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CLOSING SPEECH  

 

Minister Malas, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The Cypriot Presidency is only 5 days old – yet it has 

already marked a significant achievement through this 

successful conference on the important subject of cross 

border health threats. 

We have all heard the phrase "diseases don't respect 

borders" – perhaps to the extent that it has become 

something of a cliché. 

But cliché or not, it is undeniably true – and this event has 

helped us to focus on practical ways forward through 

coordinated actions among the EU Member States and 

our neighbours. 
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This morning a range of speakers highlighted challenges, 

opportunities and lessons learnt in the field of health 

threats.  

Clearly, the International Health Regulations are a key 

tool to help build capacities at global level to cope with 

future threats.  

At EU level, the European Commission proposal to 

improve health security, as adopted last year, takes stock 

of what we have achieved and learned so far; and builds 

on the structures that we already have in place to 

strengthen our capacity to respond to cross border 

threats.  

This important initiative will help strengthen health 

security within the EU. It will also reinforce co-operation 

with our neighbours and other partners around the world.  

Indeed, to respond effectively to such threats, we need a 

global vision.  International collaboration is essential 

through ensuring the compatibility of EU action on health 

threats with international organisations such as the World 

Health Organisation, and with third countries.  
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This European Commission proposal to improve health 

security is currently under discussion in the European 

Council and the European Parliament.  

I am grateful to Minister Malas, and the Cypriot 

Presidency of the EU, for keeping up the momentum by 

continuing negotiations on the Commission's proposal; 

and for the discussions to be held here in Cyprus next 

week on risk and crisis communication in the event of a 

serious cross border health threat. 

Today, you have also participated in fruitful discussions 

on the importance of improving preparedness. The cross 

border spread of anti-microbial resistance and measles 

eradication are examples which need particular attention.  

I am informed that you have in addition discussed how 

cuts in national health budgets, triggered by a difficult 

economic climate, can have serious consequences on 

prevention measures.   

I believe that, in order to tackle this issue, we need to find 

ways to build efficiency into our health systems; to spend 

our money better and more wisely; to cut costs where 

efficiencies can be found; so that we can afford to 

improve capacity to respond to a crisis.   
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It is also clear that, if we don’t invest in achieving more 

sustainable health systems, we can seriously compromise 

universality and quality of care.   

Furthermore, a weakening of our grip may enable 

diseases currently under control to increase in prevalence 

once again.  Take measles for example – which has re-

emerged as a major childhood disease, with Europe at 

risk of missing its 2015 measles elimination goal. 

It is in this context that the European Commission will 

hold a conference on childhood immunisation in October. 

 This will provide an ideal opportunity to take stock of the 

actions taken so far and to discuss with stakeholders how 

to further strengthen vaccination uptake. 

The EU can play a pivotal role in improving knowledge on 

cost effectiveness of health investments as regards 

prevention.  It can also help identify best practices and 

help Member States with training and knowledge sharing. 

All this is important in building up capacity across many 

fields to strengthen collaboration. 
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Two such fields that were highlighted here today are 

communication and training.  Clearly, co-operation in 

these key areas should not stop at EU borders; it should 

reach out to our neighbours.  

In the area of communication several platforms are 

already in place. These include:  

the SHIPSAN TRAINET, which facilitates communication 

between ports, health authorities and ships' captains;  

the Episouth plus network, linking partners in neighbour 

countries with the European information system for health 

threats; and  

the Migrant health database collecting information from 

migrant centres. 

Let me also stress the essential role the Health Security 

Committee communicators' network plays in responding 

to emergencies. 
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This network brings together national Ministries of Health 

and risk management authorities, the Commission, EU 

agencies and the WHO.  Its role is to exchange 

information at the early stages of an event and to co-

ordinate common strategies and messages to be 

disseminated to citizens.  

Having a communicators' network in place at regional 

level is, clearly, an important asset towards ensuring that 

coherent and consistent messages are given to the 

public.  

In this context, the Commission is well aware of the 

importance of collaboration to enhance health security in 

the Mediterranean region and the need to strengthen 

regional capacity for prevention and control of 

communicable diseases.  

A well-trained regional health work force is essential to 

meet the present and future national and cross-border 

challenges of communicable diseases.  We are therefore 

setting up a long term regional programme for 

epidemiology training for non-EU countries, covered by 

the EU Enlargement and southern Neighbourhood 

Policies.  
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This training programme in the Mediterranean region will 

be set up with the technical and scientific support of the 

European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control.  

It will create regional added value through building 

capacity for rapid and effective field investigation and 

control to respond to outbreaks.  

With the support of the EU Health Programme and the 

Instrument for Stability, the Commission has already 

funded several networks in the Mediterranean region.  

These networks focus on issues such as the development 

of core capacities for the implementation of the 

International Health Regulations. They also support the 

EU Member States and non-EU Countries as regards 

sharing information.  

Plus, the EU Health Programme has financed a Joint 

action on Maritime transport security and safety and also 

a direct grant agreement with the International 

Organisation for Migration to assess public health threats 

in the European Mediterranean countries related to 

migration.  
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I envisage that the future Health Programme as of 2014 – 

which is currently under negotiation between the Council 

and the European Parliament – will continue to support 

actions to protect citizens from cross border health 

threats.  

Actions under the programme will help improve the EU 

Member States' capacities in preparedness planning and 

close existing gaps in risk assessment capacities.  

Minister, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is certainly not possible to cover – in a single day's 

conference – each and every aspect of our continued 

efforts to fight cross-border health threats.  

In one single day, however, this conference has provided 

us with a wealth of excellent ideas, orientations and 

examples of best practice on how to take forward our joint 

work.   

The onus is now on all of us to take this home and put it 

into practice.  
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May I close by thanking once again the Cypriot 

Presidency for providing us with this opportunity for such 

a fruitful exchange of ideas. 

Thank you. 

 


