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1. INTRODUCTION

Health Inequalities have become a salient policy issue at European Level due to the
large gaps in health that exist both within and between the populations of Member
States. In the prevailing economic and social climate there are indications that such
gaps may be widening, further accentuating health inequalities between countries
and communities. Concerns over the extent and the consequences of health inequali-
ties have resulted in a commitment within the EU Health Strategy ' by EU policy mak-
ers to effectively address the identified problems. The Communication adopted by
the EC on 20 October 2009 sets out the explicit measures proposed.

2. BACKGROUND

A call to act on health inequalities was reflected in the European Council conclusions
of June 2008 . The conclusions underlined the importance of closing the gap in
health and in life expectancy between and within Member States.
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The European Commission sustained its commitment to tackling health inequalities
by prioritizing the reduction of health inequalities in the current Health Programme
2008-2013 ""and furthermore, by including indicators related to health in the Sus-

tainable Development Strategy " and Renewed Social Agenda .

Moreover, the priorities outlined in this Communication reflect the recommenda-
tions made by the global WHO Commission on Social Determinants of Health
(CSDH) ¥, which stated the need to build knowledge, improve living and working
conditions and tackle the inequitable distribution of wealth, power and resources.

This requires raised awareness of all actors that health inequities affect most people,
not only people in vulnerable communities. This is the social gradient in health. The
contribution of all EU policies to reducing these health inequalities, not only meas-
ures within health systems, is fundamental to resolving this major societal need.

3. COMMUNICATION SUMMARY

The European Commission regards the extent of the health inequalities between and
within Member State as a challenge to the EU's commitments to Osolidarity, social
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and economic cohesion, human rights and equality of opportunityd *".
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