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Introduction – Structural challenges in the European healthcare sector and the functioning of 
healthcare services in extreme situations – mapping concrete mechanisms and strategies for a 
common European approach 
Fritz Neugebauer, President of Eurofedop 
Bert Van Caelenberg, Secretary General of Eurofedop 

Having been confronted with a year in which the healthcare workforce stood in the forefront of the 
battle against the Covid-19 virus, the representatives of trade unions from different European 
countries, affiliated to Eurofedop, held an online meeting to discuss the items that healthcare workers 
are particularly concerned with in their daily commitment to treating and caring for patients in spite of 
circumstances that can be very stressful and ask a lot of mental strength from this group of public 
service workers. 

By exchanging views among each other and with experts from the European Parliament, the 
technological industry as well as academics, the participants tried to find ways of tackling the multiple 
challenges that healthcare workers are confronted with in European countries. 

A first observation to be made is related to the different way in which European countries organise 
their health system. This may be an important obstacle to working out a common European policy and 
strategy to deal with the problems that healthcare workers are confronted with. Nevertheless, the 
representatives of Eurofedop trade unions want to aim in the first place at building a mutual platform 
among themselves, to make European officials aware of the urgent need for finding solutions to the 
problems experienced by healthcare workers. 
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Strengthening health systems and the health care workforce and addressing important long-
term challenges for health systems – the EU4Health Programme of the European Commission 
Bert Van Caelenberg, Secretary General Eurofedop 

 

Starting from this year 2021 and lasting until 2027, the new EU4Health programme has been 
established by the European Union to make the member states more capable of dealing effectively 
with future health crises such as the Coronavirus pandemic. Funds will be made available, to the 
amount of 9.4 billion euros, which member states can use with a view to improving the resilience of 
their healthcare system. In this respect, an important aim will be to help member states in achieving 
the digital transformation of their health services. From the point of view of Eurofedop trade unions, 
the training of healthcare professionals will play an important role in achieving this goal. Moreover, 
transparency will be required and a proper follow-up on the use of funds within the EU4Health 
programme. 

Harnessing the momentum – should we increase EU competences on public health? 
Tomislav Sokol, MEP (Croatia), Group of the European People’s Party, Member of the Committee on 
the Internal Market and Consumer Protection 

The Coronavirus pandemic has raised the question if the EU 
competences in the field of health should be increased. There is 
a legal part and a political part to the question. Legally, article 
168 of the TFEU teaches us that the competence of the EU is 
limited. Health services are regulated by the national countries. 
Nevertheless, the EU has some power, for example as regards 
the authorisation of medicines. EU competence in the field of 
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health is limited to questions regarding the regulation of the internal market. Politically, you will have to 
change the Treaty and it will be difficult to get all member states aboard. The political will to change 
the Treaty will be of crucial importance. The Covid-19 crisis has made the member states aware that 
there is a need for acting together, but as regards the call for a regulation on minimum healthcare 
standards and minimum wages for healthcare workers, it will be difficult to reach a consensus. 

How to speak with one voice in the name of European healthcare workers? Mapping concrete 
mechanisms and strategies for successful trade union work at the European level 
Viorel Rotila, Professor for Social Sciences and Manager of "Sanitary Solidarity" Federation (FSSR), 
Romania 

 

Trade unions can make a contribution to reaching consensus in the field of healthcare by speaking 
with one voice. Eurofedop can offer a framework for achieving trade union cooperation at European 
level with the aim of promoting minimum standards in the field of medical treatment and assuring the 
quality of professional life in the healthcare sector. Such cooperation will also give trade unions the 
opportunity to accelerate their digital transformation. Trade unions often have to deal with the lack of 
willingness from politicians to listen to their demands. Many countries have been reducing their 
healthcare budget in recent years and the results have been visible with the outbreak of the Covid-19 
pandemic and the lack of beds in hospitals for Covid-19 patients. The crisis has once more underlined 
the need for establishing minimum standards of healthcare quality at EU level, in spite of the 
opposition of certain countries, which argue that this will lead to a decrease in the quality of healthcare 
in their national country. 
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The future of healthcare systems – how can health care trade unions act together on the 
European level? 
Moderator, Desislava Manolova, Secretary for International Affairs, GÖD (Union of Public Services) 
(Austria) 

The future of healthcare systems – transforming European healthcare with innovative solutions 
and empowering the healthcare workforce 
Tanja Valentin, Director External Affairs, MedTech Europe, Member of Health First Europe Executive 
Committee (Belgium) 

 

The shifts that are happening in modern society in the field of health are also closely followed by the 
world of the industry. The aims of trade unions and the industry follow more or less the same path in 
trying to find out what the profile of the healthcare workforce will look like in the future. The mobile 
phone will occupy a central place in healthcare. Healthcare will be delivered in different settings and 
patients will play a more active role in it. In the decade lying ahead of us, huge changes can be 
expected in technological innovations. But it is important that innovations will have to lead to better 
healthcare. Sectors will be more interconnected, everyone in healthcare will work together, no one can 
do the job on their own. Another important element is to assure the safety of data, in a way that people 
can trust apps, understand them and know how to use them. After all, the ultimate goal of innovations 
is to serve a purpose, the innovation has to come from the healthcare workforce and serve the needs 
of the patients. 
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Structural challenges in the healthcare sector following the COVID-crisis – a synthesis of 
problems to be tackled from the Croatian perspective 
Radmila Belobrajdić, President, SZH Trade Union of Health (Croatia) 

The president of the Croatian trade union of nurses spoke about the flagrant lack of interest from the 
officials of her country in the development of the nursing profession. The nursing profession has been 
neglected for a long time and nothing has been done to improve the situation. It is also part of the task 
of trade unions to inform the public of this. Even when healthcare workers showed themselves to be 
the pillar of the healthcare system during the Coronavirus pandemic, they were rewarded by only a 
shameful salary increase of 10 % for this. There is a need for the implementation of a real strategy 
regarding nursing in Croatia. Social dialogue only exists there on paper, contracts are not respected 
and social partners have no influence. The government takes its decisions unilaterally. As a result, 
nurses are leaving the country and, in the end, there will be no one left to work in the health care 
system in this country. 

Discussion: How can health care trade unions act together on the European level? 
Moderator: Eszter Kovács Phd, Semmelweis University Health Services Management Training Centre 
(Hungary) 

The impact of Covid-19 has been felt in every 
country. All countries needed to implement complex 
changes in their healthcare system and resilience 
became a keyword in dealing with the crisis. New 
ways of dealing with Covid-19 had to be found. 
Flexibility was required from the workforce and the 
number of available professionals became an 
important issue. The digital era places the healthcare 
workforce before new challenges. The working 

environment is changing and mobile technology has become a common practice in healthcare. Many 
countries are faced with recruitment challenges, due to an ageing workforce. But in order to tackle 
problems in healthcare, no country can do this on their own, cooperation across borders has become 
a necessity. In order to deal effectively with shortages and the changing tasks of healthcare staff, a 
proper healthcare workforce planning is needed. 

This Seminar has been chiefly financed thanks to European Union Funds 

   


