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President, Minister, Honourable Members of Parliament,  

It is a pleasure to be here today.  

I congratulate the Hungarian National Assembly for taking the initiative to organise 
this event.  

It demonstrates the growing importance of national parliaments in EU policymaking.  

I very much value the contribution you make to health policy – a subject that affects 
each and every European. 

I was here in Hungary only last week for the Informal Council of EU Health 
Ministers. 

One key question at that meeting was this – 'How do we maintain the efficiency and 
sustainability of our health systems; at a time when the population is ageing and 
there are budgetary constraints?'  

Difficult decisions are being made on where to prioritise limited resources.  

Currently, the EU spends just over 9% of its GDP on health.  15% of all government 
spending goes to health. And this figure is likely to rise further. 

So how do we square the circle of more demand, with the same financial resources?  

I believe there are two key solutions that we need to pursue. 

One is to focus more on health promotion and disease prevention.  

And the other is to explore innovation in Health.  

Let me start with promotion and prevention.  

Just look at obesity.  Around 13% of European children are overweight or obese.   

If today's children eat well and exercise more, tomorrow's adults are more likely to 
be in better health and better shape ; and suffer less from obesity-related diseases 
like diabetes, heart disease and some types of cancer.  

Or look at smoking. Almost one in every three Europeans still smokes – many of 
them are young people.  

If we can discourage people from starting to smoke, or help them to quit their 
smoking addiction – we can help reduce many smoking related diseases.  

By doing so, we could avoid much suffering to our citizens and also ease the 
pressure on health systems and the economy. 

This is why we need to strengthen EU legislation on tobacco products, including:  

- broadening the scope of the legislation to include new tobacco products;  

- improving rules on health warnings and packaging so that citizens are better 
informed about what tobacco does to their health;  

- tackling tobacco additives; and 

- making tobacco products less readily available – particularly to young people.  

 

I expect to come forward with a legislative proposal on Tobacco Products early next 
year.  I hope I can count on your support. 

Many of you have already shown political courage and determination in introducing 
smoke-free legislation to protect your citizens from tobacco smoke.  
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I would like to take this opportunity to encourage the Hungarian Parliament to be 
ambitious in its on-going debate aimed at a new law banning smoking in public 
places.  

I am encouraged by the strong stance on tobacco that some of your countries are 
taking.  

There is still a long way to go, however, to achieve the goal that Member States 
have set for themselves: a smoke free Europe by next year.   

To succeed in our prevention and promotion objectives, we need to "think outside 
the box" and find innovative ways to prevent, diagnose, treat and manage diseases. 
Which leads me to the second key solution I mentioned earlier. 
Innovation in healthcare – such as eHealth – can help deliver high quality 
healthcare to patients, while maintaining the efficiency and sustainability of health 
systems. 

eHealth applications are already being used to enable patients to access the best 
medical expertise from the comfort of their own home.  

However, the use of eHealth or Telemedicine is still at its infancy. eHealth 
applications cannot work properly across Europe because of the lack of 
interoperability between national, regional or local eHealth systems. 

We have taken concrete steps towards overcoming this obstacle – with the 
successful adoption of the EU Directive on patients' rights in cross-border 
healthcare.  

This Directive marks a breakthrough for patients.  

It clarifies the right for patients to access safe and good quality healthcare across 
Europe's borders – and be reimbursed for it.  

Member States have until October 2013 to transpose the Directive into national law. 

The European Commission stands ready to work with your Health Ministries to help 
steer this Directive towards effective implementation and enforcement. 

When I speak about innovation, however, I do not simply mean technology.  

Innovation must look beyond traditional "products" and include the whole healthcare 
chain – from hospitals, carers and health insurers, to health systems themselves.  

It is in this spirit that we have launched the European Innovation Partnership on 
Active and Healthy Ageing. 

The Partnership will mobilise both the private and public sectors to translate 
research and innovation into products, devices, and services that respond to the 
needs of Europeans. 

