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EUROPEAN COMMISSION CONSULTATION ON THE
EU 2020 STRATEGY

EuroHealthNet (www.eurohealthnet.eu) networks the regional and national agencies re-
sponsible and accountable for health promotion, public health and disease prevention in the
EU. Itis part of an International Collaboration on the Social Determinants of Health (ICSDH)
via its special project, the Equity Channel (www.equitychannel.net) which brings together
stakeholders and bodies working to improve health and equity via the social determinants of
health. The Equity Channel has been set up as a platform to share knowledge and evidence
online, and to develop strong partnerships to promote and implement outcomes of the WHO
Commission on the Social Determinants of Health (CSDH). The Equity Channel is coordinat-
ing the EuroHealthNet response to the EC consultation on the EU 2020 Strategy.

While the EC advocates for the importance of economic growth, productivity and competi-
tiveness in order to tackle the Uniond s future challenges, the Equity Channel insists that so-
cial cohesion is crucial to achieve an economically sustainable future for Europe. This is par-
ticularly true in the context of the current economic and financial crisis. It is essential to ensure
these economic, competitive and growth orientations do not become objectives in themselves
but contribute to achieving the Uniond s overall aim fi to promote peace, its values and the
well-being of its peopled while also striving to pursue to the WHO definition of what consti-
tutes health, i.e. 6 a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely
the absence of disease or infirmity.6 Therefore, we strongly believe that health and well-
being are underpinning factors of economic prosperity and should be recognised as such.

The refocused Lisbon Strategy made progress in some areas however; the social and environ-
mental policies pursued proved too weak and thus failed to achieve their goals, in particular to
prevent the increasing socio-economic inequalities between and within EU Member States.
Therefore, the Equity Channel would like to highlight the following key recommendations:

1. Increase Investment in health:

1 The EU should establish common approaches and methodologies to undertaking
economic analysis that incorporate health and health equity;

1 Health equity indicators should be systematically included and applied in EC deci-
sion making processes;

1 the EU Impact Assessment procedure should consider economic impacts on
health and health equity;

1 AtEU level, Directorate Generals should apply economic analysis and quantifica-
tion of the health aspect;

1 Health Ministries should take a lead role in identifying and promoting economic
arguments for health, public health and health inequalities;

1 Economic analyses should include as broad a number of stakeholders as possible
especially actors at the regional and local level.
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2. Improve the data and knowledge base on health inequalities to ensure cost-efficient
policy making.

1 The EU should develop and implement well-being indicators from the outcomes
of its expected progress report in 2012 based on its Communication on fi GDP and
beyond: Measuring progress in a changing world.o

1 The EU should develop a comprehensive health equity surveillance system allow-
ing policy makers to establish comparisons, derive best-practices and reallocate
resources where they are most needed;

1 The EU should develop a common set of agreed indicators to monitor health ine-
qualities and inequities;

1 EU Member States should ensure comparative national and sub national indica-
tors of wellbeing and social progress by designating national and regional bodies
responsible for the collection and transparent dissemination of relevant data.

As a general recommendation, the Equity Channel believes that a rights-based approach
should be incorporated into the EU 2020 Strategy and furthermore, we advocate for the three
principal recommendations purported by the WHO CSDH Report to form the basis of this:

1. Improve daily living and working conditions;

2. Tackle the inequitable distribution of power, money and resources;
3. Measure and understand the problems and impacts of action.

1. INCREASE INVESTMENT IN HEALTH

Through its DG SANCO co-funded project DETERMINE (www.health-inequalities.eu), Eu-
roHealthNet has demonstrated that the rationale for investment to tackle health inequalities is
based on two interlinked arguments:

1 Targeted investment to address health inequalities by action on the social deter-
minants of health is more cost effective than paying later for the consequences of
these inequalities.

1 It follows then that addressing health inequalities is not only a matter of social
justice but also contributes to economic sustainability.

The recent European Commission (EC) communication 6 Solidarity in Health: Reducing
Health Inequalities in the EUS highlighted the fact that health inequalities exist between EU
Member States and between social groups within Member States and that these have wid-
ened in recent decades. In addition, the final report by the Social Protection Committee on the
current EU strategy 6 Growth and Jobsd (Lisbon Strategy) stated that 6 ...high levels of poor
health in sections of the EU population imply substantial opportunity costs for the Union as they
are detrimental to employment, productivity and growth.6 (1) This demonstrates the need for
the EU to recognise and ensure that health and well-being are underpinning factors for future
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economic prosperity, growth and competitiveness. In other words, fi economic policies will
not thrive without strong social policies.0

Therefore, tackling health inequalities and health inequities through a social determinants of
health approach will help form the basis to achieve a sustainable, competitive and innovative
European economy with a healthy, socially inclusive population.

