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COMMISSIONER DALLI:  WORKING MEETING WITH HIGH-LEVEL 
REPRESENTATIVES OF THE FINNISH GOVERNMENT  

THURSDAY 3 FEBRUARY 2011 
9:30 – 11:15HRS 

Opening speech 

Better Health, Better Economy 

Minister, Permanent Secretary,  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I am very pleased to be here today with the Ministry for 

health, the Ministry of finance and distinguished experts – 

to discuss health and the economy.  

I have worked in my home country both as a Finance 

Minister and as a Health Minister. 

I am the first to admit that reconciling the social 

foundation of health with the hard accounting facts of 

finances and budgets is never easy.   

But it is possible to find common ground between the two; 

and I would like to thank Minister Risikko for providing us 

with this excellent opportunity to do so. 

Minister Risikko has just underlined that Health is an 

investment. I could not agree more.  
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In an ideal world I would say that we should turn the 

economics of health onto its head and literally stop 

looking at it as a cost.  

We must look at our balance sheets differently.  Spending 

money on health – in particular on prevention and on 

innovation in healthcare - should be seen as an 

investment in the future.  

By investing in people's health today, we can save on 

healthcare costs tomorrow. 

The health sector is a major job provider employing one in 

ten workers; the health sector is also an engine of 

research and innovation. 

As such, I believe health is an economic driver that 

contributes to productivity and prosperity.  

Of course, providing high-quality healthcare to all our 

citizens costs money.  

The population is ageing. Demand is increasing and we 

must meet the health needs of our citizens. 

At the same time, we have to face budgetary constraints, 

now more than ever. 
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So how do we square the circle of more demand, same 

money? 

I believe the answer is: 

1. long term investment in prevention  

2. cost-efficiency of health spending 

3. smart investment in innovation for healthcare 

4. a solid health workforce 

 

1. Let me start with prevention. 

Many of the chronic diseases people suffer from can be 

avoided.  

These diseases, as we know too well, are linked with 

what people eat, drink, whether or not they exercise; or 

smoke. 

I believe prevention is a cost-effective strategy for better 

health and better living.  

We need to do more to promote good health today, so 

that we can save on healthcare costs tomorrow. 
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Take smoking. If we cut tobacco smoke today, tomorrow's 

adults will suffer less from lung cancer in future.  

Our citizens will gain healthy life years; working life years. 

And we will save billions in treating lung cancer and other 

tobacco related diseases. 

To reduce tobacco smoke, we need political courage to 

get tougher on health warnings, packaging and visibility of 

nicotine products in shops. All this to make tobacco less 

attractive, in particular, to young people. 

We also need to look beyond traditional cigarettes into 

other nicotine products such as eCigarettes.  

Finland has succeeded in reducing smoking. There are 

now fewer smokers in Finland that in most EU countries. 

And still, smoking is still quite predominant amongst 

young Finns.   

The new Finnish law on tobacco sets a good example for 

the rest of Europe and I hope that it will succeed in 

reducing smoking. 

But there is more than tobacco. 
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To cut the burden of chronic diseases on society and on 

the economy, we need to focus on encouraging healthy 

choices: a healthy diet, physical activity, and less alcohol. 

A recent study by the OECD - with the European 

Commission - shows that by investing up to 17 Euros per 

citizen a year in prevention, one could prevent up to 

75,000 deaths per year caused by chronic diseases. 

I believe we need to invest more time, more efforts and 

more money on prevention.  

I often get the reply "but there is no more money".   

Perhaps there is, if we save money elsewhere by being 

more effective. This leads me to my second point….. 

2. We need to improve cost-efficiency of our healthy 

systems to get more out of our money. 

We need solid health costing systems where every Euro 

for health is accounted for. 

We need cost-efficiency in health to ensure we can live 

up to our high quality, universality and solidarity values – 

without going bankrupt. 
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To improve cost-efficiency we need to look at how the 

whole health machinery works; and see how we can 

make it work better and faster. 

A recent European report does exactly this: it looks at the 

different drivers of health costs; how hospitals are 

financed; how health professionals are paid; how much is 

spent on managing health systems, throughout Europe. 

The report recommends a greater focus on prevention, I 

just spoke about this.  

It also recommends the uptake of eHealth; and greater 

use of Health Technology Assessment.  

Which leads me to my third point.  

3. We need smart investment in innovation for healthcare. 

I know how expensive innovation can be.  

This is why I favour "smart" or responsible innovation to 

help health systems improve effectiveness, efficiency and 

sustainability; while, at the same time, meeting the needs 

and expectations of patients. 
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New technology such as eHealth has the potential to 

provide better care, to more people, in a more efficient 

manner.  

Such technology can improve safety, ensure continuity of 

cross-border healthcare; help the elderly live more 

independently; reduce medical errors; cut costs.  

We need to maximize this potential. So far, due to the 

lack of interoperability between health systems in Europe 

– the uptake of eHealth applications remains limited.  

I am confident that the newly-adopted EU Directive on 

patients' rights in cross-border healthcare should help us 

to bring down these barriers.  

This new law clarifies the right for patients to be treated 

and diagnosed in another EU Member State – and be 

reimbursed for it. It also encourages Member States to 

cooperate in eHealth and Health Technology 

Assessment. 

Of course, we are not starting form scratch.  
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Building on lessons learnt with the first Joint Action on 

Health Technology Assessment, the European 

Commission is currently looking at how to shape 

permanent cooperation in this area; and will be launching 

a second Joint Action next year.  

I would like to take this opportunity to thank Finland for its 

leading role in the current Joint Action; and to stress that I 

very much count on Finland to participate in the second 

Action too. 

HTA can help us to ensure that we are, indeed, paying for 

the most effective health intervention. But that is only part 

of the story. 

Who is going to carry out the intervention? Or prescribe 

the medicine?  

Health is all about people: the patients; and those who 

treat them. 

This leads me to my last point.  

4. We need a solid health workforce. 

As Europe ages, demand for health services is likely to 

grow; at the same time there will be fewer people 

working.  
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And this, of course, applies to healthcare workers. By 

2020, we estimate a shortfall of around 1 million 

healthcare workers in the EU. 

We need to foster a health workforce that can meet the 

challenges of the future.  

To address this serious problem, the European 

Commission has developed an 'An Agenda for New Skills 

and Jobs' with the aim of creating not only new jobs but 

also better jobs.  

This will take long term and sustained efforts. 

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

**** 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

We are speaking here today about health, employment 

and economics.  

I am well aware of the delicate balance that needs to be 

struck between providing the highest quality of care while 

keeping the budget under control.  
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Prevention, cost-efficiency, smart investment in 

technology and in people are all key to the sustainability 

of our systems and the consequent service to our 

citizens.   

As actors in the Health system we have the responsibility 

to plan and provide for the challenges that the future will 

bring.   

Let us not miss this opportunity! Thank you. 

 
 
 
 

 


