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SPEAKERS AND AUDIENCE 

“Designing the future European Health Union? Scaling-up Ambitions, Powering Resilience” – the 
title of the Health Symposium organised (18 November, 16:45 – 19:00) by the Institute for 
Competitiveness (I-Com).  

The event provided an open and transparent forum to debate on two key priorities on the EU 
health agenda – the Cancer Plan and the Pharmaceutical Strategy -, which the Commission will 
outline by the end of the year. The Symposium was also an opportunity to take stock of the 
proposal for a strengthened European Health Union, announced by Ursula von der Leyen in her 
first SOTEU address and detailed in the package of initiatives presented last week by the 
Commission as a long-term response to the critical issues emerging during the Covid-19 crisis.  

The Symposium gave the floor to 15 high-level speakers, including representatives from EU and 
national institutions, companies, research, business and patient organisations, and brought 
together more than 100 stakeholders from Brussels and the Member States.  

The  speakers included Walter Ricciardi, Chair of the Horizon Europe Mission Board for Cancer, 
and the MEP, Tomislav Sokol, Member the Special Committee on Beating Cancer, as well as DG 
SANTE’s Sylvain Giraud, EMA’s Tony Humphreys, WHO’s Sarah Garner, Johnson & 
Johnson’s Anouk De Vroey, ECPC’s Antonella Cardone, EFPIA’s Elizabeth Kuiper, and ESMO’s Rosa 
Giuliani. The MEPs, Dolors Montserrat, Co-Chair of the ENVI Committee’s Health Working Group 
and Patrizia Toia, Vice-Chair ITRE Committee, sent a written contribution to the discussion.  

I-Com presented a paper to contribute to shaping the discussion and was represented by Stefano 
da Empoli, President, Eleonora Mazzoni, Head of Innovation Area, and Mattia Ceracchi, Head of 
EU Affairs. 

This symposium represented a milestone for I-Com’s  2020 Brussels initiative “PEOPLE, PLANET, 
PROGRESS”, which aims at monitoring the political priorities of the new European Commission and 
influencing the EU public debate in line with the recommendations outlined in the I-Com Blueprint 
“Innovative Europe: The Way Forward. Taking Stock and Thinking Ahead” (February 2020) 
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MAIN TAKEAWAYS  

The big picture 

A key political lesson learnt from the Covid-19 crisis is that further collaboration is required in 
Europe to face health challenges such as the current pandemic, and the European Union seems to 
have understood this. In this regard, the Commission’s first proposals towards a European Health 
Union should be strongly appreciated, while further steps forward in this direction need to be 
encouraged. According to I-Com’s paper, Europe needs to adopt a holistic and integrated approach 
that goes beyond the subsidiarity principle. This means that the way the EU institutions understand 
their working together with the Member States needs to be turned around. As stressed by the 
MEP, Tomislav Sokol, during the debate, the promotion and protection of health through the 
constant improvement of the quality and sustainability of Member States' health systems has 
become a political objective to be decisively pursued with the instruments available to the EU.  

The concept was addressed in MEP Dolors Montserrat’s address. Montserrat declared that 
although Member States remain responsible for most health policies, the EU has many more 
possibilities than those currently used. A stronger coordination of European Health Governance 
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with Member States, and regional and local governments is an absolute priority. Apply a Health in 
All Policies approach, which aims at horizontally integrating health aspects into all relevant policies, 
such as agriculture, transport, international trade, research, environment and climate, is essential. 

In her written contribution, MEP Patrizia Toia welcomed the Commission’s proposal for a new 
stand-alone health programme, EU4Health. Toia highlighted that despite the frankly 
incomprehensible cut made by the European Council in July, the European Parliament proved to 
be brave and ambitious enough during budget talks, managing to ensure fresh money to top-up 
strategic EU sectoral programmes, including EU4Health, which is now projected to receive around 
€5 billion.  

 
Prevention and access to treatment for an effective Cancer Plan  

In the wider context of the European Health Promotion Strategy, the Plan to Beat Cancer is 
undoubtedly a significant pillar. As highlighted by Walter Ricciardi, Chair of the Horizon Europe 
Mission Board for Cancer, the defeating of cancer is one of the greatest European challenges due 
to the high percentage of patients that health systems must currently deal with, and potentially in 
the future, if action is not promptly taken. Europe has 10% of the world population and currently 
25% of the cancer disease burden, risking an increase to 50% of the worldwide burden by 2035, 
Ricciardi warned.   

