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Putting People's Health First: 
Improving Access to Medicines in Europe 

Many European countries have been able to provide high standards of healthcare to their 
citizens, with the core principles of equality, solidarity and universality guiding the design of our 

health systems. While significant inequalities remain when it comes to access to healthcare 
both between and within different European Union Member States, we can generally be proud of 

our health systems especially when compared to the non-inclusive and expensive US model.

Healthcare is a common good fundamental to people’s wellbeing. It is one of our most basic rights
and the majority of Europeans want the EU to do more for health.1 The right to health includes access
to timely, acceptable, and affordable health care and medicines of quality.2 It is the duty of Member
States to realize this right in a non-discriminatory manner. Yet, in recent years we have increasingly
surrendered the production and pricing of new medicines to an overriding logic of double-digit profits.

Many health systems in the EU are suffering the consequences of unbalanced industrial and
intellectual property policies in the pharmaceutical sector, which are almost exclusively geared
towards the growth of European economies and maximization of profits rather than towards ensuring
people’s access to quality and affordable treatments. In Europe and worldwide, the prices of new
medicines are rapidly rising, creating great financial stress on public health systems.3 As a result, an
increasing number of treatments for life-threatening infections and diseases, such as cancer and
hepatitis C, are unaffordable for both individuals and national health systems.

This is the result of an ineffective and costly research and development (R&D) system that rewards
new medicines with monopolies in the form of patent protection which fail to foster healthy
competition and incentivize real innovation.4 The current system allows companies to set exorbitant
prices that drain public health resources which could be used for other purposes. Moreover, it
jeopardizes the sustainability of public health care systems in Europe.5

Urgent measures should be taken to ensure that governments and citizens have access to, and can
afford, the innovative medicines they need. Investing in knowledge sharing and collaborative research
processes is a key step. The EU has already made steps in a direction which embraces knowledge
sharing and collaboration in the research process and promotes open science and open innovation.
Yet this approach needs to be expanded and happen more explicitly for biomedical R&D.

1. 70% of Europeans want the EU to do more for health, according 
to an Eurobarometer survey conducted in March 2017
www.europarl.europa.eu

2. Health care is also one of the 20 key principles of the EU Pillar of 
Social Rights: www.ec.europa.eu/commission/priorities

3. According to estimates from a 2016 study, the treatment for 55% 
of individuals affected by chronic Hepatitis C in France would cost 
more than the Paris public hospital system budget
www.unsgaccessmeds.org

4. RVS Development of new medicines. Better, faster, 
cheaper.2017 www.raadrvs.nl/uploads/docs/Recommendation_
Development_of_New_Medicines.pdf

5. Collier R. Drug development cost estimates hard to swallow. 
Canadian Medical Association Journal. 2009;180(3): 279. 
Available from: 
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2630351
Prasad V, Mailankody S. Research and Development Spending to 
Bring a Single Cancer Drug to Market and Revenues After Approval. 
JAMA Intern Med. 2017;177(11):1569–1575. 
doi:10.1001/jamainternmed.2017.3601 Available from:
www.jamanetwork.com/journals
Médecins Sans Frontières. Lives on the Edge: Time to Align Medical 
Research and Development with People’s Health Needs. May 2016. 
Page 13. Available from:
www.msfaccess.org/sites/default/files/R&D_report_LivesOnThe
Edge_Updated29Sept_ENG_2016.pdf
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The upcoming EU elections are an opportunity to put people and their needs at the heart of EU policy 
making and delivery. This can be an important way of restoring EU citizens’ confidence in the 
European project demonstrating that the EU delivers on what matters most for its citizens.

Health and R&D policies are a critical to the success of the European project. In order to put citizens 
at the center of policy-making in this area, the following issues must be prioritized on the agenda of 
the next European Parliament and the new European Commission: 
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Taxpayers’ money invested into biomedical R&D
should ensure public return and societal benefit.
EU investments must be driven by public health
needs and ensure the accessibility, availability
and affordability of the R&D results. Open
science, including open data and access to
publications, should be adopted as standard
practice.

Public return on public investment:

The EU and Member States need to foster healthy
competition and incentivize real innovation to
create a sustainable system for governments and
patients. New R&D models based on open science
principles should be explored, such as de-linkage
of the incentive to develop medicines from the
expectation of high prices R&D cost from the
medicine price, innovation inducement prizes,
socially responsible licensing and open source
research, by means of pilot programs, feasibility
studies and new funding schemes.

A sustainable R&D system:

Real innovation and patients’ safety:

New innovative medicines must prove added
therapeutic value compared with existing
treatments. High standards of scientific evidence
for the marketing authorization of new products
must be maintained and promoted. Transparency
of clinical trial data and pharmaceutical safety
monitoring should be improved. EU cooperation
on Health Technology Assessment should be
strengthened in line with the highest level of
transparency, independence, evidence-based
decisions and the absence of any conflicts of
interest.

Healthy competition and trade:

The EU should reform its intellectual property
rights (IPR) system ensuring a healthy balance
between private interests and the public interest.
Competition is crucial to promote innovation: the
EU should ensure fair competition by preventing
and sanctioning anti-competitive behaviors.
Moreover, the EU should refrain from exporting
unfair standards of IPR and implement trade
policies which support global health.6

6. The use of TRIPS flexibilities should be enhanced at home and promoted
abroad.
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