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FFoorreewwoorrdd  
The present report aims at providing the international 

Community with an overall perspective of health facts and 
policies in Italy in the European context. The Ministry of 
Health of Italy is the Institution responsible to work with the 
Council and the European Commission on matters concerning 
health. The programme of the Italian Presidency of the 
European Union in the health sector in the second part of the 
year 2003, is devoted to far reaching political issues reflecting 
Italy’s commitment to promote health of the European citizens 
in the frame of the on-going historical development of the EU; 
the priorities of the Italian Presidency are well founded and 
directed at the heart of the European health policy. 

This publication, in its six sections with a number of 
figures, tables, boxes and annexes, illustrates the remarkable health achievements of Italy 
within the European context and the leading European and national policies which have made 
possible these achievements. 

The first Part of the Report is devoted to a worldwide analysis of demographic trends 
and of some impacts of these trends on market labor and on health in order to highlight some 
of the main future challenges. 

The European context is addressed in the second Part of the Report, starting with an 
analysis of the legal bases for health in the European Union Treaty. A synthetic description of 
the main Community policies and legislative and regulatory measures concerning health and of 
Community action programmes in the field of public health is provided to elucidate how a 
high level of health protection has been and is being presently pursued within the Community. 
The new health strategy of the European Community consists of two main elements: a) a 
public health framework, encompassing measures that relate specifically to public health; and 
b) procedural measures to favour an integrated approach to public health across all 
Community policies. Co-operation with WHO is also pursued by means of technical 
consultations, partnership, adoption of common guidelines and criteria and financial aids for 
the WHO programmes.  

The main task of this strategy is to fight the most serious health problems in the 
Community which are follows: 

! one person in every five still dies prematurely (before the age of 65) from avoidable 
diseases, particularly related to lifestyles, or as a result of accidents; 

! new risks to health are emerging, especially from communicable diseases; 

! there are still wide differences in health status among different socio-economic groups 
of population; 
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! the aging of the population is resulting in a substantial increase in diseases typical of 
the elderly and in a social pressure to fight the lack of self-sufficiency. 

Moreover, the costs of the health services are increasing, due to the growing request of 
health by the citizens and to the growing costs associated with the demand for of innovative 
medicines and new medical technologies. The health challenges of the European Union have 
to be faced in the context of important political and institutional developments such as the 
enlargement Eastward of the Union. 

Facts and policies of the National Health Service of Italy are dealt with in the third Part 
of the Report. According to article 32 of the Italian Constitution, the National Health Service 
(NHS) of Italy is committed to the safeguard of every citizen’s health as an individual asset and 
in the interest of the society. The main features and organizational aspects of peoples, means 
and facilities of the NHS are described in this section. In about 24 years since its establishment 
and particularly in most recent years, the NHS has undergone many significant adjustments 
and changes, progressively increasing the planning and management responsibilities of regional 
and local levels versus the central level. Since 2001 a decisive transition has occurred from 
decentralization to true federalism, in keeping with the principle of subsidiarity. One of the 
main objectives pursued through this on-going evolution is quality assurance of the health 
services, included in the essential levels of health care (ELHC), provided free of charge at the 
point of access or with payment by patients of small contributions, while at the same time 
containing the costs within the available budget. The more decisional power for health 
planning organization and control is moved to territorial level, the more there is a need for the 
National Government, particularly through the Ministry of Health and the National Health 
Plan, to play a leading role to harmonize Regional Policies and ensure the delivery of ELHC 
with appropriate quality standards throughout Italy.  

The subject of Part IV is a survey of the main health achievements of Italy in 
comparison with other European Countries. Such a comparative approach is considered very 
helpful to benchmark the outcomes of the national health policies and investments and to 
provide objectivity and credibility to the clearly very positive emerging picture. 

As the factors that affect health are largely transcending national borders, the Italian and 
European Union’s contributions to international solidarity are addressed in part V of this 
Report, including the guiding principles, strategies and experiences, and some thematic 
initiatives. This Section shows the commitment of Italy and the E.U. in helping third countries 
in needs to minimize adverse impact of diseases. 

In conclusion, I hope that this publication will prove to be a useful tool to better 
understand the many efforts that Italy has put, in the European context, in protecting and 
promoting health not only of the Italian citizens, but also of the European ones and 
worldwide. 

Professor Girolamo Sirchia 

Minister of Health of Italy 

Rome, June 2003 
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