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"ENABLING HEALTHY AND RESPONSIBLE LIVING" 
 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I am very pleased to be here in Istanbul today to address 

this important conference.   

It is often said that health is our greatest wealth.  I fully 

agree.  

As policy makers, as educators, and perhaps above all as 

parents, we strive to provide the future generation the 

greatest wealth of all – a healthy life.  

The way we lead our lives has a massive impact on our 

health:  

 directly, because of what we choose to drink, eat, do 

and buy; and  
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 indirectly, because of how these choices affect our 

society and the environment in which we live.  

Environment and health are of course closely linked.  Our 

daily decisions impact on our environment, which 

consequently impacts on our health. 

We are free to shape our own lives, the lives of those we 

care for, and our environment. 

But with such freedom of choice comes responsibilities – 

and perhaps this point is often somewhat overlooked.   

Take healthy lifestyles.  Governmental institutions clearly 

have a duty to inform and to educate citizens to the best 

of their abilities.  But:   

•  Governments cannot force people not to smoke.   

• Governments cannot force people to switch to a 

healthier diet. 

• And they certainly cannot force people to take 

regular exercise. 
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So as well as setting out the path to a healthier and 

therefore better life, we need to instil a strong sense of 

personal responsibility so that citizens can grasp and fulfil 

their true life potential.   

In other words – empowering people to take healthy 

choices must lie at the heart of our efforts. 

All of us here today share a commitment to promoting 

"healthy", "responsible" and "sustainable" living.  Our role 

is to act as catalysts to achieve progressive changes in 

the way we live our lives.  

Let me highlight some of the issues we are tackling in 
the European Union to promote a healthy living. 

First, I would like to mention tobacco, which is one of the 

world's biggest health scourges.  

Smoking remains the largest single cause of preventable 

death and illness in Europe.  

Despite all the evidence about what tobacco does to 

people's health, and despite all our efforts to raise 

awareness about this, a third of EU citizens continue to 

smoke.    
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Worse, the vast majority of smokers start at an early age 

– we are still fighting the forces of teenage rebellion. 

In the European Union, tobacco control measures have 

been progressively strengthened over the years.   

I am determined to explore how to further strengthen 

European measures. 

I believe we have to find ways to make tobacco more 

unattractive, especially to young people. 

The EU institutions and national governments have a duty 

to enable citizens to make well-informed choices.  Hence, 

the compulsory health warnings on tobacco packages 

sold in the EU; plus our ban on cross-border tobacco 

advertising, sponsorship and promotion. 

Another positive development is the trend towards 

smoke-free environments throughout the EU.  A number 

of Member States have already enacted comprehensive 

smoke-free laws.  I am urging all Member States to 

implement their commitment towards a smoke free 

environment. 

Let me now turn to excessive alcohol consumption and in 

particular alcohol related harm, which is another 

persistent problem in the EU.   
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Alcohol is the third biggest cause of early death and 

illness.  Driving under the influence of alcohol accounts 

for more than one in four fatal traffic accidents on our 

roads.  

The European Commission has a strategy to support 

Member States in reducing alcohol related harm which 

focuses in particular on young people and drink driving.  

A key action was the launch of the European Alcohol and 

Health Forum, which brings together medical 

organisations, public health NGOs, and producers and 

retailers of alcoholic drinks.  

All the Forum members have made voluntarily 

commitments to carrying out concrete actions to reduce 

alcohol related harm. 

Moving on, another factor with a major impact on healthy 

and sustainable living is nutrition.   

We have seen a dramatic rise in the levels of overweight 

and obesity across the EU, in particular, amongst 

children. 

To improve this situation, the European Union has 

developed a Strategy for Europe on Nutrition, Overweight 

and Obesity related health issues.  
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Indeed, we know that a rebalancing of our food intake, 

along with more physical exercise, can generate clear 

benefits for health, and for the environment.  

For example, increasing our consumption of fruit and 

vegetables is beneficial to our health, while helping to 

relieve environmental pressures.   

