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The panel agreed that the sustainability of healthcare is 
taking its place high on the political agenda. 

B ut from a European perspective, there 
has to be a better vision of what needs to 
change, one that integrates rather than 

splinters. The responses of governments to the 
financial crisis have often been fragmented, but 
these measures are no match for the demands 
of an ageing and changing population or the 
fundamental shifts in healthcare that will need 
to occur. This vision for the future of the sector 
needs to be holistic and consensual.

“We should not forget that we 
have different healthcare policies 
in different member states, and 
even at regional and municipal 
levels in some countries. This is a 
factor that increases complexity, 
and there is no single recipe.  We 
must cooperate, not dictate.”
Maria Iglesia Gomez 
Head of the Innovation for Health and 
Consumers Unit, European Commission

Hospitals will need to change, too. They will 
always be a home for the high-tech, cutting-
edge large machinery of medicine, but as many 
procedures and interactions as possible should be 
moved out into the community by accountable 
healthcare organisations dedicated to achieving 
long term results. 

We have to drive out inefficiencies, and here 
we will have to trust and seek assistance from 
healthcare professionals at all levels. The EU 
has a role to play here, developing a system 
of benchmarking for healthcare systems and 
professionals across the continent and promoting 
transparency. This is a fundamental initiative that 
is of great importance. 

Citizens will have 
to become active 
participants
Much of the focus on Europe over the last 
few years has centred around the pressures – 
especially economic pressures – on governments. 
But we have to remember that there are 
pressures of all kinds on the people of Europe, 
not least the fact the population is getting older 
and will become more dependent on healthcare. 
States have to remember that patients and 
citizens can and must become active participants 
in healthcare.

“In times of crisis, as well as the 
financial pressure on healthcare 
systems, we face the extra 
pressure of more people getting 
sick.”
Josep M. Piqué 
CEO, Hospital Clinic of Barcelona

This raises an interesting challenge: how to reconcile 
a pan-European, increasingly  homogeneous 
approach with the very different pressures felt 
at the national level. And how do we ensure 
transparency and accountability throughout these 
less centralised, more disparate systems? 

Healthcare systems in Central and Eastern 
Europe are under pressure. Though there is much 
variation between countries, health expenditure 
is generally low (as low as 5.5% in Romania) – and 
a large migration of young people means there is a 
disproportionately large elderly population. 

Third Plenary 
Session – 
Looking 
forward to a 
sustainable 
future 
what can be done in the near future to increase the 
sustainability of healthcare in Europe?

Summary of plenary discussion

Moderator: Carrie Grant, British Television Presenter 

 ● Alberto Colzi, Vice-President Eastern Europe, Middle East & Africa Operations, AbbVie 

 ● Dimitris Florinis, Greek Counsellor for Health Affairs 

 ● Antonio Gaudioso, President of Cittadinanzattiva 

 ● Maria Iglesia Gomez, Head of the Innovation for Health and Consumers Unit, European 
Commission 

 ● Josep M. Piqué, CEO, Hospital Clinic of Barcelona 

“Now I’ve found the right 
treatments, I live a more  

or less normal life.”  
Marc Dudley
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“There is an urgent need to 
connect stakeholders. This is an 
issue we can solve, but only by 
working together.”
Alberto Colzi 
Vice-President Eastern Europe, Middle 
East & Africa Operations, AbbVie

Although the need for a multi-stakeholder 
approach is obvious, it is still something that has yet 
to be adopted in practice – even within companies 
and institutions. People have a silo mentality 
that is not serving society. Paradoxically, this is 
happening at a time when people in society as a 
whole are becoming more and more networked 
and interconnected via the Internet. 

During the conference we saw some great 
examples of how the power of the Internet is being 
harnessed to offer benefits to both patients and 
providers, and initiatives such as that presented 
by Maccabi are worth watching to see how they 
evolve.

“Under the European Union we 
have tremendous opportunities 
to gather stakeholders and 
have intelligent discussions that 
can produce tangible results. 
It’s important to preserve the 
European idea alive to ensure the 
sustainability of our society.”
Dimitris Florinis 
Greek Counsellor for Health Affairs

The European Level is 
critical for the future 
of healthcare
Gatherings of ministers with stakeholders can 
and do take place at the European level. But 

though these meetings produce results to meet 
very specific and urgent needs, at the moment 
more could be done in terms of driving healthcare 
policy forward. We must design the frameworks 
around which systems fit for the future and can be 
built in a world of limited resources, where hard 
evidence must measure up against careful cost/
benefit analysis.

This is especially the case in the countries of 
Eastern Europe, where economies are smaller and 
healthcare systems are more centralized. These 
nations are playing a game of catch-up to reach the 
healthcare standards of the west, but at the same 
time facing the same demographic changes. More 
open dialogue between stakeholders in these 
countries is needed if these nations are to invest 
wisely for the future.

One country that has faced particular challenges 
is Greece, where the financial crisis has taken 
an extremely heavy toll on public spending. 
Healthcare reforms in Greece have, however, 
delivered economies of scale and cost 
containment by consolidating care under a 
single health insurance fund within the Ministry 
of Health. And there are other examples from 
around Europe that can be examined and possibly 
implemented by member states.

In the coming months, EU citizens will have 
greater rights of access to the health systems of 
all member states, and this will require careful 
management at EU-level as patients start to seek 
the best healthcare for their needs. It is possible, 
of course, that countries will be able to improve 
efficiencies by employing comparative advantage, 
improving overall healthcare provision in the 
region as a whole. But doing so will require inter-
state cooperation.

We need good chefs to create the recipes for 
sustainable healthcare we’ll be using by the middle 
of the century. There is an article in the Maastricht 
Treaty signed more than two decades ago that 
specifies that policies should take account of their 
impact on health. But even now, this is not the case.

Comprehensive cost-benefit analyses are 
urgently required to determine both the 
healthcare infrastructure and payment models 
we will use going forward, and they will require all 
stakeholders to get involved.

“Reforming healthcare 
and investing in health are 
key elements in achieving 
a sustainable future for our 
economies and our societies.”
Dimitris Florinis 
Greek Counsellor for Health Affairs

Summing up, Pascale Richetta outlined the key 
points raised during a day of interesting, relevant 
discussion, setting out what she identifies as the 
key ingredients for sustainable healthcare:

 ● There is a huge shift happening in healthcare 
across the continent: older patients, more 
chronic diseases, fewer physicians. The 
systems we have created since the middle of 
the last century are ill-equipped to deal with 
these changes. There is a broad consensus 
around the following points:

 ● Patient empowerment is a key element. 
Transparent access to healthcare is essential, 
as is keeping patients fully informed about 
their condition, treatment and choices.

 ● We must act now and act together, both as 
stakeholders and as countries, to ensure our 
systems are fit for the future.

 ● Technology and innovation will play a big 
role, allowing treatment to happen in new 
ways and with new levels of efficiency.

 ● We must act in a step-wise, realistic manner. 
Pilots are a great way to build on the 
common appetite for change and reform. 
They give professionals experience and 
information they can use to scale the activity 
up, and they allow politicians to gather the 
hard evidence they need to make the radical, 
long-term changes we need in order to 
create a recipe for sustainable healthcare 
policy that will last well into the century.

 ● We need cost-effectiveness, full 
transparency and full accountability as the 
network assumes its role at the heart of 
healthcare. This is a social challenge as much 
as it is about technology.

Pascale Richetta
Vice-President AbbVie, Western 
Europe & Canada Operations 

“I run a rheumatoid arthritis 
walking group. As well as getting 
the exercise, it’s good to be with 

people who understand.”   
Deirdre Hegarty


