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The EuroHealthNet Annual Policy and Strategy Meeting convened online on Friday, 25 
January 2024, gathering members, associate members, and observers. Against the backdrop 
of imminent European elections in June 2024 and with only six years remaining to fulfil the 
2030 UN Sustainable Development Goals, the primary objective of this meeting was to 
deliberate on EuroHealthNet's Priorities for the 2024-2029 EU policy landscape to improve 
health equity in Europe. Our focus was on prioritising, strategising, and making informed 
decisions towards achieving health equity across Europe.  

 

Welcome  

Caroline Costongs, Director at EuroHealthNet, opened the meeting, extending a warm welcome 
to all attendees at the annual online Policy and Strategy Meeting. She took the opportunity to 
announce changes in the Executive Board. Three new Executive Board members were elected, 
namely Suzanne Costello, Chief Executive of the Institute of Public Health (Ireland), Yvette 
Shajanian-Zarneh, Head of Unit for ‘Planning, strategy, knowledge transfer, international 
relations’ in the German Federal Centre for Health Education (BZgA) and Lisa Leonardini, 
Manager at Veneto Region and Technical Coordinator of ProMIS (Italy). Suzanne Costello was 
elected as new President of EuroHealthNet. EuroHealthNet’s Executive Board also elected Lorna 
Renwick from Public Health Scotland as its new Treasurer. 

The partnership is grateful for the work of former Treasurer Giovanni Gorgoni, CEO of the 
Strategic Regional Agency for Health and Social Affair of Puglia (AReSS), and that of Prof. Martin 
Dietrich, former Acting Director of BZgA in Germany, for leading the Partnership as President 
over the past two years. 

Suzanne expressed her delight in taking up such an important role. She highlighted the 
importance of the current time for public health, emphasising the need to keep broader aspects 
of public health on the post-pandemic agenda. Given EuroHealthNet’s connections with the 
European and international institutions, she highlighted EuroHealthNet's unique position to 
contribute to this cause. She identified the upcoming European elections as an opportunity to 
push the agenda on health equity further. 

Chairing the following session, Pia Sundell, Vice President of EuroHealthNet and Board Member 
of the Finnish Federation for Social Affairs and Health (SOSTE), extended congratulations to 
Suzanne for assuming her new role and emphasised the need to support decision-makers who 
truly comprehend the importance of health equity and wellbeing. 

 

https://eurohealthnet.eu/improving-health-equity-in-europe-priorities-for-the-2024-2029-policy-landscape/
https://eurohealthnet.eu/improving-health-equity-in-europe-priorities-for-the-2024-2029-policy-landscape/
https://eurohealthnet.eu/about-us/governance/
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Setting the scene: EuroHealthNet priorities for the EU health agenda and 
what the 2024 European elections mean for health, equity and wellbeing  

Dorota Sienkiewicz, Policy Manager at EuroHealthNet – What the upcoming European elections 
mean for health, equity, and wellbeing: What can we expect?  

Dorota described the 2024 European Union electoral process and the expected institutional 
change. She presented the current composition of the European Parliament and the political 
environment. Projections indicate a shift in political balance that is likely to influence how EU 
policy-makers approach policy sectors that are priority topics for EuroHealthNet. She highlighted 
the need to adapt EuroHealthNet’s advocacy strategies accordingly, stressing the importance of 
engaging in the process to shape future political priorities at the EU level, while being agile to 
national political climates. 

The main elements of the health programme of the Belgian Presidency of the Council of the EU 
are to care, prepare and protect health. She outlined its ambitious goals for the first half of 2024, 
with a particular focus on reinforcing the social and health agenda, including for the next EU 
Strategic Agenda 2024-2029. The Presidency is committed to foster an inclusive and fair 
European society, aligning better with the European Pillar of Social Rights. Dorota concluded by 
providing insights into key outcomes and events to anticipate during the Belgian Presidency, 
inviting further discussion and questions, and announcing a members’ brief on the subject being 
shared through the next Network Intelligence newsletter.  