One of our regulatory initiatives in this area is the review 

of the general food and nutrition labelling requirements.  

This is part of the Commission's proposal for a Regulation 

on food information to consumers.  

People should be able to make informed choices.  The 

basic principle is that there should be a high level of 

protection of consumers' health and interests, and that 

consumers should not be misled.  

Reliable information for consumers is not only important 

for nutrition labelling but also for "environmental" labels.  

Such labels can be a powerful tool towards shaping 

consumer behaviour towards more sustainable choices.  

The increasing number of environmental labels from 

producers and retailers, however, might cloud the issue, 

and could prevent consumers from making sustainable 

choices.  
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On the broader issue of sustainable consumption, the 

Commission is pursuing a number of actions.   

For example, the Sustainable Consumption and 

Production Action Plan contains various instruments such 

as the Ecolabel, Energy label and Ecodesign Directives.  

We have also created multi-stakeholder groups bringing 

together industries, civil society and policy-makers to 

discuss key environmental issues and propose 

recommendations on how to tackle environmental 

challenges.  

Furthermore, our overarching Europe2020 Strategy 

provides a longer term framework for a resource-efficient 

Europe.   

We plan to make proposals in areas such as taxation, 

energy efficiency, transport and sustainable consumption.  

Our action does not stop here.  

To trigger healthier and more sustainable lives, we need 

to look beyond health, consumer and environmental 

policies and co-operate effectively with a wide range of 

other policies. 
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Promoting healthy living is not just about "convincing 

people" to take up healthy lifestyles or about giving 

citizens the information they need to make healthy 

choices.  

It is about ensuring that people can actually make healthy 

choices.  

And this is where the need for a wide range of policies to 

serve health concerns comes in. 

For example, we may well advise people to exercise; but 

if there are no parks, no walking spaces, no affordable 

gyms, people cannot really exercise.  

We can only succeed in encouraging people to exercise if 

there are safe and clean spaces for them to do so.  For 

this, we need healthy urban planning and transport 

policies. 

Likewise, if we want our children to develop healthy 

eating habits, we need education policies that include 

nutrition in the school curricula; and we need schools that 

serve healthy meals. 

Education, in particular, is key to achieving long-term 

lifestyle changes.  
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Education provides skills, knowledge, and ultimately the 

freedom to opt for a sustainable and healthy lifestyle.  

In the EU, curricula are a matter of national competence.  

Nevertheless, the European Commission can support the 

teaching about healthy and sustainable lifestyles through 

education.   

The collective effect of a range of conscious choices – 

and of a range of policies - can have a tremendous 

impact towards a healthier future.  

And I applaud the fact that this conference urges 

participants to explore synergies and partnerships 

towards this end.  

In the European Union, we try to contribute towards 

addressing these multilateral challenges by promoting 

synergies between national efforts, and exchanges of 

best practices, adding value where we can.  

For example, we publish a website, Dolceta, which 

provides teaching materials and information about 

consumer issues, including sustainable consumption, and 

some information about healthy lifestyles.  
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This year we are evaluating the impact of our efforts, and 

looking at how we can become more efficient in 

promoting healthy and responsible lifestyles in future.   

In this regard, the insights and outcomes of this 

conference will be of great interest to my colleagues and 

to me.   

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

***** 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The challenges of creating a healthier and more 

sustainable future are complex and diverse.   

The key actors range from the largest institutions right 

down to the individual citizen. 

Our efforts in tackling smoking and alcohol, in promoting 

healthy nutrition and physical exercise, in improving food 

information, in investing in consumer education and 

promoting sustainable consumption, can lead us towards 

a better future for all.   

But future success will rely heavily on the positive and 

active involvement of citizens themselves. 
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This is why it is so important that citizens feel empowered 

–and realise that their choices and actions have a direct 

effect not only on their own lives but also on society as a 

whole. 

Thank you.  
 


