
    

 
 

 
Brussels, 22 October 2004 

004-198-YV-ST-cb 
 

Mr. Fernand Sauer 
Director Division C 
Public health and Health Assessment 
DG Health and consumer protection 
European Commission 
  
 

Dear Mr. Sauer, 

 

Re: EDF comments to the proposal on a new EU health strategy     

 

I am pleased to send you the response of the European Disability Forum on the 
European Commission proposal for a new European Health Strategy. 

 
The response has been prepared on the basis of contributions from our 
members, and in particular from EDF working group on chronic illness. 
 
Please do not hesitate to contact EDF Secretariat should you need any further 
information. 
 
Confident in the attention that you will pay to our proposals, I remain  
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 

    

Yannis Vardakastanis 
President 
European Disability Forum 
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"States should recognise the rights of organisations of persons with 
disabilities to represent persons with disabilities at national, regional and local 
levels. States should also recognise the advisory role of organisations of 
persons with disabilities in decision-making on disability matters." 

Rule 18 of the United Nations Standard Rules on the Equalisation of 
Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities 
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DOC EDF 04/13 “EDF Contribution to the European Commission reflection 
process for a new EU health strategy” 
 
The document is available in English, and on diskette or in large-print 
upon demand from the EDF Secretariat, and on the EDF Website at: 
http://www.edf-feph.org  
© Copyright European Disability Forum 2004. This document may be quoted 
and reproduced, provided the source is given. 
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1. fighting inequalities in health 
 

Health is a key issue for all citizens, including people with disabilities and 
people with chronic health conditions, which represent over 15% of the 
European population, according to EU data1. 

However access to health is not equal for everyone in Europe. Inequalities in 
access to health increase according to social condition, country of origin, 
gender … but also health conditions. The way health systems are designed 
often prevents them to address the needs of different groups of the population 
or individual situations, creating further inequalities. For instance extra costs 
faced by people with chronic illness or with disabilities are often inadequately 
compensated, leading to social exclusion or poverty. 

Therefore EDF welcomes the goal set by the European Commission of 
achieving a good health for all and for fighting health inequalities across the 
EU. 

The European Commission rightly points out that people living in poverty, 
socially excluded, are more likely to face health problems. In addition they are 
also unequal in access to health. 

In particular people with disabilities face discrimination in access to health 
because of prejudice and lack of awareness of issues concerning them. This 
is particularly critical for people with psycho-social disabilities.  

In this context we believe it is critical to address social and economic 
determinants of health, in order to redress trends. In particular it is critical to 
examine links between social inclusion and employment policies and health, 
as well as between economic policies and health.  

We believe that the EC document is lacking in this respect, and that further 
work has do be done to address health determinants. Social aspects of health 
must be further investigated. 

In this sense mainstreaming of health in other policies is crucial. In particular it 
is important to enshrine a future EU health strategy into the different aspects 
of the Lisbon strategy. 

 

                                            
1 Employment of Disabled People in Europe 2002, Statistics in Focus, 26/2003 Eurostat 
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2. Health promotion and prevention 
 

EDF agrees on the importance of information to citizens as a contribution to 
health promotion and prevention. Nevertheless EDF believes that information 
policies must be complemented and coordinated with measures in the area of 
social inclusion, education and employment. 

Also the access to information is a critical issue for more vulnerable groups. 
Information must be presented in a language and format which is adapted to 
all citizens, and must reach people in their community and context. It must 
also be accessible to people with disabilities. For instance information in 
Braille or large print should be made available for people with visual 
impairment, deaf people should be able to access sign language 
interpretation. In addition greater effort should be made to develop easy to 
read information. 

EDF agrees that citizens should be aware of health issues and have a say on 
decisions affecting their health. Nevertheless EDF sees a danger in resting 
too much responsibility on citizens for their health condition. 

It is important not to underestimate social and economic factors at the origin of 
certain behaviours. Also advertising and misleading or conflicting information 
contribute to wrong attitudes in health. 

Moreover information is often targeted to people that are employed, well 
educated. People at a high risk of social exclusion, such as disabled people 
often face great obstacles in access to education and employment. 

In addition, stressing the responsibility of the individual may also lead to 
greater stigmatisation of people with disabilities or with a chronic condition, or 
of their families. 

It is also important to take into account that there are many conditions or 
illnesses that cannot be prevented.  

EDF strongly advocates for a European health strategy that promotes health 
while tackling discrimination and stigmatisation. 

However, EDF believes that more could be done to raise awareness of the 
public and private sector on the consequences on health of their decisions 
and strategies. EDF insists that measures should be taken in order to highlight 
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the consequences of pollution and excessive use of certain products or 
ingredients by industry, responsible for the development of chronic illness 
conditions. 

EDF also believes that the strategy should also tackle health issues at the 
work-place. Anxiety, depression and stress related disorders are dramatically 
growing in Europe. In addition there is a need for a comprehensive approach 
in the development of policies aimed at facilitating retention and return to the 
labour market for people that have acquired a disability or a chronic illness. 

EDF also believes that next to binding legislation banning progressively toxic 
substances and putting clear rules on advertising and labelling, more 
incentives to industry should be put in place. 

