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THE ROLE OF ETHICS IN EUROPEAN HEALTH AND 
CONSUMER POLICY 
 
 
President Komorowksi,  
President Wulff, 
His Eminence Cardinal Dziwisz, 
His Excellency Bishop Pieronek,  
Honourable members of Parliament  
Distinguished Guests, 
 
 
 
I am very honoured to be here with you today and to 
have the opportunity to share with you my thoughts on 
ethics as applied in politics. 
 
How do politicians look at their role?  Do they look at it 
as a career?  Or do they look at it as a vocation.  This is 
the starting point. 



3 

 
For me, Politics is a vocation.  It is the driving force to 
serve; to commit to achieve the public good by taking 
objective decisions for which he assumes responsibility. 
 
It is sad that in this day and age, ethics and politics are 
considered contradictory.  This perception explains the 
loss of trust in political leaders and the social revolt that 
is simmering even in the Western world, with sporadic 
outbursts that are becoming more and more frequent. 
 
Ethics is values:  uncompromised values.  The compass 
which should give us direction. 
 
In my role as the European Commissioner responsible 
for Health and Consumer Policy, ethics means doing the 
right things to maximise the well-being of European 
citizens through policy-making.  Allow me to 
concentrate on this theme. 
 
The European Union is founded on core values – 
freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law and the 
respect for human rights and dignity.  
 
These values Translate into the ethics that play a key 
role in the process of policy making. 
 
We have the European Group on Ethics in Science and 
New Technologies – an advisory body of 15 
independent, international experts – that was established 
twenty years ago. 
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This group makes a valuable contribution towards 
ensuring that the right balance is struck in matters of 
policy, science and ethics.  
 
Considering the breath-taking pace of today's 
technological developments, this task is more and more 
pertinent and important. 
 
******************************************** 
 
I would like to highlight five principles which are of key 
importance in relation to European health and consumer 
policies – Transparency, Privacy, Solidarity, Dignity 
and Safety. 
 
Taking transparency first, involvement of all those 
concerned is an established part of European policy-
making.  This includes the open and transparent 
consultation not only of specialised groups but also of 
the wider public before any new initiative is defined. 
 
Similarly, sound scientific evidence is crucial when 
defining new policies.  This is ensured, for the areas 
within my responsibility, by three independent scientific 
committees. 
 
The key point is that transparent scientific facts 
combined with proper consideration of ethical matters 
can help explain to the public the benefits of innovation 
and new technologies.  
 
Moving on to privacy, let me cite the promise and 
potential of eHealth as a prominent example.  Protecting 
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and treating with care medical data is an issue of 
growing importance and concern in our digital age. 
 
Of course, the smart use of medical data is essential for 
the common good – it can enhance well being and it can 
help save lives.  Medical practitioners clearly need the 
necessary information to properly diagnose and treat 
patients. And health authorities and researchers can use 
such data to develop policies and to carry out 
responsible research in health.    
 
However, an EU-wide survey three years ago revealed 
that over half the respondents thought that data was not 
properly protected in their own countries. 
 
I am firmly of the view that private health information 
must be used only in the best interest of the patient.  
 
There is a fine line to be drawn between ensuring that 
only authorised persons have access to health 
information, while, at the same time, enabling vital 
information to be obtained quickly when needed.  
 
Innovation and new technologies can be the key to turn 
our current challenges into opportunities. But to do this 
we need responsible innovation which delivers benefits 
to humanity. 
 
This is also linked to the principle of solidarity which 
has gained much attention over the years.  Indeed, John 
Paul II expresses his concerns in his encyclical letter 
"Sollicitudo rei socialis": 
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"Looking at all various sectors – the production and 
distribution of foodstuffs, hygiene, health and housing, 
availability of drinking water, working conditions, life 
expectancy and other economic and social indicators – 
the general picture is a disappointing one,…" 
 
In Europe and beyond, solidarity in health means 
reducing the inequalities in health which are very wide 
between countries, regions and between population 
groups.  
 
It is unacceptable that poor people should suffer from 
poor health and have a significantly lower life 
expectancy. 
 
Since the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty, the 
Charter of Fundamental Rights, which includes a 
reference to the right to healthcare, forms part of EU 
law.  
 
Reducing inequities in health also requires equal access 
to high-quality health services and safe medicines.  
 
Other measures aim to help the vulnerable and the 
disadvantaged amongst our societies. For example, the 
EU supports the distribution of fruit and milk at schools, 
and food for the most deprived persons. 
 
Of course, ethical considerations do not only apply to 
policies which directly affect human beings.  
 
Ethical principles such as dignity also need to be taken 
into consideration when we talk about our environment, 
about what we eat, and about how we treat animals. 
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For example, in 2004 the EU banned animal testing for 
cosmetics and in 2009 introduced a prohibition to 
market ingredients or cosmetic products tested on 
animals. 
 
Food waste is a striking example of inefficient and 
unethical use of our natural resources:  
 
A recent EU study estimated that currently in Europe 
about 89 million tonnes of food is wasted every year.  
 
The UN estimates that globally, every year, 
approximately 1.3 billion tonnes of food are wasted, 
representing about one-third of the food produced for 
human consumption.  
 
And this all happens whilst almost a billion people in the 
world are suffering hunger.  We have all seen the recent 
terrible images of starving people in Eastern Africa. 
 
Wasting food is not just an economic problem.  It is an 
ethical problem – and throwing away food that is still 
edible is a challenge we have to tackle.   
 
Food waste is, however, a complex problem – caused by 
consumer behaviour but also by how food is packed, 
stored and labelled.   
 
The European Union is determined to help develop a 
better sustainable food system which can successfully 
address all of these problems. 
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A fifth very important ethical dimension of policies is 
the issue of safety. 
 
Food safety standards in the EU are amongst the highest 
in the world.  We have a responsibility to ensure the best 
standards of safety for what we eat.  
 
EU food law takes an integrated farm to fork approach 
which ensures a high level of protection of human life 
and health; animal health and welfare; and plant health 
and the environment. 
 
Other key areas of safety are high standards of quality 
and safety of substances of human origin (such as 
organs); of pharmaceuticals; and of the consumer 
products that we buy – in particular those for children, 
such as toys. 
 
******************************************** 
 
Before I close, allow me to make some comments on 
"co-operation".  
 
In Europe, and also globally, we often face common 
problems, common challenges, and common threats.  
 
This highlights the critical need to act together, the need 
to help each other and the need to jointly tackle the 
pressing issues of our times.  
 
I know this will strike a chord with everyone here today. 
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Politicians have a clear responsibility to develop policies 
for the benefit of the citizens they serve; and must do so 
based on strong ethical principles.   
 
Science, ethics and politics, in balance and harmony, 
must be driven to deliver the maximum benefit to 
humanity. 
 
Thank you very much. 
 


