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14.04.2011 10:00
Dear distinguished Guests, dear participants,

Thank you to the European Public Health Alliance for inviting the European Economic and Social Committee to this conference. I am proud to see the tremendous work done by civil society organisations in guiding decision-makers to make the right policy choices. I hope that the European Charter for Health Equity will be another step towards a more cohesive Europe.
The scale of differences in health of people living challenges solidarity and equal opportunities in the EU. How is it possible that differences in life expectancy vary by almost 10 years between some countries? 

Problems linked to health and diseases do not belong to the only health sector. Unequal distribution of health care is a social determinant of health. The Committee recognises that the challenge must be addressed not only from the perspective of the healthcare sector, but also from many other policy fields which have an impact on people's health: the environment, social protection, infrastructure, education, health and safety standards at work, agriculture, transport etc.

EU institutions, Member States and other stakeholders, we should all do more to make the Health Strategy principle "Health In All Policies" a reality. Member States should be assisted in coordinating their policy measures more effectively: we are happy to see that the EC's Health programme is financing a dedicated project devoted to capacity building at national level. Civil society organisations should take on a stronger role in disciplining our government to address the issue of health inequalities across policies. The Charter that we discuss today will be a useful guiding tool in this respect.

I would like to focus on four main tasks which we, in the Committee, perceive as decisive to any potential progress in levelling out health inequalities.

1.Evaluate with indicators

Regular measuring of health inequalities in Europe is needed to make progress. To this end, Member States and the Commission should agree on a set of indicators, methodology and measurable targets to make real evaluation possible. The Committee has recommended that a specific health inequality indicator be included in the Europe 2020 Strategy. We regret that this recommendation was not taken into consideration at the time, but we are happy to see that the Parliament shares the views of the civil society and has made a strong statement on the necessity of generating clear indicators in order to measure progress.

2. Social protection in health 

Health inequalities are a very broad area, and Member States pay attention to social protection, access to health services and health funding. This seems especially important given the demographic trends in the EU which will affect the number of both patients and health professionals.

Health financing mechanisms - need to be based on solidarity in financing and on risk pooling. It is the key to achieving equality in access to health services. 

Access to health services should be defined by affordability, availability, quality, financial protection and information.

3. Focus on vulnerable groups. 

Preventive healthcare and screening programmes as well as health promotion and education are universal coverage and effective access to healthcare and social care. 
The Committee recommends that the Commission and Member States come up with campaigns and services targeted at relevant vulnerable groups. It would empower such groups to define their needs and get the necessary information.

4. Focus on children

Children represent our own future. 

I am pleased to see that the Charter recognises the importance of early child development. 

The Committee feels that improving access to high quality, affordable and accessible childcare is an opportunity for children to meet their developmental and health needs. It can help address health inequalities faced by disadvantaged households and support the social integration of excluded groups. 

Similarly, it is essential to guarantee equal access to quality schooling and education.

Conclusion : Fight against health inequalities requires a strong commitment of all stakeholders, 

It depends not only on governments, but also on the involvement of civil society and the social partners. 

The consultation process, policy-making and implementation should include stakeholders at European, national, regional and local level.

The EESC believes that there is scope for increasing the effectiveness of these aspects, the development of partnerships and better dissemination of good practice.

Creating more effective partnerships with the stakeholders will help promote action on various social determinants. 

I wish you success in today's deliberations!
___________________
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