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Sleep apnoea and driving licences:

alarm raised at ERS Congress

Millions of Europe’s drivers suffer from sleep apnoea, which brings an increased risk of serious road accidents, including drivers of heavy goods vehicles that criss-cross the continent regularly. Yet few countries cover this condition in their driving licence regulations, according to a European team.

Sleep apnoea, which causes an interruption to breathing for several seconds dozens of times a night, has a significant adverse impact on sleep quality.

And it affects up to 24% of men and 9% of women aged between 30 and 60, of whom a significant proportion go on to suffer from excessive sleepiness and seriously impaired attention or concentration during the daytime. 

So it is no surprise that the latter subjects, who make up 4% of the population on average, are up to nine times more likely to be involved in a road accident than the average person. Moreover, the French road safety authorities estimate that one-quarter of fatal accidents -- increasing to one-third on motorways -- are the result of sleepiness or loss of concentration.

Much more surprising is the fact that over half of the countries in Europe have not yet legislated for this problem in any way. Which means that someone with an apnoea diagnosis can obtain or renew a driving licence there (or continue to drive if he has one) without any difficulty. Even if he is driving a forty-tonne lorry every day. And he is under no obligation to follow the standard treatment, though its benefits are acknowledged and it could make the subject fit to drive once more.

This anomaly was brought to the attention of the European Respiratory Society (ERS) annual congress in Munich by Daniel Rodenstein, a Belgian lung specialist from the St Luc University Clinic in Brussels, and his colleague Thomas Penzel, from Marburg University in Germany.

The objective of the study they have undertaken with colleagues under the European Science Foundation’s Action COST- B-26, is to scrutinise the driving licence legislation of all EU countries, plus Switzerland and Norway, focussing particularly on the medical aspects.

No mention of sleep apnoea in at least thirteen countries

To date, 24 countries have been covered, namely Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and the United Kingdom. 

While the study is not yet complete, the results presented at the ERS Congress are already cause for alarm. Only nine countries (Belgium, Finland, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Poland, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom) specifically mention sleep apnoea in their legislation and consider sufferers unfit to drive unless they are following treatment.

"This is all the more surprising –adds Rodenstein– when we consider that the driving licence regulations, which had been in place for a decade or so, were updated in many countries over the past five years, when there was already evidence-based research that demonstrated the links between sleep apnoea and road accidents."

The results presented in Munich are all the more astonishing since rarer medical conditions, such as cardiac rhythm abnormalities, epilepsy and even haemophilia are frequently covered by the driving licence regulations.

Diversity or inconsistency?

This European diversity – or inconsistency – can also be seen in the way the regulations operate in those rare countries where apnoea is covered.

In Finland, Great Britain, Poland and Spain, a doctor who diagnoses sleep apnoea in a patient is obliged to inform the driving licence issuing authority, but this is not the case in Belgium.

Conversely, a driver wishing to be approved as fit to drive following a sleep apnoea diagnosis in Belgium, Finland, France, Germany, Great Britain, Poland or Spain has to provide a medical certificate from a general practitioner or specialist to the effect that the symptoms have disappeared as a result of treatment. This would normally be Continuous Positive Airway Pressure (CPAP) delivered through a mask worn over the nose at night.

In Belgium and Great Britain, however, the authorities also require a certificate stating that the patient is following the treatment correctly.

As regards professional drivers, who should be a subject of particular concern given the hundreds of thousands of miles they drive each year, sometimes from one end of Europe to the other, no distinction is drawn by the countries whose regulations cover apnoea, with just one exception. In France, a professional driver whose licence has been withdrawn because of apnoea may receive it back only after passing a concentration/sleepiness test that involves an electro-encephalogram.

European directive needed

Despite the clear proof of increased road accident risk in connection with sleep apnoea, most EU countries do not consider the condition incompatible with driving.

“There is an urgent need to include sleep apnoea on the list of illnesses for which driving licence issuance is conditional on treatment”, the Congress was told by Thomas Penzel.  “It’s time for a unified European directive, particularly for professional drivers, so that we have a consistent and unified approach throughout the EU countries. That could help prevent a very large number of road accidents.”
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	NOTE TO THE MEDIA:

This communication will probably be developed during an informal media briefing to be held in the ERS Press Conference Room. Please refer to the briefings schedule posted in the Press Room.
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