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Honourable Members of the Parliament,  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I would like to start by thanking Madame Parvanova for 

organising this event on eHealth Governance and for her 

hard work to defend patients' rights across Europe. 

Today's discussion is indeed very timely at a moment 

when the Parliament is debating the Directive on patients' 

rights in cross border healthcare. 

As you know, I have committed myself before the 

Parliament to putting patients first.   

For me, this means putting patients' rights, patients' 

safety, and patients' access to the best possible care at 

the heart of European policy. 

Let's all "be patients" for a moment. 

Would it not be great if you could access Europe's best 

medical expertise to diagnose or treat your condition 

without having to leave your home town and family?  

Would it not be good if you did not have to repeat all your 

medical examinations when you move from one hospital 

to the next? 
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Or if your medical data could move with you when you go 

away on holidays or to live abroad?   

Would your life be easier if you could stay at home rather 

than spend a full day at the hospital for routine medical 

monitoring? 

As a patient, I (would) answer yes to all this questions. 

As a policy-maker, I would say that eHealth is the tool to 
deliver all this to patients: better care, better access, 

safer treatment, more comfort.  

And this is why I have made innovation in healthcare – 
including eHealth solutions – a priority; not because 

innovation is trendy, not because innovation is an 

objective in itself; but because it is a means to serve 
patients.   

And let's not forget who serves patients on a daily basis: 

the doctors and nurses.  

For them, eHealth solutions can provide the information 

they need to make critical decisions in emergency 

situations.  
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eHealth can mean quicker and safer ways of passing 

information to colleagues when there is a changeover of 

staff; or spending less time dealing with red tape.   

The potential is enormous. eHealth applications can 

revamp the organisation of healthcare systems to make 

them more efficient so that they can deliver better care 

for patients.  

eHealth can also bridge health inequalities by enabling 

access to expertise and care which is not available close 

by. It can mean the difference between getting a rare 

disease diagnosed or not. 

This is not science fiction. eHealth technology is 
there, waiting to be used.  

I believe the time has come to step up one gear from 
talking about eHealth to using eHealth. 

Some Member States and regions are already making 

good use of eHealth technology. However, the uptake 

across Europe remains modest.  

So, what's stopping Europe from fully taking 
advantage of eHealth? 
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A key stumbling block that needs to be addressed at 

European level is lack of inter-operability and 

compatibility of IT systems across Europe. 

We need to ensure that eHealth applications can 
"speak" to each other across hospital services in the 

same building to start with;   across different hospitals in 

the same town; and across local, national and European 

borders.  

The European Commission co-funds research for 

technical cooperation in eHealth development.  

EU projects have already contributed to finding common 

solutions; for example to identify and authenticate health 

professionals who access health records. 

So, we have the technology and we have good technical 

co-operation at European level. 

What more do we need to unlock the potential of 
eHealth across Europe?  

I believe what we now need is the political will to make 
eHealth a reality across Europe. 

Our policy options are the following.  
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Option one: we do nothing, we do not use eHealth and let 

our health systems become obsolete and neglect patients' 

needs. That's an option. 

Option 2: each Member State develops eHealth alone 

and independently of each other. A multitude of different, 

incompatible systems will mushroom across Europe.  

Or option three: we seize this opportunity and co-operate 

to achieve better interoperability so that the national 

systems talk to one another. 

While Member States have the exclusive competence for 

deploying eHealth in their territory, I believe co-operation 

and inter-operability are indispensable.  

I am encouraged by the growing consensus about the 

added value of such Europe-wide cooperation.  

Last October, all Member States have committed 
themselves to working closer together to address 

common eHealth challenges, in particular interoperability 

and Electronic Health Records. 

They have agreed to set up a European eHealth 
Governance Initiative for this purpose.  
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European Commission Vice President Madame Kroes 

and myself are working closely together in setting up this 

initiative with all the Member States. This is a good start. 

But it is not enough. 

If we want to reap the benefit of cross-border eHealth, we 

need appropriate tools.  

We need an agreement by the European Parliament 
and the Member States on how to ensure 

interoperability. 

This debate is taking place in the context of the proposed 

Directive on patients' rights in cross-border healthcare 

that the Parliament is currently discussing. 

Cooperation on eHealth across borders is particularly 

needed to enhance safety and quality of care during 

emergencies; to enable continuity of care for citizens 

travelling or living in the EU outside their home country; 

and to support health research. 

Patients and health professionals need access to 

essential data easy to access and to read, particularly in 

emergency situations. 
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For all this to work, we need provisions to identify and 

authenticate in particular health professionals, and also 

citizens. 

In this context, the "epSOS Project" financed by the 

Directorate General for Information Society, is the very 

first European eHealth project which aims to secure 

access to patients' health information.  

The European Commission will also seek to embed 

eHealth solutions into its brand new Innovation 
Partnership on Healthy and Active Ageing; that will 

bring together governments, industry, NGOs and the 

Commission in implementing innovative solutions for our 

elderly citizens. 

But ultimately we need legal clarity and political will 
and courage to work on eHealth across Europe.  

Thank you very much. 
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