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The impact of REACH: 

“limit costs for business but maintain benefits for health and environment”

“Limit costs for business but maintain benefits for health and environment”. That is the joint statement of State Secretary Pieter van Geel of the department for the Environment and Minister for Foreign Trade Karien van Gennip at the three day workshop on REACH in The Hague, Scheveningen. The Dutch EU presidency facilitated the acceleration of the proposed European legislation on chemicals. 

Government officials from 25 European Union member states attended the workshop from 25 October to 27 October and made new proposals to reduce the costs of REACH.

Under the chairmanship of Jan Terlouw, former Dutch Minister of Economic Affairs, the delegates put forward a number of recommendations. 

REACH (Registration, Evaluation and Authorisation of CHemical substances) aims to limit the risks of hazardous substances. REACH has great positive consequences on society as a whole, but has high costs too. Although the costs and benefits of the legislation are difficult to estimate, let alone compare, an overview study indicates that the benefits are substantial in the long run.

Many European member states have carried out studies, as have the European Commission, industry in general, the chemical industry and environmental groups. These studies were discussed in The Hague Scheveningen. Government officials, whether they belonged to the environment, health or economic affairs ministries, agreed with the objectives of the legislation, but judged the costs for business to be too high. They concluded that the European Commission and the governments of the EU member states must do all they can to limit the negative effects for business while maintaining the benefits. The costs will mainly affect business, especially Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises (SMEs). Moreover, REACH may affect the competitive position of European companies on the global market, if the direct and indirect costs are not kept under control. Hence they recommend that the cost effectiveness of REACH, specifically for SMEs, should be maximised

The Netherlands took the initiative as EU president to commission an overview study of the 36 available studies so that policy-makers could use the results. The study gives recommendations on how to reduce the costs of REACH.

Further, the delegates recommend that the European Commission take steps to keep the bureaucracy involved in the implementation of REACH to a minimum. They also urge member states to encourage companies to cooperate with the implementation of the legislation and give proper information and communication on REACH.

If the use of chemicals is actually regulated as proposed in the legislation, it would mean the health of people in Europe will be enhanced. This has been calculated at tens of billions of euros. The number of cancer deaths would be reduced by several thousands (especially among people working with hazardous substances).

The negative effects of REACH can be substantial. Some substances may no longer be permitted, which would mean that many products could no longer be manufactured in the same way as they are now. Other substances could be withdrawn from the market because REACH would make their production too expensive.

The impact could not only be large on the chemical industry, but also on companies using the industry’s products, the so-called downstream users. 

The delegates concluded that reductions in the direct costs to industry will also result in a subsequent reduction of the indirect costs to industry, Such reductions will equally benefit competitiveness of industry in the EU as well as its ability to innovate.

Reduction of costs can be facilitated by co-operation between companies in the field of data sharing. The delegates also recommend the development of alternative test methods in order to reduce animal testing and save costs.

The results of the The Hague Scheveningen workshop will be presented to the EU Presidency who in turn will pass them on to the Competitiveness Council en the Environment Council, via the Ad-hoc Council working group on Chemicals in November and December 2004.
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