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The future of the health sector:  
“A strong need for political prerequisites” 

Brussels, Committee of the Regions (CoR), 06.03.2008 

In his closing remarks, Vice-President of the EPP-ED group Othmar Karas stated that with respect to cross-
border health care it is no longer desirable to be merely knocking on the doors of the European Court of 
Justice, but that there is a strong need for political prerequisites as well. Today, case law determines 
whether or not patients have a right to enjoy health care or whether or not health professionals are allowed 
to provide health care outside their national borders. Case law also decides how and by whom costs will be 
reimbursed. However, due to increasing mobility of both patients and professionals (short- and long-term), 
case law on its own no longer suffices. ’A European policy approach is necessary’, according to Othmar 
Karas. 
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“The lack of health professionals causes major problems for 

patients in Slovakia. A woman I know was diagnosed with breast 

cancer and faced exceptionally long waiting lists. Once under 

treatment, the process was very slow. This shows that even in the 

case of life-threatening diseases, there is simply not enough 

personnel available”.  
 
Marcela Gatciova, President of SLOVES, Slovakia. 

A hundred participants were present to discuss with 12 high profile speakers the future of the health sector 
in Europe. The emphasis was put on the challenges and the conditions of the health care professionals. 
Both speakers and participants were actively involved in the debate throughout the day which was 
moderated by former VRT anchor Alex Puissant. Equipped with a microphone, he managed to get 
numerous reactions from the audience and he challenged the representatives of the European Parliament, 
the European Commission and other experts to thoroughly found their arguments and to interact with the 
participants. This resulted in a lively and in-depth debate. 

Milan Cabrnoch MEP (Czech Republic) opened the morning session of the hearing by stating that health is 
a condition for wealth and competitiveness. The health sector is an important employer and a public service 
as well as a branch of industry. Finally, health and health care are political topics, important to every political 
party and government. The main responsibility lies with national governments, but Mr. Cabrnoch stated that 
the EU has a crucial role in sharing best practices. In the afternoon, Csaba Öry MEP (Hungary) opened the 
session on European legislation by providing an overview of the evolution of European legislation on health 
matters.  

The demographic developments that Europe is undergoing were highlighted by Walter Marschitz, Director of 
Austrian Aid (Österreichische Hilfswerke). The fact that the population is ageing and that the patient desires 
more information on care provision and insurance requires an adjustment of the current systems as we 
know it in some countries, stated also Czech Vice Minister for Health Pavel Hroboň.  

   
Milan Cabrnoch, MEP Georgs Andrejevs, MEP Jacek Protasiewicz, MEP;  

Klaus Kellersmann, EPP-ED group 

The European Commission DG Employment was represented by Roland Bladh. He addressed the existing 
European perspectives on health care and the changes that affect European health services (mobility, 
demographics). The European Commission closely follows national reforms and is curious to learn more 
about the positive/negative consequences of for instance the Dutch reform. He also mentioned technological 
developments in the sector which were subsequently highlighted by Jacek Protasiewicz MEP (Poland) who 
held a presentation on e-Health. Participants gladly learned more about e-Health and both interest and 
concerns were expressed. E-Health offers numerous opportunities for cost reduction in the health sector, 
improved data collection and exchange and it was widely agreed that such innovation should definitely be 
encouraged. However, when looking at professionals, could e-Health create a gap between those who are 
e-literate and those who are e-illiterate? Secondly, what happens to the personal contact between patients 
and care providers?  
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When discussing the situation of health professionals in Europe it is of the utmost importance to also give 
the floor to the professionals themselves. Anton Szalay, health professional from Slovakia, spoke about 
another trend that has major impacts on professionals, patients and the health sector in general; migration. 
Particularly since EU accession, Slovakia has experienced an exodus of nurses and doctors to other EU 
Member States. His personal story was backed up with more data and figures from Hungarian expert Miklós 
Szócska, Director Health Services Management Training Centre at the Semmelweis University in Budapest. 
There is a migration intention of 70% among medical personnel in Hungary. Mr. Szocska is currently 
conducting a study on medical migration, driven by shortages and the emerging EU brain drain back in 
2003. One of the aims of the study is to design an intervention strategy. Raymond Langendries MEP 
(Belgium) called for urgent action at European political level to stop this migration flow from (mainly) ‘New’ 
Member States to EU15 Member States. In this process we should primarily focus at improving the situation 
in those countries in Central and Eastern Europe, according to Mr. Langendries. 

  
Pavel Hroboň,  

Vice Minister for Health (Czech Republic) 
Brussels State Secretary Brigitte Grouwels (B) 

Arnaud Senn, expert in public health talked about the challenges for health professionals and European 
legislation such as the mutual recognition of diplomas. In the context of the discussion on the lack of 
professionals Brussels’ State Secretary Brigitte Grouwels explained the situation of Brussels Capital region. 
In Brussels there is a lack of (particularly Dutch speaking) nurses and Eurofedop has conducted a survey 
comparing best practices of 5 European cities dealing with shortages. What are the strategies to attract and 
retain health care personnel in other large cities? Ms. Grouwels presented the results of this study during 
the afternoon session of the hearing.  

 
Miklós Szócska (HU); Csaba Öry, MEP; Raymond Langendries, MEP 
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Conclusions and follow up 

EUROFEDOP looks back at a very well-attended hearing that 1) was highly necessary and rightly timed, 2) 
provided participants as well as expert speakers and politicians with wide ranging views on European action 
in the field of health care and 3) brought together a broad variety of health related persons who were given 
the opportunity to meet, exchange views and learn. EUROFEDOP was very well represented with 
delegations from Spain, Austria, the Netherlands, France, Slovakia, Romania, the UK, Germany, Estonia 
and Belgium. A desirable result of this meeting would be the creation of an EU health platform on workers’ 
issues.  

In expectation of the European Commission’s revised directive on patient mobility and health care 
developments, results of this hearing will be put on the agenda of the Trade Council meeting on Health 
taking place in Luxemburg on April the 18th.  

 


