec.europa.eu/pages/TFS/sps.html

MedISys – in search of emerging public health threats
The JRC’s Medical Information System (MedISys) collects and automatically analyses more than one million news articles per week from a
wide range of media sources in various languages. For example, the
system is used to monitor outbreaks of communicable diseases like
the current Ebola crisis in West Africa, avian flu or the E. coli outbreak
in 2011. The results are publicly available and are routinely used by
public health authorities at international, EU and Member State level.
More info: http://medisys.newsbrief.eu/

Nanotechnology – ensuring safe innovation
Nanotechnology has been identified as a key enabling technology
providing the basis for innovation and new products. The JRC is actively
supporting scientific and technical developments and international
harmonisation for the identification, detection and characterisation of
nanomaterials, focusing on understanding their properties and effects.
It also provides tools for their correct measurement and testing, such
as reference materials or validated analytical methods.
In addition, in the field of nanomedicine, the JRC is currently developing
a series of protocols for the characterisation of nanostructures
and nanocarrier systems that could be used for targeted drug delivery
and imaging systems. The aim is to determine and provide the set
of nanocarrier properties that will facilitate the regulatory acceptance
and therefore contribute to a safe EU nanomedicine industry.
More info: https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/research-topic/nanotechnology

a systems toxicology approach. New approaches combining in vitro
with computational techniques should be able to predict potential
effects of chemicals, for example contained in cosmetics and other
consumer products, on the human organism and its functioning more
accurately than traditional tests conducted on animals.
The JRC is a key partner in SEURAT-1, a major European privatepublic research initiative working towards better safety assessment
approaches while reducing the reliance on testing on animals.
It aims at formulating and implementing a research strategy for
the development of innovative tools and methodologies, including
the use of human cells, tissues, and organ-simulating devices.
The new approaches also involve the integration of biology,
computational modelling and physico-chemical techniques, which
should better reflect the complexity of the human organism.
More info: https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/research-topic/alternatives-animaltesting-and-safety-assessment-chemicals

Measurement standards for health
Standardisation in the health sector provides reliability and
comparability of clinical results. The JRC produces certified reference
materials, distributing them around the world, and it also supports
new guidelines for clinical measurements. Manufacturers of clinical
testing equipment use the JRC’s certified reference materials
as the accepted reference point for calibration, which are then used
as benchmarks for millions of clinical tests each year.
For example, over 40 different enzyme and protein reference materials
are available from the JRC, including those for tumour, infectious
diseases and cardiac damage markers. One example is the
JRC-produced certified reference material based on human serum
material and certified for 12 of the most abundant plasma proteins.
It is now the gold standard for harmonising diagnostics of such
human proteins worldwide.
The JRC is currently conducting feasibility studies to standardise
the measurement of five biomarkers for autoimmune diseases.
The studies should also lead to the possibility for broader standardisation programmes for other diseases. Biomarker measurements
have potentially a high diagnostic accuracy for Alzheimer’s disease
and may also be used to identify it in its early stages.

Environment and health
A clean environment is essential for human health and well-being.
Among many aspects of the environment’s influence on human health,
the JRC has been investigating those related to indoor and outdoor air,
soil and noise. Increasingly, research is focusing on the relation between
climate change and its influence on the spread of infectious diseases.
The JRC has been active in the field of air pollution for many years,
supporting policy makers with long-term monitoring and modelling
on a regional to global scale. Over time, it has developed and applies
its own global air quality model (TM5-FASST) to evaluate the
pollution levels of particulate matter and ozone that are the result
of emissions caused by human activity. For indoor air pollution,
the JRC has been working to build a holistic approach to support
relevant EU policies which will make our indoor environment safer,
healthier, more energy efficient, and sustainable. In the context
of the European Union Strategy for the Danube Region,
and the JRC’s scientific support to it, the JRC has started a project
to assess the sources of air pollution and its impacts on health
in the region’s population.
Thanks to the European Soil Data Centre, the JRC regularly collects
data on soil contamination in Europe and maintains a full database
on contaminated sites and the related remediation efforts by EU
Member States. The availability of detailed soil data in conjunction
with epidemiological data available within the JRC allows for unique
integrated assessments of this important connection.
The JRC is the technical coordinator for the development
and implementation of the Infrastructure for Spatial Information
in Europe (INSPIRE) legislation, which aims at improving the access
to, and standardising the exchange of, data in a number of data
themes, including ‘human health and safety’.
Regarding noise pollution, the JRC has been actively supporting
the European Commission noise policy by developing harmonised
methodologies and tools to reliably estimate the exposure
to environmental noise and the associated health impact on the
European citizens. In 2012, the JRC developed common methods
(CNOSSOS-EU) for road and railway traffic, aircraft and industrial
noise assessment for strategic noise-mapping in Europe.
This methodology will be used by the EU countries when conducting
the next noise mapping exercise, due in 2017.

More info: http://irmm.jrc.ec.europa.eu/activities/reference_materials_for_
clinical_analysis

More info: https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/research-topic/air-quality
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/research/crosscutting-activities/danube-strategy
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/research-topic/public-health
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/research-topic/soil

The JRC-produced reference material is used worldwide as a standard
for serum proteins.

The JRC develops noise and air pollution assessment methods
to support policy makers.

JRC researchers are empowering consumers to make best informed nutritional
and lifestyle choices.

E-health
E-health is the broad term for the range of tools based on information
and communication technologies (ICT) used to assist and enhance
the prevention, diagnosis, treatment, monitoring, and management
of health and lifestyle. The JRC has been investigating the impact
of ICT on the health sector for some years. The Strategic Intelligence
Monitoring in Personalised Health Systems (SIMPHS) project has
provided knowledge on personal health systems, contributing

Cell cultures used for colony forming efficiency assays
in nanotoxicology studies at the JRC laboratories.

Innovative toxicological approaches
for alternatives to animal testing
The JRC’s work on the development, validation and promotion of
alternative methods to animal testing not only aims at the replacement
and reduction of animals used to assess the safety of chemicals –
it also promotes the scientific base of safety assessment by using

