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Dear Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is a great pleasure to be here in Dublin and to address this European Conference on Workplace Health Promotion. Although the period of the Irish Presidency has nearly expired, I am pleased that the Irish Department of Health and Children together with the European Network for Workplace Health Promotion and the European Commission has made this conference possible.

Today I would like to talk about how Workplace Health Promotion contributes to the improvement of Public Health in Europe.

The Community action programme in the field of public health sets a framework for concrete measures aimed at contributing to the well-being of European Citizens and improving the general public health standard in Europe. Confronting fundamental causes of ill health such as personal lifestyles and social, environmental and economic factors is a key element in this programme.

Health Promotion plays a central role in this approach, for it helps to improve our knowledge on risk factors and encourages people to adopt healthy lifestyles and behaviours. This goal can particularly be pursued at workplaces, because this setting not only provides access to large portions of the population, but also – and perhaps even more importantly – distinct incentives for health improvements that go beyond the promotion of health “for its own sake”. I am talking about economic incentives which are generated by better health, namely, more productivity, more innovation, and more wealth. 
It is important to note in this respect, that the Commission’s action programme supports the overall Community Health Strategy, and integrates "Health in other Policies".

By integrating health into other policy fields we ensure that fulfilling our health potential becomes a driver of European policies in general – helping to reach overall policy objectives such as competitiveness, sustainability and the capacity to innovate. Health enhances economic prosperity. Or to summarise it - health equals wealth. 

Accordingly, healthy workplaces do both. They help to improve overall public health and stimulate economic and socially sustainable development. 

The relationship between health and work is symbiotic and sometimes ambivalent. Work has a tremendous influence on the health and quality of life of people in Europe. In fact, most people spend most of their waking time at the workplace. Work can make people sick, as rising costs of work-related ill health clearly indicate. Around 600 million working days alone are lost due to work-related ill-health every year in the former member states of the EU.

However, work can also strengthen health potentials and the well-being of employees. 

We know that in our Member States regularly employed citizens do better in health than citizens who do not permanently have a secure job. The reason is clear. Safe employment is more than a mere source of personal income or even wealth. Work also adds meaning and value to a person’s life. In this respect, one could argue that every newly created job means an active contribution to the improvement of Public Health!

Nevertheless, it is not the job quantity that makes the difference, but the quality of jobs. There is a sound correlation between the degree of employment and the rate of morbidity (and even mortality). Better employment seems to lead to better health. 

This inequality reflects an overall health trend in our societies. While longevity and general health is improving, gaps in health between groups in society is widening. Those better off tend to enjoy a better standard of health. 

Looking at all of these facts, clearly the workplace is a setting in which real progress could be made in improving health promotion. 

· The workplace is the place where people are motivated and enabled to influence their health and their lifestyles, both within and outside their working environment, both for their own health, and the health of their families and their communities.
· The workplace provides a prime opportunity for tackling many health problems where they occur: in companies, organisations and administrations. 

· The workplace gives us the opportunity to improve the health status of special risk groups such as underprivileged employees, emigrants, untrained workers and to balance health deficiencies, which these groups face outside the workplace. 
The workplace is, in summary, a most suitable setting for boosting a true culture of health which not only enhances public health, but also spins off additional positive effects:

· on the performance of companies, who can rely on more resilient, better motivated staff, 

· on the sustainability and financial stability of the social systems in the Member States, which benefit from the reduction in medical and health care costs.

There is evidence available measuring the direct and indirect impacts of health investments in organisations and proving that these investments have positive effects in the long run. 

Evidence, which demonstrates, for instance, that obesity can be tackled successfully in the workplace. 26% of employees who participate in programmes on weight control are able to maintain their weight 12 months after the programme had finished.
 Together we should encourage companies more strongly to provide opportunities for physical exercise and weight control programmes to the staff. 

There is also very promising evidence for the success of smoking cessation programmes at workplaces. Between 10% and 15% of the participants in relevant programmes succeed in giving up smoking.
 In the light of these figures the workplace could become a cornerstone in the fight against the single largest cause of avoidable death in Europe. We must work together to strengthen efforts in tackling the toxic influence of tobacco smoke in the workplace.