Our goal is to increase by two the average number of years that Europeans live an 
active and healthy life. 

This is ambitious – but I believe can be achieved in a spirit of true collaboration 
across the political and societal spectrum.   

Innovation in healthcare is, of course, also about developing the best medicines 
and medical devices for patients. 

To provide high quality healthcare, we need a strong innovative pharmaceutical and 
medical devices industry.  

Last month, together with Minister Szócska, I spoke at a conference on innovation 
and regulation in the field of medical technology.  
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The conference called for improvements in the innovation process so that, safe, life-
saving and life-enhancing medical equipment can be brought to European citizens 
as quickly as possible.  

Our legislative framework needs to be further improved to secure a high level of 
safety while fostering innovation.  

I plan to put forward legislative proposals next year aimed at doing precisely that. 

One of the latest innovations we are witnessing is personalised medicine. It is a 
field where diagnostics and medicines are closely interrelated. 

Each of us has a unique genetic make-up; and the best cure for the same disease 
can vary from patient to patient.  

Innovation can help provide solutions tailored to different patient groups as opposed 
to a "one-size-fits-all" solution.  

I am also seeking to improve and offer better access to information about medicines 
under prescription. 

This is why I am going to table very shortly a new legislative proposal on Information 
to Patients, putting patients' rights first. 

 

I have spoken about prevention and about innovation.  

Let me mention briefly a number of other key European health policy issues.   

As we are all too aware, diseases do not stop at national borders. Diseases do not 
need visas.  

This is why the European Union has in place comprehensive legislation on 
communicable diseases.  

However, no such system exists for cross-border threats arising, for example from 
the release of biological, chemical and radio nuclear agents.  

Should an accident like the one in Fukushima occur in Europe, we would not have 
solid structures at EU level to co-ordinate a public health response.  

We have therefore launched a review of EU health security legislation to cover all 
serious cross-border health threats.  

We are not starting from scratch here.  
Valuable lessons have been learnt from the H1N1 pandemic which will help us 
improve our capacity to manage future pandemics. 

One key point is to ensure that pandemic vaccines are made available to all EU 
Member States more swiftly in future.   

The European Commission is therefore preparing a joint procurement scheme of 
pandemic influenza vaccines, in close collaboration with the Member States. 

Talking about vaccines, outbreaks of vaccine-preventable diseases still re-appear all 
too often in Europe, due to insufficient vaccination coverage. This is why I am most 
pleased that the Hungarian Presidency is working towards stronger commitments on 
childhood immunisation. 

Another key challenge that the economic crisis is likely to worsen is inequalities in 
health.  

In times of economic difficulty, the poorest are often hit the hardest.    

With this in mind, the European Commission is working together with Member 
States to pursue a "Solidarity in health" approach as a means to reduce inequalities. 
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Reducing inequalities does not, however, depend on health policy alone. It is also 
education policy and employment policy to mention just a few. 

This is why we need to work across all policies to ensure that people live in healthy 
conditions.   

The Structural Funds offer a valuable means to address inequalities in health.  

The Structural Funds can help in building and modernising health infrastructure, in 
investing in health technology such as eHealth tools; and in training health 
professionals on how to transform technology into healthcare for their patients.  

It is important to emphasise that these funds can be used to deliver more effective 
healthcare pathways if directed in the proper way.  

 

President, Minister, Honourable Members of Parliament,  

If there is one message I would like to leave with you today, it is this:  Investing in 
health and healthcare pays off.  

As I said, I believe we need to invest more in preventing diseases and promoting 
healthier lifestyles – and to focus on more innovation in health.  

We need smart investment in innovation. We need to explore how to spread 
investment costs to allow for faster and less expensive uptake of new technologies 
– so that the financial pain is commensurate to the financial and political gain.  

Now more than ever, we need to make a convincing case for investing in health as 
an engine of future growth. And to use all the means at our disposal towards this 
goal.  

I very much look forward to working with your national parliaments in shaping 
concrete and added value health solutions for our citizens.  

Thank you. 