For instance the new rules on public procurement should be used by 
Governments, public authorities, and public entities (such as schools) to 
promote healthy purchases, for instance by proposing only healthy food in 
canteens.  

 

3. Research for a better health 
 

EDF also welcomes the European Commission proposal to foster synergies 
and share knowledge, including through the development of centres of 
excellence. Europe must invest in health. Success in finding treatment to 
widespread diseases such as cancer and aids can only happen through 
partnership. 

Synergies are even more critical for treatment of rare diseases where 
research is not profitable for the private sector. 

 

4. Reforming health systems 
 

EDF also believes that a coordinated action is necessary and valuable for the 
improvement of health systems across the European Union. In this sense 
EDF welcomes the adoption of an Open Method of Coordination on health.  

It is important that quality and accessibility for all go hand in hand. There is an 
increasing risk in some EU countries that quality health services and health 
prevention are reserved to a limited number of people. 

It is critical that extra costs incurred by people with chronic illness or 
disabilities are adequately compensated. Individuals or families are often 

 EDF Contribution to the European Commission reflection process for a new 
EU health strategy (DOC EDF 04/13) 

# > >  5 



 
faced with a too heavy economic burden. This may also have negative 
consequences on the health of other family members. 

The issue of informed choice of treatment is critical for users of health 
services. In order to achieve this, there is a need to promote a different 
relationship between professionals and citizens, moving from a concept of 
treatment to a partnership towards increased health. In this sense training of 
medical staff prepared in cooperation with users of services is critical.  

Much has to be done in this context towards lifting prejudice towards people 
with disabilities, in particular people with psycho social disabilities that are 
totally excluded from this dialogue. 

In addition, the development of common objectives and benchmarking in the 
reforms of health systems should encourage those member States that do not 
have policies tackling discrimination of people with mental illness to include 
these aspects.  

EDF also stresses the importance of including human rights and disability 
awareness in the curricula of doctors, nurses, and health workers, managers. 

Furthermore it is important to support new EU member States to reform their 
services addressed to people with mental health problems and people with 
disabilities. In some countries, also because of lack of funds and qualified 
personnel, there are unacceptable situation of confinement and human rights 
abuse for people with disabilities. It is critical that funding addressed for the 
reform of health systems tackle these issues, and that future national action 
plans on health present a strategy to improve this.  

Furthermore it is important that disabled people and people with chronic 
illness, as users of health services are involved in the preparation, monitoring, 
and evaluation of the NAPs. 

Future structural funds regulations should also ensure that actions for reform 
of health systems contribute to the fight against discrimination and the 
removal of barriers for people with disabilities. 
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5. Quality and safety standards for medical products and 
devices 

 

EDF believes that accessibility of information for all users is a key issue, and 
should be included in legislative provisions in this area. Information must be 
clear and readable. Alternative formats must be available for people with 
visual impairments. 

Access to appropriate treatment is a key issue for people with chronic illness. 
Measures must be put in place in order to ensure this and compensate for 
possible additional costs incurred. Moreover recent events have shown even 
more dramatically the need to ensure full and independent information to 
users on the implications and possible effects of treatment. 

The EU can also contribute to a removing barriers in the internal market for 
assistive devices, as well as ensuring that contribution to social inclusion, 
quality of life, and inclusion in the labour market are accessible, and cheaper. 

 

 

6. e-health 
 

EDF believes that a European Health Card is a welcome development. 
Nevertheless we would like to highlight the need to ensure confidentiality of 
information. Also it is critical that patients are informed of the content of such 
information, and that they can access it at any moment. 

 

7. Health generates wealth 

EDF also agrees on the importance of health and of its link to quality of life 
and richness of society in all its aspects including economic progress and 
development. 

EDF would like however to stress that link between health and productivity 
may be misleading. People with disabilities or with a chronic condition may be 
more ‘productive’ than a person in its full strength and capacity. 

It is important to ensure equal opportunities in access to employment to all 
groups, through for instance job retention policies. 
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Finally the value of a person should not be reduced to its ability to produce 
economic goods. 

We are worried about expressions contained in the document identifying 
disease with a burden for society. 

 

8. Partnership for health 

 

A structured civil dialogue is a key issue the European Commission has to 
address also in the view of the coming into force of the provisions of the 
constitutional treaty on participatory democracy. 

In the health area it is important that representative organisations of people 
using health services (such as organisations of people with disabilities and 
chronic illness) are consulted on an equal basis with professionals and 
industry. Support measures and adequate mechanisms must be put in place 
in order to allow this. 

Next to the reinforcement to the Health Forum, the different sides of civil 
society must be systematically involved in the work for the preparation of 
legislation and policy measures in an open and transparent way. 

Finally it is critical that within the new Open Method of Coordination on health, 
and in particular the preparation of national action plans, Member States are 
encouraged to actively consult with civil society, including representative 
organisations of people with chronic illness and disabilities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



This paper represents the views of its author on the subject. These views have not been adopted or in any way approved by the Commission 
and should not be relied upon as a statement of the Commission's or Health & Consumer Protection DG's views. The European Commission 
does not guarantee the accuracy of the data included in this paper, nor does it accept responsibility for any use made thereof. 
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