Or take muscular-skeletal disorders and back injuries. One third of workers in the Union are exposed to carrying and lifting heavy loads. It has been established that in Germany alone, a reduction in the high levels of strain caused by carrying and lifting heavy loads down to an average level would lead to an 11% -decrease in sick related absence and savings of 2.5 billion Euros per year.
 Introducing behavioural training programmes is a very appropriate way for tackling the largest category of occupational health problems in Europe significantly, and to reduce the exorbitant costs it incurs.
Another arena where health promotion at work makes considerable impacts is the field of mental ill-health, an increasing problem in Europe. 17% of the European population suffer from mild or severe depressive disorders.
 According to a European Foundation study, 28% of all workers in the former 15 Members States of the Union suffer from stress-related health problems, which are the second highest category of reported problems. 
 

Anger, depression and stress at work are closely related to job satisfaction. On top of that, depression is often an underlying factor which generates secondary problems such as cancer, cardiac conditions, MSD (Muscular Skeleton Disorder) and pain syndromes. 

Or take high cholesterol which can be tackled through better staff nutrition, or cardiovascular diseases, which progressive companies could tackle by offering regular blood pressure assessments to the employees. The scope of conceivable interventions for improving health at work is virtually endless. And most of the time it shows that it takes little effort and very little cost to achieve strong results, which benefit everybody. Prevention is always cheaper than cure.

Although an increasing number of European companies are implementing workplace health activities, the overall number, when compared for instance to the United States, remains rather low. Many companies may simply lack the relevant knowledge about how health in the workplace pays off for everyone concerned.

It is therefore essential to ensure that the information on experiences is gathered and exchanged more systematically.

Your work will help to meet the needs of European companies for better information by demonstrating to them how healthier workplaces can result in higher productivity, better customer services, less absenteeism and more innovation.

Considering tomorrow’s challenges of increased global competition and demographic change, European companies must understand that they are forfeiting business opportunities in the future if they do not invest in health today. 

However, employees in Europe must also learn that a health culture at work requires more responsibility for their own health. They have to understand that by choosing unhealthy lifestyles they too are giving up opportunities, namely those for enjoying better health, more wealth and a more rewarding, longer life.

I am convinced that people in Europe not only should, but also want to take more responsibility for their own health. 

Europe can help to enable them to do so by providing comprehensive and reliable information, and by ensuring a high level of health protection. 

Let me mention in this context the initiative taken by Minister Martin and the Irish Government earlier this year. The national ban of tobacco smoke from all workplaces is an excellent example for what the Member States can do in order to foster the emergence of a health culture at workplaces. 

Promoting health at work is not about telling people what to do. It is about empowering and enabling all people at work with the chance to live healthy lives. And that is exactly what this national ban does. It not only responds to non-smokers’ rights to clear air. It truly provides protection from smoke for employees across the board, including smokers themselves.

As Commissioner for Public Health I would invite other Member States to think about this health seeking approach to workers and the workplace. Similar actions would increase the level of health protection and build up the health resources in Europe’s companies.

Ladies and Gentlemen, it is my strong belief that as citizens we have to give up the conventional paternalistic view that only the “system” takes care of our health.

We have to give up the out-dated conception of a system that is belatedly reacting and only repairing ill-health in favour of a system that pro-actively strengthens health potentials up front.

We have to give up the conception of a disease system in favour of a health system that truly deserves its name.

For this shift of paradigm all stakeholders involved must take their responsibility. 

In this sense, your network’s fundamental document, the Luxembourg Declaration
, defines Workplace Health Promotion as a concerted action of employees, employers and society. And it builds on principles such as encouragement of personal development, voluntarism and self-responsibility.  

This understanding, which by now is widely accepted throughout Europe, in my view, also encompasses the key ingredients which a Culture of Health at Work needs. 

Therefore, “Working together towards healthy employees in healthy organisations” is not only the vision of your network. It also depicts a promising way of driving public health in future Europe. 

Let us all together work towards a Europe of Health. 


Thank you.
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