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FROM HEALTH TO WELLNESS:  QUALITY OF LIFE AND 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

 

 
It is a pleasure for me to be here today to discuss the very 
important issue of health and wellness, and how it 
contributes to sustainable development.  
 
Sustainable development – towards a continuous long-
term improvement of quality of life - is a central objective 
of the European Union, and of its Sustainable 
Development Strategy. 
 
Health is a key part of this strategy for sustainable 
development; a strategy that rightly stresses the 
importance of strengthening our work with partners 
outside the EU including the Mediterranean region.  
 
You may be asking yourselves why is health then so 
important for sustainable development.  I would argue 
that without health there can be no sustainability!  
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It is very simple.  A population in good health translates 
into people living well, living active lives, contributing to 
society, and requiring less treatment – thus reducing 
pressure on healthcare staff and on healthcare systems.  
People who live good quality lives are in better health and 
thus contribute to sustainable health systems. 
 
A population in bad health, on the other hand, translates 
into high absenteeism at work; low productivity; early 
retirement; and greater demand for treatment.  
 
And with people living longer and longer, if they live 
longer in bad health, they will require more and more 
treatment.  This leads to increasingly high and 
unsustainable healthcare costs.  
 
How are we going to afford such unsustainable trends?  
 
We need to reduce the pressures which demographic 
change is generating by promoting good health and 
preventing illness to keep citizens out of hospital beds.    
 
This is why it is so important to invest in promoting good 
health and in helping people stay in good health.   
 
Actually, most of the diseases that people suffer from in 
Europe are preventable.  We know that smoking, drinking 
too much alcohol, eating an unhealthy diet, or not 
exercising can lead to chronic health problems, in 
particular later in life.  
 
Indeed the notions on which prevention are built are those 
that move us more into the sphere of wellness.  We 
normally associate health with the lack of diseases or 
hurt.  Wellness on the other hand denotes more of a way 
of life built on the building blocks of living well, eating well, 
not smoking, not abusing alcohol, moving, resting.   
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Our health systems are better geared towards treatment 
of diseases.  I would argue that our health systems need 
a paradigm shift from systems designed to treat people 
when they are ill, towards helping people to live well, to 
improve their quality of live so that they do not get ill in the 
first place. 
 
We need to promote health and wellness as a means to 
improve the quality of life for citizens and to improve the 
sustainability of our health systems. 
 
Promoting good health is not just about "convincing 
people" to take up healthy lifestyles or about awareness-
raising campaigns.  It is also about ensuring that people 
can readily and easily make healthy choices – and this 
requires a wide range of policies to serve health 
concerns. 
 
If we want people to be healthy and to remain healthy, 
they need to live in healthy conditions; they need to have 
access to information that enables them to make positive 
lifestyle choices.  As such, health policy is also social 
policy; it is education policy; it is environment policy.  
 
This is why improving health is part of Europe 2020 
Strategy, which maps out how the European Union can 
emerge stronger from the crisis with smart, sustainable 
and inclusive growth. 
 
I am pleased that this issue is high on the international 
agenda too.  Last September, for the very first time, the 
United Nations General Assembly adopted a political 
declaration that advocates promoting good health as the 
cornerstone to reduce the burden of chronic diseases on 
society.  
 
Let me take this opportunity to share with you what the 
European Union is doing in this regard.  
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Already in the early 2000's, we developed for the EU the 
so called Healthy Life Years indicator to introduce the 
concept of "quality of life" complementing the 
conventional life expectancy measures.  
 
Indeed, a major question with an aging population is 
whether increases in life expectancy will be associated 
with a corresponding increase in healthy life years, with 
years spent living without long term illness or disability.  
 
As such, this indicator is getting closer to the "benessere 
equo sostenibile" system as discussed in Italy. 
 
In the EU, chronic diseases are the main cause of loss of 
healthy life years, and many of them are preventable.  
They are linked to what people eat or drink, and whether 
or not they smoke.   
 
This is why the European Commission is keen to address 
the issue of smoking, obesity and alcohol abuse.  
 
Think about smoking.  One in three Europeans smoke, 
and young Europeans are the heaviest smokers.  
Smoking kills around 700,000 Europeans every year.  
 
That is almost twice the population of my country.  Just 
imagine:  how many lives we could save; how much 
suffering we could prevent; and even how much money in 
treatment we could avoid spending; if people did not 
smoke. 
 
This is why we are using all the tools at our disposal to 
discourage people from starting to smoke.  This includes, 
for example, strengthening European law on Tobacco 
Products; or supporting campaigns that help people 
understand how much better life without smoking is. 
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European Union Governments have also committed 
themselves to creating a "smoke-free Europe" by the end 
of this year.  I am encouraged by the bold steps many 
Governments are taking to reach this goal.  The time has 
now come for enforcement, so that non smoking in public 
places becomes a reality. 
 
Obesity is another great source of concern that we are 
addressing.  Obesity rates have been increasing non-
stop.  More than half of European Union adults are 
overweight or obese.  
 
We know that by simply changing the way we eat and the 
way we move, we could avoid up to 80% of coronary 
diseases, up to 90% of Type 2 diabetes and certain 
cancers.  
 
This is why we have developed a European Union's 
strategy on overweight and obesity-related health issues 
which addresses the wider aspects of nutrition – from 
agriculture and education to issues such as labelling and 
advertising. 
 
The strategy brings together different actors in a Platform 
for Action on Diet, Physical Activity and Health – including 
food producers, advertising companies, NGOs - to 
develop concrete actions to fight obesity.  This platform 
has already generated more than 300 initiatives, in key 
fields such as food reformulation or responsible 
marketing. 
 
We also work closely with the EU Member States.  For 
example, we have helped all EU Member States to shape 
their own salt reduction strategies to cut salt consumption 
by 16 % in 4 years.  
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When one talks about nutrition, of course, we can learn a 
lot from the Mediterranean countries approaches.  One 
obvious example being the potential of revitalizing the 
Mediterranean diet as a concrete step towards healthy 
nutrition. 
 
Let me finish with a few words on alcohol abuse, which is 
another issue that we need to tackle if we are to succeed 
in promoting healthy lives.  Alcohol abuse leads to a 
number of chronic conditions such as liver cirrhosis, heart 
diseases, or mental disorders – conditions that can be 
prevented. 
 
This is why we developed an EU strategy to reduce 
alcohol related harm and a European Alcohol and Health 
Forum to mobilise and coordinate action at European 
level. 
 
The public health NGOs and medical organisations, 
alcohol producers and retailers, and others who have 
joined the Forum have generated more than 220 concrete 
initiatives to reduce alcohol related harm. 
 
These are just a few examples about the Commission's 
commitment to promoting wellness and health.  
 
This is an area where I believe we have much to gain 
from exchanging knowledge and good practice.  
European Union countries and countries in the 
Mediterranean Region can learn together and exchange 
knowledge on how to promote wellness. 
 
I see a clear role for the network of experts and 
researchers of the Euro Mediterranean University to 
spread best practices and know-how in the region.  
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I wish your initiative well and hope that it will contribute to 
improving health and supporting sustainability across 
Europe and the Mediterranean.  
 

End 
 


