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The Challenges of European Health and Well-Being 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is a great pleasure for me to be here in the beautiful city 

of Kuopio.  Your clean air and unspoilt environment make 

this an ideal setting to talk about health and wellbeing. 

Now that we are facing an economic crisis, we need, 

more than ever, a healthy population to put the economy 

back on track.  

Let's look at the situation as it stands today.  

Unemployment rates throughout Europe are the highest 

in decades. Here in Finland, almost 8% of the population 

is unemployed; most of them are young people.  

Earlier economic crises have shown the profound and 

lasting impact of economic hardship on people's health.   
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Those with job insecurity have a higher risk of depression; 

and are more likely to seek solace in tobacco, alcohol or 

drugs.   

The last thing we want to see is Europeans drinking or 

smoking their way out of the crisis. 

First and foremost, for their own sake, their own health 

and quality of life; and second, because we cannot afford 

it.  

Think of depression.  Even before the crisis, the cost of 

depression was already estimated at €118 billion.  

Imagine the pressure this places on our hospitals and 

medical staff; and on the economy as a whole.  

We have to invest intelligently in health.  

Here, I am not only talking about investing in the 

treatment of illnesses, but essentially, preventing illnesses 

from ocurring in the first place.  

Just look at obesity.  In Finland, almost 16% of children 

are overweight or obese.  This is a problem Finland 

shares with all European countries: 13% of European 

children weight too much.   
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If today's children eat well and take exercise, tomorrow's 

adults are more likely to be in better shape; and suffer 

less from obesity-related diseases like diabetes, heart 

disease and even some cancers.  

Our societies tomorrow will only be as healthy as are our 

children and adolescents of today.   

This is why the European Union has brought together all 

those concerned in a joint Platform for Action – from 

industry and advertisers to non-governmental 

organisations.  

Together these stakeholders are, for example, looking at 

ways to reduce the amount of fat, sugar and salt in our 

food so that our children grow up with a healthier diet. 

Many of today's illnesses are clearly preventable.  

Let's look at the example of the North Karelia Project, 

right here in Finland.  

35 years ago, North Karelia had exceptionally high rates 

of heart attacks.  Many people ate fatty foods, did little 

exercise and smoked and drank excessively. 

The local citizens urged the authorities to tackle this 

serious problem.  
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As a result, the Finnish authorities, supported by the 

World Health Organisation, devised a campaign to 

promote healthier lifestyles together with the local 

community, so as to prevent heart disease. 

Innovative actions – ranging from cholesterol-cutting 

competitions to banning all tobacco advertising in the 

area - led to a staggering 70% reduction in heart attacks 

amongst men; and a reduction in lung cancer and other 

lifestyle-related diseases.   

This is a shining example of what is possible. 

But what was the key to the project's success? 

One of the responsible health officials summed it up 

perfectly.  "We didn't tell people how to cut cholesterol, 

they knew that.  It wasn't education they needed, it was 

motivation.  They needed to do it for themselves." 

The European Commission is determined to build on this 

inspiring approach. 

We have co-funded follow-up projects, such as a "Smoke-

free Class Competition".  This is a  project, organised 

each year in Finnish schools, to dissuade or stop 

schoolchildren from smoking.  
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Over 20% of Finns still smoke.  Men more than women.  

And the young more than the old.  

If we dissuade in particular young people from smoking 

now, the future will have fewer smokers; fewer sufferers 

of tobacco-related diseases; lower health costs; and 

ultimately healthier, longer and more productive lives.  

European governments have already committed 

themselves to creating a "smoke-free Europe" by next 

year.  

I am delighted that Finland is at the forefront of Europe in 

fighting tobacco.   

I am also encouraged by the ambitious new law here in 

Finland which aims to end the use of tobacco products.  

This new law:  

o Supports a "smoke-less culture";  

o Discourages the uptake of smoking; 

o Supports those who want to stop; and  

o Controls access to tobacco products by making 

them less attractive, less visible and less available. 
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I believe Finland can set the example to the rest of 

Europe.  

For my part, I am committed to revising European law on 

tobacco products through: 

• Stronger measures on health warnings and 

packaging of cigarettes;  

• Tougher rules on tobacco additives 

• Targeting new products, such as eCigarettes or 

nicotine candy. 

Our action does not stop here. Healthy lifestyles are not 

the answer to all our challenges.  

We also need to find innovative ways to prevent, 

diagnose, treat and manage diseases.  

One – because health systems are under increasing 

budgetary pressure; and 

Two – because Europe is ageing. There will be more and 

more elderly people and fewer people of working age.  
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This is of course good news – but who will look after us 

when we retire? In particular, who will look after our 

children when they  retire?  

Policymakers all over the world are looking at "innovative" 

solutions.  

eHealth is one of them. eHealth applications can provide 

better healthcare; to more people; and closer to home 

even in remote regions.  

For example, the European Commission is supporting a 

project to help residents of remote rural communities in 

Finland, Sweden, Norway and Scotland, benefit from 

access to eHealth services, such as speech therapy, or 

eye screening for diabetes. 

Such innovations can make a real contribution to the 

efficiency and sustainability of health systems.  

So why is eHealth not more widespread in Europe?  

One reason is that health systems in Europe are 

fragmented, incompatible.   

This is why we need to make sure that Health systems 

are inter-operable and able to "speak" to one another.  
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I am pleased to say that the European Union is adopting 

a new law this Spring which clarifies the right for you to 

access safe and high quality healthcare in another EU 

country – and be reimbursed for it.  

As part of this new law, I am encouraging all EU 

governments to work together to overcome the hurdles to 

Europe-wide eHealth. 

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

*****  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

My vision is to unlock the potential of "smart" innovation 

to meet the ever growing demands on health systems; so 

that our health systems function effectively, efficiently and 

to the highest standards.  

My vision is to step up a gear on prevention.  Europe is 

not lecturing people on how to live their lives. 

What we are doing is to ensure that people are well 

informed so they can make healthier choices.  

Healthier choices that lead to healthier, longer, happier 

lives.  
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Thank you.  

End     
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