1.1 The economic benefits of better health

There are strong economic arguments for investing in health at population level. In 2005, a
review of evidence in high income countries concluded that fi there is considerable and con-
vincing evidence that significant economic benefits can be achieved by improving health not
only in developing but also in developed countries.0 The report outlines four channels
through which this may occur: higher productivity, higher labour supply, improved skills as a
result of greater education and training and increased savings available for investment in
physical and intellectual capital (2).

These issues have been considered in the development of a health strategy for the EU which
commenced with a reflection process in 2004(3). The second of four principles in the strategy
Together for Health fi Health is the greatest wealthd states that health is a prerequisite for
economic productivity and prosperity. It also emphasises that healthy life expectancy - not
merely life expectancy - is the key factor for economic growth and points to the inclusion of
Healthy Life Years as a Lisbon Structural Indicator to underline this distinction (4). The role of
healthcare systems in supporting growth and employment has been recognised by the Social
Protection Committeed s evaluation of the social dimension of the Lisbon Strategy. It asserts
that 6 the considerable improvement in the health status of the EU population in recent dec-
ades has been associated with more widely available healthcare i.e. a rising share of resources
devoted to healthcare systems and a more equitable distribution of these resources.d It also
recognised 6 that good health contributes to economic prosperity through improving labour
market participation and improving productivity as well as increasing participation in other
societal activities.0 (5)

1.2 The cost of health inequalities

Health inequalities are understood to be the difference in health outcomes between different
population groups, including socioeconomic groups. Such inequalities are estimated to reduce
average life expectancy across the EU by 1.84 years which equates to approximately 11.4m life
years lost (6). At the same time, healthy life expectancy is reduced due to the existence of
inequalities by an average of 5.14 years or approximately 33m healthy life years lost(7). While
these figures represent the EU25 as a whole, the large variation in the magnitude of health
inequalities within member states is well recognised, with some southern European countries
having smaller inequalities and most countries in the East and Baltic regions having larger ine-
qualities than the European average (8).

These inequalities have significant economic implications for the EU and for member states.
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In the background document to the EC Communication 6 Solidarity in Health: Reducing
Health Inequalities in the EUG , when health is valued as a capital good, inequalities related
losses have been estimated to cost around U141 billion in 2004 or 1.4% of GDP. This rises
sharply to 01,000 billion or 9.5% of GDP when health is valued as a consumption good (9).
Without investments in preventive measures, public expenditure on health-care is projected
to grow by 1% percentage points of GDP in the EU between 2007 and 2060 (10).

1.3 Addressing health inequalities through action on social determinants of health

Preventing ill health and reducing health inequalities is not the responsibility of the health care
system alone. Health and health inequalities are largely determined by factors outside the
reach of the healthcare sector, including low income, unemployment, poor environment, poor
education and sub-standard housing (11), essentially what we refer to as social determinants
of health. Improving health and reducing health inequalities therefore requires action and in-
vestment across local, regional, national and EU level to tackle these root causes (12). More-
over, despite the current squeeze on public budgets, the Equity Channel strongly advocates
forincreased expenditure on healthcare system strengthening. In particular, we support the re
-orientation of their infrastructure towards a more health promotion and prevention focus,
strengthening the role of primary care in order to make them more socially inclusive.

The Tallinn Charter, signed at the WHO European Ministerial Conference on Health Systems
in June 2008, reiterates thatfi éinvesting in health is investing in human development, social
well-being and wealth.0 It includes a commitment from member states to fi éinvest in
health systems (13) and foster investment across sectors that influence health, using evidence
on the links between socioeconomic development and health.0 (14)

Following the report of the WHO Commission on Social Determinants of Health Closing the
gap in a generation (15) the 62nd World Health Assembly called upon all member states i éto
take into account health equity in all national policies that address social determinants of
health.0 (16)

Social policy is crucial to breaking the negative spiral linking ill health, poverty and social ex-
clusion. A report commissioned by the ECO s Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportu-
nities Directorate (DG EMPL) establishes the economic and social costs of not having social
policies of adequate quality and shows that more equity can go hand in hand with greater effi-
ciency. The report concludes that social policies based on investment in human and social
capital are conducive to higher economic efficiency as they improve productivity and quality
of the labour force (17).

We commend the EC on producing a consultation document that proposes addressing the fu-
ture economic, environmental and social challenges facing the EU with a cross cutting ap-
proach as opposed to a silo or vertical approach. Therefore, it is essential that any future EC
action should not only reflect and sustain the health promotion momentum advocated by
health actors but that it further builds and contributes to the important 6 Health in All Poli-
ciesd0 approach (HiAP), specifically prioritised in the EU Health Strategy fi Together for
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