Caroline Costongs, Director of EuroHealthNet – EuroHealthNet’s EU health priorities post-2024 
and Foresight Report 

It is not easy navigating the complex political environment that characterises Brussels’ advocacy 
and lobbying world, acknowledging the evolving political landscape, marked by increased 
lobbying activities and competing messages. Caroline stressed the importance of maintaining 
EuroHealthNet's credibility and visibility, underlining the organisation’s commitment to 
advocating for health equity, drawing on evidence and practical experiences. 

There are unique opportunities and challenges presented by the 2024 elections, and we aim to 
leverage them to advance health equity priorities. To enable this, a continuous monitoring of 
political developments for health equity in Brussels is needed, engaging with policymakers, 
ensuring participation in key events and contributing to policy discussions. Inspired by and taking 
forward EuroHealthNet’s Foresight Study 2035, we engage in forward-looking initiatives, 
strengthening the role of public health in achieving health equity through health promotion and 
prevention, in the context of the digital and green transition. Caroline laid out key overarching 
frameworks and policies that will drive EuroHealthNet’s efforts for health equity in the EU: the 
Wellbeing Economy approach serving both individual and planetary health, triggering systemic 

https://belgian-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/media/3kajw1io/programme_en.pdf
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change; the European Pillar of Social Rights, aligning with social determinants of health for a 
more Social Europe; and finally, the European Health Union, advocating for an integration of 
noncommunicable diseases and mental health in its priorities. 

Caroline concluded with making a case for ‘smart’, socially and policy relevant communication of 
the health priorities, so that diverse audiences understand co-benefits and actionable and 
solution-oriented recommendations. She ended with a call for collective action in view of the 
elections, highlighting the importance of working together to achieve policy objectives. 

 

Discussion  

Loes Neven, Flemish Institute for Healthy Living (Belgium), highlighted current political 
sensitivities and challenges in Flanders, where a relatively minor health intervention (app for 
healthy recipes) suddenly became an issue for debate. In light of these challenges, Loes stressed 
the importance of demonstrating the impact and benefits of their health promotion work to 
policymakers. She shared their Memorandum Elections 2024 for preventive health policy, 
covering various domains such as nutrition, physical activity, smoking, and mental health. 

Yvette Shajanian-Zarneh, BZgA (Germany) shared insights on Germany's proactive position on 
health promotion and disease prevention. Authorities under the Federal Ministry of Health is 
being reorganised, leading to the creation of a new German Federal Institute for Prevention and 
Information in Medicine (Bundesinstitut für Prävention und Aufklärung in der Medizin, BIPAM). 
Moreover, Germany aims to double its workforce dedicated to non-communicable diseases by 
2027 (up to 750 people). Yvette emphasised the country's commitment to strengthen public 
health, not only in individual interventions, but also addressing structural factors, including 
mental health and health inequalities.  

 

Breakout sessions on EuroHealthNet post-2024 health priorities  

The purpose of the breakout sessions was to debate priorities and develop concrete proposals 
for action for the EuroHealthNet Partnership in terms of timeline and governance levels (EU, 
national, regional, local). The results will feed into EuroHealthNet’s Policy Advocacy and 
Action Plan 2024. 
 

 

 

https://www.gezondleven.be/files/Gezond-Leven_Memorandum-2024.pdf
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Achieve a Wellbeing Economy in the EU, which benefits people and the planet 

Facilitators: Executive Board: Mojca Gabrijelčič Blenkuš, NIJZ Slovenia (1st round) & Pia Sundell, 
SOSTE Finland (2nd round); EuroHealthNet team: Ingrid Stegeman, Programme Manager & 
Vania Putatti, Policy Coordinator 

The session focused on strategies at the local, regional, national, and EU levels to implement a 
Wellbeing Economy approach, including ongoing initiatives, 2024 objectives, and future plans 
extending beyond 2025. At the core of the Wellbeing Economy concept lies the need for 
intersectoral collaboration. For this to happen, participants stressed the necessity for improved 
governance among health, social, and economic departments, identifying collaboration as key in 
breaking silos. In advocating for the Wellbeing Economy approach, there was an emphasis on 
the need for front-runners and leaders dedicated to championing its implementation across 
various levels. Participants also suggested the importance of educating younger leaders on 
Wellbeing Economy principles. 

