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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I am delighted to be here with you to mark the Patients' Rights Day. 

This event reminds us of the important work being done to give a voice to millions of 
patients all over Europe. 

I would like to take this opportunity to pay tribute to European patients, to the 
organisations who represent them, and in particular to the Active Citizenship 
Network; and to thank the European Economic and Social Committee for hosting 
today's event. 

In this respect, I welcome the report on patient's rights in Europe presented to you 
this morning; which will help us learn from best practices across Europe to further 
enhance patients' rights.  

As your report quite rightly points out, health systems should not bear the brunt of 
austerity measures sweeping across Europe.  

At a time when difficult decisions are being made on how to invest limited resources, 
we must not lose sight of the values and principles on which EU health policy is 
based.  

Five years ago - the same year as the very first Patients Rights Day - the Council of 
Ministers confirmed the common values and principles in EU healthcare systems: 
universality, equity, solidarity and access to good quality healthcare for all. 

Access to safe and good quality healthcare is enshrined in the European Charter for 
Fundamental Rights.  

Each and every citizen should have easy access to high quality healthcare 
regardless of income, social status and country of residence.  

In this spirit, I applaud citizens' organisations for maximising these rights with the 
report launched today and with their tireless work. 

The principles I have just mentioned are reflected in the newly-adopted Directive on 
patients' rights in cross-border healthcare. As its very title suggests, this Directive 
aims to put patients at the centre of EU action.  

Very few patients are aware of their rights when they want to be treated in another 
EU Member State. As a result, very few patients are able to exercise this right.  

The new Directive puts an end to many years of legal uncertainty. It clarifies the 
right for all Europeans to access safe and high quality treatment across Europe's 
borders – and be reimbursed for it. The Directive clarifies: 

- The right of access to healthcare abroad on a non-discriminatory basis; 

- The right to appropriate information – via National Contact Points – so that 
people can make informed decisions on seeking healthcare abroad; 

- The right of choice of treatment; 

- The right of access to medical records; 

- The right to patient safety and quality of care.  

In addition to these rights, the Directive has a role to play in avoiding inequalities in 
access to healthcare.  

Unnecessary delays in treatment can be avoided if patients have the possibility to 
seek that treatment elsewhere in the European Union – if such treatment is 
unavailable in their home country.   
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I know these principles are shared by the European Economic and Social 
Committee and I would like to thank you for your support towards making this 
Directive a reality.  

I remember last year, when I came into office, people told me that negotiations on 
the Directive were at a dead end. 

The fact that we meet here today - at a time when the Directive starts its road 
towards implementation - shows that with courage and determination – we can 
make decisions that really matter to patients.  

Patients expect and deserve access to good quality and safe healthcare. When 
patients are diagnosed or treated, they should trust that the healthcare they receive 
is safe.  This is one of the drivers of the new Directive. 

However, the reality is very different. Last year, an EU-wide survey on patient safety 
offered some striking insights: 

- Around half of all respondents felt they may be harmed while receiving 
healthcare; 

- One in four claimed they, or one of their family members, had been harmed in 
some way when being treated; (and many of these events were unreported);  

- One in three respondents did not know which body is responsible for patient 
safety. 

And the number of people who were satisfied with the quality of care in their country 
varied greatly. The results underline that more needs to be done: 

- To improve the safety and quality of healthcare in the EU; 

- To ensure that patients are confident that the healthcare they receive is safe; 
and 

- To ensure that they know they can take action when something goes wrong.  

Later this year, the European Commission will launch a Joint Action to support 
national authorities right across Europe to improve patient safety and quality of care:  

- by co-ordinating their work better;  

- by improving how they report harm caused through healthcare; and  

- by involving patients more in decisions relating to their own healthcare.   

"Joint Actions", or co-operation action – co-financed by the Commission and the 
Member States – will also be launched in a number of areas that affect the rights of 
patients in Europe, notably: 

- on organs, to improve the safety and quality of donations; and 

- on patients' registries, to help exchange medical information for research 
purposes, and to better monitor the quality of care. 

A number of such Joint actions aimed at improving patients' rights are already up 
and running. For example, the joint actions on cancer and on bridging inequalities. 

Our action does not stop here.  

The European Commission is also working on proposals of new legislation to 
improve access to information about medicines under prescription. 

The legislative proposals on Information to Patients are being revised from a 
patients' perspective, building very much on the recommendations of the European 
Parliament, such as: 
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- Setting out clear obligations for industry to publish certain information destined 
for patients; and  

- Stressing that no information should appear in the print media at the initiative of 
industry. 

Already in a very short time we have managed to adopt three key proposals which 
further reinforce patient safety – falsified medicines,  pharmacovigilance and quality 
and safety of organs.  These pieces of legislation deliver on our responsibility 
towards the right of the patient to be safe.  

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

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

This is why we need to intensify our efforts to ensure that everyone has access to 
health services – marking a significant step towards reducing health inequalities.   

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. 

Today, I pay tribute to all groups and individuals all over Europe who work tirelessly 
to pursue patients' rights.  

Thanks to your determination, brick by brick, we can build a Europe that puts 
patients first.  

Thank you.  


