
 
The EU and your health 

Summary/Soundbite 

The role of the EU in health is wide-ranging. It supports health research and makes sure medicines 
are safe and effective. It incentivises the development of treatments for people with rare diseases. It 
sets limits on air and water pollution, and enforces health and safety at work. It is introducing new 
measures to stop fake medicines from reaching patients. It takes on ‘big tobacco’ to introduce 
tougher anti-smoking legislation. And it makes sure you can receive healthcare when you visit 
another EU country. What’s more, the UK’s life sciences sector is strengthened by the UK being the 
home of the European Medicines agency. 

A bit more detail… 

Improving the wellbeing of its citizens is one of the objectives of the EU: “The Union’s aim is to 
promote peace, its values, and the well-being of its people.” (TEU Art 3) 

• Health is an integral part of this well-being, and is covered in numerous ways. Firstly, “A high 
level of human health protection shall be ensured in [...] all Union policies and activities.” 
(TFEU Art 168). This includes areas such as chemicals or environmental regulation: for 
example, ensuring air quality standards has a direct impact on health. 

• Other areas of EU action on health include guaranteeing citizens’ right to health care across 
borders, tackling cross-border health threats such as infectious diseases, and supporting 
medical research. 

 
Your right to health care in other EU Member States is guaranteed by the EU. 

• The European Health Insurance Card means you can receive care when travelling in another 
country. 

• The 2011 Cross-Border Healthcare Directive can allow you to seek care, paid for by the NHS, 
in other Member States, where there may be better expertise available, lower costs, better 
availability of certain highly specialised treatments or shorter waiting times. 

• More information on cross-border care from the Department of Health is available here. 
 
The EU provides extensive funding for medical research. 

• The EU has put billions of pounds into medical research - and UK researchers are some of the 
biggest beneficiaries of this funding. The EU also plays a role in coordinating national 
research programmes, which reduces duplication, such as for Alzheimer’s and 
neurodegenerative diseases. 
 

The EU has played a major role in improving treatment of rare diseases. 
• Rare diseases are conditions which affect less than 1 in 2000 people. Because of their rarity, 

they are also sometimes known as orphan diseases. Although each individual condition is 
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rare, there are over 6,000 different rare diseases, meaning that 3.5m people in the UK will be 
affected by a rare disease at some point in their lives. 

• Because these conditions affect so few people, they can be difficult to diagnose, and not 
every country has the capability for treating every disease. This means collaboration 
between Member States is essential in caring for many rare disease patients. This has also 
driven the EU to invest heavily in research on rare diseases (e.g. €620m between 2007 and 
2014), and incentivise the development of treatments for rare disease through the Orphan 
Medicinal Products Regulation, introduced in 2000. This has helped lead to the development 
of many more treatments for rare diseases than were previously available. 
 

The EU plays a major role in making sure medicines and medical devices are safe and effective. 
• The first EU pharmaceutical legislation was introduced 50 years ago, in the wake of the 

thalidomide scandal. EU regulation aims to ensure that all medicines and medical devices 
that reach the market are proven to be safe and effective. 

• The scientific excellence of the UK means it plays an important role in making regulations 
affecting medicines, during discussions in the Council of Ministers and European Parliament. 

• The EU also regulates the conduct of clinical trials, ensuring that they are ethical and 
scientifically sound. The EU introduced a new Clinical Trials Regulation in 2014: the UK 
government played a major role in this in Council, and in Parliament the rapporteur (person 
responsible for the legislation) was UK MEP Glenis Willmott.  

• The EU is currently in the process of a major revision of its medical devices legislation. 
• The supply of counterfeit medicines will be reduced when a new system for verifying 

medicines is introduced in 2019, as a result of the Falsified Medicines Directive.  
 
European regulation of medicines is coordinated in London. 

• The European Medicines Agency is responsible for the scientific assessment of medicines. It 
was founded in 1995 and is based in Canary Wharf, London, employing over 800 people. 

• The UK is influential in medicines regulation. In 2015 the MHRA (UK regulatory agency) 
provided more input to the EMA than any other national agency. 

• If Britain leaves the EU, the EMA will have to move to another EU Member State. This would 
affect the UK’s role as a global leader in health regulation, and its attractiveness as a hub for 
companies employing regulatory professionals. 

 
The EU plays a major role in tackling smoking. 

• Smoking is the single largest avoidable health risk and the most significant cause of 
premature death in the EU. It is a huge cost to UK society. These costs include direct medical 
costs and indirect costs such as lost productivity due to illness and premature death. The 
costs of smoking still far outweigh what is recouped in tax. 

• The EU therefore uses its oversight of the internal market for goods in combination with its 
responsibilities in public health to take action on smoking. This includes the regulation of 
tobacco products themselves, restrictions on advertising, improving workplace health 
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through smoke free environments, tax measures and activities against illicit trade, and anti-
smoking campaigns. 

• Most recently, the new Tobacco Products Directive (passed in May 2014, taking effect in May 
2016) will make tobacco packaging less appealing, notably introducing larger warnings and 
stricter regulation of additives and ingredients. 

 
The EU helps make sure your food is safe: 

• The EU plays a major role in food safety - for example, making sure that additives are safe for 
human consumption. It also makes sure that food producers can only make claims for the 
health benefits of their products if they are backed up by evidence. This is the responsibility 
of the European Food Safety Agency (EFSA), based in Parma, Italy. 

 
The EU plays a role in tackling cross-border health threats. 

• International health threats can be tackled more effectively through international 
cooperation than by one country alone. The EU therefore plays a role in tackling cross-border 
health threats. This includes infectious diseases such as swine flu, Ebola and Zika virus, as 
well as the impact of climate change on health. 

 
Air and water quality are regulated and promoted by the EU. 

• The EU has been a global leader in promoting high quality standards for air and water. As air 
and water are not bound by national borders, there is a clear logic for EU involvement in 
these areas. 

• The UK government has recently lobbied to reduce these standards, suggesting that air 
quality standards will worsen if the UK leaves the EU. 

 
EU policy supports healthier and safer workplaces. 

• The EU plays an extensive role in guaranteeing the health and safety of workers. This 
includes legislation on smoke-free workplaces, protection from carcinogens (cancer-causing 
chemicals) 
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