Moreover, there was a call for greater focus on public health, in contrast to the prevalent 
dominance of biomedical approaches over prevention and health promotion. Mental health 
emerged as a critical horizontal theme necessitating heightened attention. Participants 
advocated for building social capital through grassroots movements to be closer to people and 
foster their wellbeing.  

Finally, participants acknowledged the conceptual complexity of the Wellbeing Economy, but felt 
that this should not be an excuse, and that we should continue to be ambitious with respect to 
advocating for and implementing the concept. They suggested collaborating more with the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) on this theme, given its 
extensive work on implementation frameworks.  

Strengthen and uphold the EU’s social objectives and act on the European Pillar of Social 
Rights to achieve health equity 

Facilitators: Executive Board: Raffaella Bucciardini, ISS (1st round) & Daniela Kállayová Ministry 
of Health Slovakia (2nd round); EuroHealthNet team: Anne Wagenführ-Leroyer, Programme 
Manager & Caroline Costongs, Director  

In the group discussions, participants highlighted several crucial points concerning the European 
Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR) and its Action Plan.  

There was a general consensus on the need for the new European Commission (2024-2029) to 
recommit to the EPSR as a guiding framework for fostering a healthier and more socially 
conscious Europe. Concerns were raised about the decrease in the promotion of human, social, 
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and health rights today in comparison to a decade ago, emphasising the need to (re-)educate 
people about the key rights incorporated in the EPSR.  

The discussion stressed the importance of making the EPSR more actionable, with the 
EuroHealthNet's EPSR Flashcard tool recognised as a key instrument aiding public health 
professionals and decision-makers in promoting its principles.  

While acknowledging the richness of the 20 EPSR principles, participants suggested a potential 
focus on specific principles, such as principle 16, which addresses equitable and affordable 
access to preventive health services.  

Looking ahead to 2024, participants discussed the launch of a new EuroHealthNet Thematic 
Working Group (TWIG) on future health systems that promote health and sustainability. They 
expressed support for the Belgian EU Council Presidency's efforts on the Future of Social Europe 
and will aim to contribute to the interinstitutional declaration for a strong social dimension that 
should be adopted at the La Hulpe Social Summit in April 2024. Advocacy for using the European 
Semester as a steering instrument to implement the Wellbeing Economy vision (as outlined in 
EuroHealthNet’s Policy Paper published in December 2023) was discussed, emphasising the 
need for an upgraded Social Scoreboard with additional social, environmental, and wellbeing 
indicators.  

Looking further into 2025 and beyond, EuroHealthNet committed to following and influencing 
the technical discussions of the European Semester, aligning with the EPSR and emphasising the 
importance of demonstrating the relevance of the EPSR to the public and advocating for 
participatory approaches.  

Additionally, EuroHealthNet will publish a report on Health Inequalities in Europe in 2025.  

The discussion concluded by highlighting the continued relevance of the EPSR concerning EU 
funding. Considering the European Pillar of Social Rights significant influence on the priorities of 
the current MFF 2021-2027, it is likely that it will also influence the priorities of the new EU Multi-
annual Financial Framework (2028-2035). 

