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BACKGROUND  

I-Com analyzed the submissions to the first public 
consultation on Europe’s Beating Cancer Plan from 
February 2020. We revealed an overarching theme for 
harm reduction strategies in relation to alcohol, tobacco 
and obesity:

 ■ Around 20%, or 160 submissions, supported the 
definition of harm reduction plans for alcohol or 
tobacco. 

 ■ Approximately 15% called for guidelines and 
provisions on consumption for alcohol products, like 
screening and interventions as well as education and 
awareness campaigns with target groups. 

 ■ One in every six submissions recommended policies 
which encourage the use of reduced risk nicotine 
products by smokers, like vaping. 

 ■ Just under 5% highlighted the impact of nutrition, 
like individual level programs, advertising campaigns 
and investment in infrastructure to promote physical 
activity.  

Nearly all submissions argued that lifestyle and 
environment are fundamental to preventing and 
combatting cancer. 

INNOVATIVE SOLUTIONS  
TO PREVENT CANCER

Our research demonstrates that actively encouraging 
citizens to choose a healthier lifestyle and diet, to 
exercise regularly and to avoid certain behaviour have 
had a huge impact in certain European countries.1 

Harm reduction can be described as a strategy directed 
towards individuals or groups that aims to reduce the 
harms associated with certain behaviors.

Europe’s Beating Cancer Plan is the opportunity to 
implement a Health in All Policies framework by bringing 
national best practices to the European arena. This would 
make it easy for EU citizens to achieve a comprehensive 
lifestyle shift and consequently reduce the potential 
incidence of cancer.

1 I-Com: “Best practice tools to prevent cancer across Europe: Could harm 
reduction policies play a pivotal role?” Chapter 3, pages 5-9. September 
2020. Study accessible online at: https://www.i-com.it/wp-content/
uploads/2020/09/I-ComRoundtable_CancerPlan_Paper.pdf 
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EXPERTS ON THE CONNECTION 
BETWEEN HARM REDUCTION  
AND CANCER 

 ■ Alba COLMENAR, Medical Specialist in Radiation 
Oncology, La Paz University Hospital of Madrid, 
supports patient empowerment and believes that 
harm reduction is vital. 

“Healthy food choices, exercise, reducing stress and 
exposure to harmful substances are vital. These choices 
are made by citizens every day and we should support 
them to make them. We need to include people in the 
decision making process. We need to ensure proper 
access to safer alternatives together with medicines and 
treatments for cancer patients”.

 ■ Konstantinos POULAS, Associate Professor of 
Biochemistry, University of Patras, Greece, says 
that policymaking needs to be based on scientific 
evidence and further independent research to 
understand harm reduction is necessary. 

“Harm reduction is not a new concept. By gathering 
scientific evidence, we will be able to broaden the 
harm reduction to further sectors, one of which should 
be Tobacco Harm Reduction. The Greek government 
recently introduced a new law, to allow scientific-
approved messages to be used to raise awareness 
of the potential health profile of THR products. I call 

on the policymakers to support scientists to identify 
additional research to provide further independent data 
to understand the effects of Tobacco Harm Reduction”.

 ■ Prof. Dr. Heino STÖVER, Professor of Social 
Scientific Addiction Research, Frankfurt University 
of Applied Sciences, advocates for harm reduction 
strategies to reduce irresponsible drinking. 

“We developed harm reduction for illicit drugs. If we had 
not fought for this to be adopted and accessible, we 
would have seen an increase in the rates of hepatitis and 
HIV over the last thirty years. What we see is a need for 
targeted messages to drink responsibly and clear signals 
from the government on how to approach alcohol.  We 
need to make more use of scientific evidence to make 
informed choices and policies. Governments need 
to invest in a bottom-up movement to support harm 
reduction thinking”.

 ■ Clive BATES, Director, Counterfactual Consulting, 
is in favour of risk-proportionate regulation and 
consumer choice. 

“Over the last ten years, innovation and technology has 
emerged to address one of the main risks connected 
to smoking – the combustion of tobacco and inhalation 
of smoke. Evidence demonstrates that smokeless and 
vaping products are a viable alternative to smoking 
and far less harmful. Sweden provides a proof-of-
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concept for tobacco harm reduction, where snus has 
reduced the adult smoking rate to 7%, compared to 
the European average of 26%, with the clear effect of 
lowering cancer, heart and lung disease. European 
regulators need to adopt risk-proportionate regulation 
and remove some of the unjustifiable restrictions 
on these products.  Over-regulation of these safer 
alternatives amounts to a de facto protection on the 
cigarette trade and therefore to increases smoking 
and in turn cancer”.

BEST PRACTICES

ALCOHOL 
Studies have shown that harm reduction approaches to 
excessive alcohol consumption are at least as effective 
as abstinence-oriented approaches in reducing alcohol 
consumption and alcohol-related consequences.

What is working: 
 ■ Education and awareness campaigns to build long-

term moderate, risk-conscious and healthy drinking 
patterns.

 ■ Screenings and brief interventions allow the 
identification of at-risk individuals and enable early 
interventions.  

 ■ Best practices: Sweden, Finland and Spain. 

TOBACCO
Efforts to diminish the public health burden of smoking 

by changing the composition of cigarettes involves trade-
offs between making smoking habits less hazardous and 
making smoking less attractive. 

What is working: 
 ■ Holistic awareness programs and clear data collection 

can support informed choices by individuals wanting 
to stop smoking.

 ■ Accessibility of less risky alternatives such as Snus 
or vaping can reduce tobacco consumption and 
improve the health of former smokers.  

 ■ Best practices: Sweden, the UK, Greece and 
France.

NUTRITION
Obesity is a risk factor for several major illnesses 
affecting both one’s risk of developing a disease and 
potential death, and is the result of a complex interplay 
of biological, genetic, environmental, cultural and 
psychosocial factors that influence appetite, satiety and 
food storage in the form of body fat. 

What is working: 
 ■ Infrastructure and urban environments can ensure 

a safe environment for exercise and increased 
physical activity.

 ■ Education initiatives around exercise and nutrition 
can empower changed behavior and encourage 
participatory activities such as walking and cooking 
sessions

 ■ Best practices:  Portugal and the UK.
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

To do this, we call on the European institutions to adopt 
the following in the EU Beating Cancer Plan in December 
2020: 

 ■ Embrace the national successes demonstrated to 
reduce the impact of preventable cancers

 ■ Cooperate with both private and public sectors. 
 ■ Recognize innovative solutions such as patient 

campaigns promoting awareness, assistance and 
monitoring programs and support risk reduction 
initiatives using alternative products. 

 ■ Integrate pragmatic and evidence-based 
policymaking. 
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