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MINISTERIAL CONFERENCE ON EHEALTH 
 

BUDAPEST, HUNGARY 
 
 

TUESDAY 10 MAY 2011, 14.30-15.15 HRS 

 

WELCOME SPEECH  
 

Ministers, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I congratulate the Hungarian Presidency for co-organising 

and hosting today's conference on eHealth.  

The Ministers and Vice President Kroes have highlighted 

the key challenges facing our healthcare systems; the 

potential of eHealth; and some of our key actions in this 

regard. 

Let me now focus eHealth on who matters the most – the 

patient.   

Europe needs eHealth to provide better and safer 

healthcare, to more people, in an efficient manner, in the 

long term. 
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eHealth is a priority. Not because it's trendy; not because 

it's high-tech; and not just because it has a great potential 

to maximise efficiency, reduce inequalities and save 

costs.  

eHealth is a priority because it is a means to provide 

better healthcare to our patients.  

There is no end to the needs and expectations of 

patients, especially as our populations continue to grow 

older.  It is our duty to provide high quality care, to more 

people, to meet the needs and expectations of our 

citizens. 

eHealth can help us deliver this to our citizens.  

What's eHealth to our citizens then? 

Let me give you some examples. 

Let's take 55 year old Pedro from Catalunia who suffers 

from a rare disease. For him, eHealth means access to a 

highly specialised doctor sitting on the other side of 

Europe without leaving his home town.  Thanks to tele-

consultation, Pedro's disease was finally diagnosed and is 

being treated. 
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For 28 year old Agnieszka from Poland, who has a 

hearing impairment, eHealth means an auditory implant 

fitted into her ear by a remote "tele-fitting" intervention; in 

Europe's leading center in Warsaw.  As well as remote 

monitoring of her progress by remote consultation. 

84 year old Erkki in North Finland, who lives alone, has 

yet another perception of eHealth. For him, eHealth 

means a home monitoring device connected to the 

nearest clinic; and an electronic pill box which rings when 

he must take medication, and dials his daughter if he 

forgets.  

Let's now move to France and see what eHealth means 

for 8 year old Françoise who has diabetes 2. For her, 

eHealth means more time at school rather than at the 

doctor; thanks to a glucose monitoring device that she 

carries with her. 



5 

For a group of 130 patients suffering from chronic heart 

disease in Germany, eHealth means they no longer need 

to go to hospital all the time to have their heart rate 

monitored. Instead, they have the necessary equipment 

at home, connected to the nearest hospital. This has cut 

the number of days they used to waste in hospital by 

almost 70%.  Also good news for the Ministers of 

Finance. 

And for Anders in Sweden, or Jan in the Netherlands, 

eHealth means they never get a scribbled piece of paper 

when they go to the doctor; as prescriptions are handled 

electronically.  And a reduced risk of prescription 

mistakes. 

And for some of us, eHealth means using our smart 

phones to check on our health indicators.  

These are just some examples of how eHealth can 

provide high quality and cost-effective healthcare to 

people of all ages all over Europe: 

• by bringing healthcare to citizens and regions which 

would, otherwise, not have access to it.    
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• by improving quality of life, comfort, autonomy for the 

elderly 

• by improving quality and efficiency of care 

• or even by saving lives, bringing key information to the 

operation theatre in case of emergency.  

 

So why are we not using eHealth more?  

Why are European Health systems still shying away from 

using such eHealth applications? 

One reason is that using eHealth requires a change of the 

mind set.  A real revolution in healthcare as we know it.  

eHealth requires a change in work practice, less need for 

face to face inter-action, more remote data driven action.  

eHealth is also a challenge for healthcare professionals 

who have to learn the new tools, processes and 

opportunities. 
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When speaking about using eHealth for patients, our 

attention must focus on those who will actually transform 

eHealth potential into quality healthcare: the doctors and 

the nurses. 

There is no point in developing eHealth tools that doctors 

cannot use and which do not help them in their work.  

eHealth is not there to replace the people who dedicate 

themselves to the health system. It is there to assist them 

in providing better and safer care to their patients, 

upgrading their services to a higher value added activity. 

This is why eHealth needs to be shaped and developed 

together with health professionals.  For them, eHealth 

means having all the key data available in real time to 

make a solid diagnosis; less red tape; less time in routine 

consultations; more time to deliver quality care to patients 

in need. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I am sure that if there is one thing we can all agree on is 

the fact that e-health is a necessary next step in securing 

a stable and sustainable future for our health systems. 