This is a view shared by Elizabeth Kuiper, Executive Director Public Affairs at EFPIA, who reported 
that despite the great progress in terms of treatment and quality of life, what is missing is a EU-
wide investment to cope with the widespread burden of the disease. These investments should 
take into account both structural and coordination aspects, including effective access to 
prevention through increased funding. Moreover, cooperation among Member States should be 
strengthened, while the sharing of data and good practices should be facilitated. It is not unusual 
for some Member States to have very efficient structures, but a poor organisation of patient health 
data management which is not shared among the structures even within the states, with a burden 
on the patients themselves.  

Speakers broadly shared the need for the Cancer Plan to have a holistic and patient-oriented 
approach. I-Com’s paper also highlighted that cancer could soon surpass cardio-vascular diseases 
as the disease group causing the greatest societal burden,  having already done so in many wealthy 
countries. The way to beat cancer also requires a ‘health in all policies approach’ and would involve 
acknowledging that health must play a key role in policy-making across many sectors.  

As Antonella Cardone, Director at European Cancer Patient Coalition, pointed out, a European plan 
to defeat cancer with a patient-centric design is the key to the success of the initiative. In this 
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regard, the proposal to develop a European cancer dashboard aims to monitor a series of indicators 
to improve the plan through the involvement of all stakeholders. Rosa Giuliani, Director of Public 
Policy at European Society for Medical Oncology, also highlighted the need to improve both 
prevention and effective access to treatment for all those non-predictable cancers. The promotion 
of access to treatment without discrimination between and within Member States should be 
placed at the centre of the Commission’s strategy.  

 
A global vision for an effective pharmaceutical strategy 

The debate on the European Pharmaceutical Strategy has led both private sector and institutional 
stakeholders to agree on the need to strengthen the conditions enabling the Union to continue 
competing globally and its industry to remain a world leader in this sector. On the strategy, I-Com’s 
paper highlights that market conditions for manufacturers in the EU need to be improved. For 
instance, specific measures on regulatory flexibility which have been introduced during the corona-
crisis concerning marketing authorisation procedures should be considered. Developing clinical 
trial networks, biobanks and databanks, building a European Health Data Space, and delivering 
public-private collaboration mechanisms should be prioritised in order to speed up achieving this 
objective and to support and encourage innovative manufacturing. 

Both Johnson & Johnson’s Senior Director, Government Affairs & Policy EMEA, Anouk De Vroey, 
and Chief Executive Officer at Eurordis, Yann Le Cam, specifically focused on how strengthening 
the sharing of health data and the creation of innovation hubs can make the EU more attractive 
for investments. Research and innovation must be at the heart of the strategy so that the EU can 
reinforce its leadership in this field. As pointed out by Tony Humphreys, EMA’s Head of the 
Regulatory Science and Innovation Task Force, R&D investments are crucial for the EU to be able 
to sustain the global supply chain. The Covid-19 vaccine is an example of how important it is to 
ensure global cooperation and a mutual recognition of the supply chain.  

Other key points mentioned concerned patient access to medicines, coordination with medical 
sector requests, transparency and data sharing. On these aspects, Sylvain Giraud's speech clarified 
the Commission's position, stating that the strategy will address different challenges in relation to 
medicine shortages, following up on the political guidelines received by EU leaders and political 
input from the European Parliament. Another important area to be addressed is the security and 
continuity of the supply chain - an issue that has become increasingly important during the Covid-
19 crisis, particularly regarding the geographical imbalance across EU countries on the access to 
medicines. 
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In her address, Dolors Montserrat stressed that the Parliament will work to ensure that the 
Commission's proposal will integrate a holistic, patient-centred approach, with a long-term 
systemic vision, covering the entire life cycle of pharmaceutical products. It must also guarantee 
the rights of Europeans to the best treatments in any country of the Union, promoting the 
sustainability of the market and public finances. The Parliament’s action should foster the dialogue 
and the creation of synergies of the strategy, not only with the other initiatives mentioned, but 
also with the other key policies and priorities, such as the Green Deal, Horizon Europe, the 
Industrial and Competition Strategy, and intellectual property rights, Monsterrat said.  


