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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I am delighted to be here with you today to speak about 

eHealth.  

I believe eHealth can deliver better care, to more people, 

in a more efficient manner for a long time.  

Efficiency is indeed uppermost in our minds at this time of 

austerity. Health budgets are being squeezed and 

Europe's population is ageing. 

Ten years ago, for every person over 65 there were 5 

people of working age.  Today there are only four.  In fifty 

years' time there will be just two. 

Demand for healthcare is growing at a time when there 

are fewer and fewer healthcare workers.  

This puts great pressure on our health systems that must 

find ways to meet the needs of the ageing population in a 

sustainable manner.  

The health sector has tremendous potential for 

innovation. I believe eHealth has a major role to play 

here. eHealth has the potential: 

- to improve the quality of healthcare and access to care;  
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- to increase the efficiency of health systems; and  

- to support patient-centred health systems.   

Think of telemedicine.  Telemedicine can improve access 

to diagnosis and treatment – in particular for rare 

conditions where expertise is scarce. 

If you concentrate expertise in a few centres connected to 

the whole of Europe, you can move the knowledge 

without having to move the patient or the professional.  

This can translate into better access for patients, and 

greater cost–efficiency for health systems.  

This is why the European Union is setting up a European 

Reference Network which would make available high-

quality and cost-effective healthcare to all Europeans, 

regardless of where they live. 

Let me give you another example: eHealth applications 

can enable patients to access the best medical expertise 

from the comfort of their own home; and to have their 

condition continuously monitored from a distance.  

Imagine how much easier this would make the lives of the 

elderly, or the less mobile, or those living in the more 

remote parts of Europe.  
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As the population grows older, the burden of chronic 

conditions – which already account for 70% of healthcare 

costs - is likely to grow bigger too. eHealth technology 

can reduce these costs.  

By moving routine checks from hospital to home, 

telemonitoring can reduce hospital admissions and thus 

free up health professionals' time and resources; and at 

the same time, improve patient's comfort and control over 

their own health.  

This is particularly significant when you think that there 

may be 1 million fewer healthcare workers by 2020.  

Telemedicine can improve treatment, access, quality and 

safety of healthcare for patients and reduce costs for 

health systems. 

So why are European Health systems still shying away 

from using such eHealth applications? 

There are a number of obstacles.  

First, there are cultural barriers. For example, not every 

doctor will feel comfortable liaising with his or her patients 

through a computer screen.  
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Compare this with the banking sector. Nowadays many of 

us manage our accounts online, without thinking twice.  

A similar trend is starting to emerge in health. Many of us 

are already using the internet and smart phones, to look 

for health information or to monitor our own health 

indicators. 

There are also structural barriers preventing the use of 

eHealth across EU borders, in particular the lack of 

interoperability or compatibility between eHealth systems. 

Health systems are unable to "speak" to one another, 

between different Member States; between different 

towns; or even between different hospitals in the same 

town.  

To exploit eHealth to its full potential, we need to find 

ways to ensure that different health systems can speak to 

one another. 

The European Commission is playing its part in bridging 

these gaps. 
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The EU has just adopted new legislation that clarifies the 

right for patients to be treated or diagnosed in another EU 

Member State – and be reimbursed for it. I am talking 

about the Directive on patients' rights in cross-border 

healthcare. 

This Directive also encourages Member States to co-

operate on eHealth. In this framework, national authorities 

will work together to agree on a minimum set of data for 

patients' summaries; which can be shared between health 

professionals.  

Member States are also encouraged to pool together the 

collection of data on public health and medical research 

through patients' registries – which remain fragmented 

across Europe.  

By promoting patients' registries, we can support 

research on diseases and treatments; and ultimately 

improve our understating on how to treat a given disease.  

Such co-operation will help us to learn from one another 

and break down the legal and practical barriers to 

interoperability. I believe this will pave the way to a 

greater use of eHealth. 
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The European Union has already invested over a billion 

euros in research and pilot projects to develop eHealth – 

not just to treat people, but also to keep them healthy, 

active and independent.  

We now need to show how such investment can trigger 

efficiency gains that help secure the quality and 

sustainability of health systems. 

In other words, we need to ensure that investment pays 

off – not just today, but in 10, 20, 30 years time.   

This is where health technology assessment has an 

important role to play.  HTA helps to ensure that eHealth 

technologies are chosen and used in the most effective 

and efficient way.  

This means showing that eHealth can be more effective 

than conventional treatment; and that its benefits 

outweigh the costs.  

To fully exploit eHealth we need to join forces and work 

together. 
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As part of the Europe 2020 Strategy – our blueprint to 

emerge stronger from the current crisis – we are working 

with a wide range of public and private stakeholders to 

use innovation to improve the quality of life of our ageing 

population. 

We are setting up a European Innovation Partnership on 

Active and Healthy Ageing to translate innovation into 

concrete products, devices and services that respond to 

the needs of Europeans.   

Our goal with this innovation partnership is to add 2 years 

to the number of years that Europeans can live active and 

healthy.  If we succeed, we will be rewarded with: 

Better health and quality of life  

More efficient and sustainable health systems; and  

Stronger EU competitiveness and growth. 

 

Through this Partnership, we hope to build on many 

inspiring projects that share these objectives.  
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For example, projects such as the Olive Branch Initiative 

in the UK, named after Olive Simcock, a lady who died in 

a fire in her home.  

This project brings together health workers and social 

carers with other services such as the fire brigade, who, 

together, make valuable use of technology to ensure that 

older people remain safe in their homes.  

 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Over the years I have seen impressive advancements in 

innovation in health.  

The time has now come to unlock the potential of 

innovation; to use innovation to provide concrete 

solutions; solutions for our citizens and for our health 

systems.  

We need to use innovation to be able to meet the needs 

of Europeans for generations to come. 

This is why I have made innovation in eHealth and 

healthcare a priority. 
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Not because innovation is trendy; not because innovation 

is an end in itself; but because it is a means to serve 

patients and a means to drive the economy on which we 

all depend.   

Thank you. 

 