Expand the European Health Union to firmly include prevention of noncommunicable 
diseases (NCDs) and mental health 

Facilitators: Executive Board: Yvette Shajanian-Zarneh, BZgA Germany (1st round) & Suzanne 
Costello, Institute of Public Health Ireland (2nd round); EuroHealthNet team: Dorota Sienkiewicz, 
Policy Manager & Alison Maassen, Programme Manager  

Participants focused on how stronger actions toward mental health and commercial 
determinants of health could strengthen an expanded European Health Union.  

https://epsr-flashcards.eurohealthnet.eu/
https://employment.belgium.be/en/themes/international/belgian-presidency-council-european-union
https://eurohealthnet.eu/how-to-achieve-an-economy-of-wellbeing-with-the-support-of-the-european-semester/
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In addressing mental health, the discussion stressed the need for a comprehensive EU-level 
strategy. It was suggested to use the opportunity of the new Mental Health TWIG to gather 
insights from research and existing national strategies, enhancing EuroHealthNet's knowledge 
and subsequent EU-level recommendations on the subject. Participants emphasised the 
importance of addressing siloed approaches, aiming to foster a more cohesive strategy and 
reduce stigma associated with mental (ill) health.  

For an effective advocacy approach, the suggested content of a future mental health strategy 
and it strategies for implementation should be developed. Calls for a mental health strategy 
should acknowledge the achievements made to date by the European Commission's 
comprehensive approach to mental health. Participants encouraged better recognition of the link 
between mental health, social media, and broader health issues, such as obesogenic 
environments, with the aim of informing and guiding policy interventions. The session also 
suggested the exploration of opportunities within the EU for impactful interventions (such as a 
new Joint Action on Mental Health), alongside an advocacy push for the establishment of digital 
health laws. 

In the context of Commercial Determinants of Health (CDoH), participants discussed challenges 
encountered when advocating for more robust legislation against harmful products, particularly 
in domains like tobacco control and the evolving issues presented by vaping. It was 
recommended to maximise existing opportunities such as the Public Health Expert Groups, and 
EU4Health projects such as the JA PreventNCD. Emphasis was placed on considering local and 
regional engagement as a strategy for effective CDoH interventions. Additionally, broader 
implications of CDoH for social equity, encompassing concerns related to environmental and 
political determinants, were acknowledged.  

Challenges related to pro-health taxation were discussed, with acknowledgment of 
EuroHealthNet’s role in facilitating pathways for others to follow, such as including CDoH into 
existing TWIGs or creating new spaces for members to collaborate. The discussion also touched 
upon complexities at local and regional levels, including equity issues and the impact of global 
dumping. The significance of health and social investments was highlighted, along with the need 
for positive narratives and engaging diverse stakeholders for effective advocacy. 

 

Final remarks 

The final remarks by Suzanne Costello, Pia Sundell, and Caroline Costongs highlighted the 
significant continued commitment within EuroHealthNet’s Partnership towards advancing 
health, equity, and wellbeing in the EU. The meeting provided insightful perspectives on 
navigating the current political landscape, useful for EuroHealthNet’s Policy Action and Advocacy 

https://www.preventncd.eu/
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Plan (PAAP). While acknowledging challenges for health promotion, it is crucial to tackle them 
collectively, ensuring that EuroHealthNet as a network remains cohesive, robust, and capable of 
mutual support, mobilising compelling evidence to achieve shared goals. 

In the spirit of collective action, EuroHealthNet’s members were encouraged to provide feedback 
on the calls for action and the three overarching recommendations included in EuroHealthNet’s 
Foresight Report. 

Diverse approaches to political engagement and policy development are crucial, involving 
activities both horizontally and vertically, at local, national and European levels, leveraging 
EuroHealthNet's activities and drawing inspiration from positive results and success stories. 

The upcoming pre- and post-election period will bring exciting opportunities for our 
Partnership to put health equity and wellbeing at the core of European policies.  

Members will benefit from continued support and targeted advice from the EuroHealthNet office 
in their engagement opportunities. EuroHealthNet will further collaborate with other 
organisations active at EU and WHO levels, develop advocacy papers, as well as co-organise 
and participate in events in our effort to influence the EU's priorities in health, social, and 
environmental areas and for the upcoming EU Strategic Agenda 2024-2029.  
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