Why then do we not use eHealth more ? 
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What are the  structural barriers that hamper 

interoperability or compatibility between eHealth systems 

that Neelie Kroes spoke about ?  

It is a simple logical fact, that to fully exploit the benefits of 

eHealth, we need health systems which are interoperable 

between different floors in a hospital; between different 

hospitals in the same town; in other regions; and across 

the border.    

Achieving full interoperability across the EU would serve a 

single noble objective – addressing inequalities and 

ensuring quality care within the European Union, where 

every citizen and every patient can expect and receive 

the best care possible. 

The role of the European Commission is to bridge the 

gaps – a role we have demonstrated the capacity to play 

effectively.   

We have recently adopted a new law on patients' rights in 

cross-border healthcare. 

This is the very first piece of EU legislation to give us a 

basis for eHealth and telemedicine.  This provides us with 

a key opportunity to make e-Health a reality across the 

European Union. 
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Backed by the European Parliament and national 

governments, this law mandates the European 

Commission to set up an eHealth Network of national 

authorities in the EU.  

The law supports closer cooperation on eHealth and 

telemedicine to ensure safety, continuity and quality of 

healthcare for citizens. 

Of course, we are not starting from scratch here.  

Vice President Kroes and myself have already put in 

place an Inter-governmental cooperation on eHealth 

within the framework of the eHealth Governance Initiative.  

Member States now have a good opportunity to merge 

this initiative into the more formal "eHealth Network", to 

be set up as part of the new Directive on patients' rights.  

The work of this Network will result in EU guidelines for a 

set of data to be included in patients' summaries, which 

can then be shared between health professionals. 

To ensure safe and secure access to medical data, the 

Network will also work towards common "e-identification" 

for patients and health professionals.  
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In addition, the Network will support and facilitate medical 

research, which currently remains fragmented across 

Europe. The benefit of re-using clinical data to support 

public health and medical research is enormous.  

This kind of co-operation will help us to learn from each 

other, and break down the legal and practical barriers to 

interoperability.   

In turn, this will help us to ensure patient safety and 

continuity of care across Europe.  

We have much to gain by working together, sharing 

knowledge and pooling resources on eHealth; rather than 

working in isolation. 

It is in this spirit of co-operation that we have launched 

the European Innovation Partnership on Active and 

Healthy Ageing that Neelie Kroes mentioned – to explore 

together how to improve our health and quality of life 

through innovation. 

The Partnership mobilises the private and public sectors 

to translate research and innovation into products, 

devices, and services that  respond to the needs of 

Europeans. 

If we succeed, we will be rewarded with: 
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• better health and quality of life, particularly for  the 

elderly;  

• more efficient and sustainable health systems; and  

• enhanced competitiveness. 

When we introduce new technologies such as eHealth 

tools – we need evidence that the benefits outweigh the 

costs.  

Health technology assessment has proved to be a 

valuable tool for decision-makers when considering taking 

up new health technologies. This is why the European 

Commission is fostering EU-level co-operation in this 

area. 

Finally, let us not fool ourselves. Interoperability, co-

operation, legal base, education, training are essential to 

make eHealth a reality. 

But we also need money for investment.  
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This is why I believe that we need to make the case to the 

Ministers of Finance, to demonstrate that investing in 

health technology is, in reality, an investment in the 

economy; an investment in the people who are also the 

backbone of our economy; an investment in more 

sustainable health systems and sound public finances. 

We need to explore more flexible ways of investing in 

health technology. For example, how to spread costs to 

allow for faster and less expensive uptake of new 

technologies; so that the financial gain outweighs the 

financial pain.   

*****************************************************************

*****    

Ladies and gentlemen, 

eHealth can make a difference to our citizens' health for 

generation to come.  

The time has come to move from words to action. From 

vision to reality.  This is why we are here today.  
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To ensure that Pedro, Agnieszka, Françoise, Erkki and 

Anders are not simply the lucky few who benefit from 

what innovation can offer; but that they represent the 

totality of EU citizens across the Member States who can 

expect the same level of quality and safety of care.  

The Declaration that we are endorsing today shows that 

we are on the right track. 

The European Commission is committed to playing its 

part. 

I would now encourage national governments to set their 

very own eHealth goals and targets and pursue them with 

ambition and determination. 

Thank you. 

End 
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