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Health and care systems require reforms and innovative solutions to become more
resilient, accessible and effective in providing quality care to European citizens. The
European Commission published her opinion on this issue in her 'Communication on
enabling the digital transformation of health and care in the Digital Single Market;
empowering citizens and building a healthier society' (COM(2018) 233). The vision
outlined in this document (published spring 2018) is to promote health, prevent and
control disease, help address patients' unmet needs and make it easier for citizens to
have equal access to high quality care through the meaningful use of digital innovations.

The East Netherlands region organised a seminar in Brussels the 10th of October 2018
(as part of the European Week of Regions and Cities) to present its own approach on
digital health; the TopFit programme. The aim of the seminar ‘Digital Solutions in Health
and Prevention’ was threefold: to bring relevant (regional) stakeholders together, present
the TopFit programme at the EU-level and to exchange with the European Commission
how regions should bring their best practices on digital health to the European level.

Brussels Seminar October 10, 2018

“We are facing a digital transformation in health”, concluded
Emmanuelle Huck, DG Connect - Unit eHealth, Well-Being and
Ageing from the European Commission. The EU-institution
acknowledges the growing role of digital solutions and the endless
opportunities they can potentially provide in battling health-related
issues. 

During the seminar the European Commission encouraged
regional and national organisations and stakeholders to bring their
ideas to the European level. Elaborating on the Commission
Communication from April 2018, many digital health stakeholders
attended the seminar and shared views on this non-binding policy
paper.

The East Netherlands Region organised the seminar. In this
region the Provinces of Overijssel and Gelderland collaborate with
22 partners from academics, research institutes, clusters and
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(representations of) SMEs to promote and develop concepts for a healthy life. The TopFit
programme with its innovative ideas on patient-oriented technologies was presented at EU-
level. The central topic of discussion was the collaboration between regional and national
organisations and the European institutions to achieve better health standards across the
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European Union. ‘The need for further action in the European Union must be fulflled
through collaboration, not competition’, according to Albert van den Berg, Director of Mesa+
institute, University Twente and initiator of the TopFit programme.

The TopFit programme

Albert van den Berg presented the TopFit Programme. Therewith the partners in East
Netherlands offer a unique combination of scientific knowledge and business environment in
the field of technology (University of Twente), nutrition (University of Wageningen) and health
(Radboud UMC) and citizen science approach (Radboud University). These four academic
institutes, together with other partners, have set up the 'TopFit Impact Programme'. 

The goal of this programme is to reduce illness and the burden of disease with an integrated
approach combining innovative, patient-oriented technologies and knowledge of nutrition and
health. TopFit’s mission is to become a leading impact programme in the field of technology
and innovation for life-long well-being. The TopFit motto is ‘one step ahead’ – many illnesses
can be prevented and the burden of disease can be reduced with an earlier response at
every stage.
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EU-wide collaboration

The seminar also served as an invitation to join forces and to collaborate with The East
Netherlands Regions. As Annemieke Traag, Member of the Executive Council of the province
Overijssel, mentioned in her welcome: 'To have maximum impact, collaboration with other
regions is necessary. Sharing knowledge and connecting stakeholders is daily practice in our
region and we would like to invest in realizing this with other regions'.

From the European Commission there were representatives from three Directorates-General:
DG SANTE, DG CONNECT and DG RESEARCH and the Joint Research Centre.  Albert van
den Berg, Remke Burie and Renske van Wijk (University of Twente), Annemieke Traag
(Executive Council of the province Overijssel), Bram den Teuling (CEO Orikami), Nathaly
Bovy (Radboud University), Tonnie Vogel (Innovation Manager of Virtask) and Jaap van der
Zijpp (Health attaché at the Dutch Permanent Representation to the EU) formed the panel.
Next to several EU-health associations, the EU-regions of North Denmark, South Sweden,
Vastra Gotaland and Pays de la Loire gave acte de présence.

Innovative concepts from East Netherlands

The East Netherlands are host to many innovative health SMEs.  Two of them, Virtask and
Orikami, were present at the seminar. The guests were welcomed by Anne, a virtual
assistant, developed by Virtask. 
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Anne is a realistic avatar with human traits which makes life easier for the elderly and people
with disabilities. Tonnie Vogel, Innovation Manager of Virtask explained that Anne could be a
guidance through the day performing tasks like
remembering the elderly to take their medicines. In doing
so, Anne decreases the workload of the informal
caretakers.

Panellist Bram den Teuling (CEO Orikami) explained that
Orikami helps their clients to deliver smarter healthcare
and accomplish better fitting care by using data. Asked
what he would like the EU to do for him, he replied: “Make
policy decisions on issues which national governments
can't do, for example data interoperability”.

EU-Communication on digital transformation of health and care

Emmanuelle Huck and Roger Lim elaborated on the importance of the public consultation
from the Commission prior to the adoption of the Communication. When asked about their
personal vision on the matter, Huck and Lim stated
that ‘It is of utmost importance that the citizen, i.e.
the patient controls their own data’ and that ‘instead
of mere standardization, we need to collaborate on
the interoperability of solutions’.

The EU-Communication was published by the
European Commission on the 25th of April 2018.
Although its content is of a non-binding nature, it
serves as a powerful tool in the digitalisation of health solutions. It encourages citizens to
take matters into their own hands when facing issues related to health as well as health care.
Next to that, it stimulates citizens to focus on prevention rather than treatment, thereby
attempting to alter the general mindset of citizens towards a more efficient and personalised
system of health care.

In her Communication, the EU-institution sets
out its intention to take further action in three
areas: citizens' secure cross-border access to
their health data, personalised medicine
through shared European data infrastructure
and citizen empowerment with digital tools for
user feedback and person-centred care.

As European Policy and Programme Officer in personalised medicine Jana Makedonska
pointed out: 'The application of those priorities may bring about some challenges, such as the
funding of data modules and clinical trials.'  However, the benefits will strongly outweigh the
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challenges, as is already proven by the 13 EU member states who agreed to cooperate in
linking cross-border genomic databases, thereby taking the first step towards personalised
treatment in the field of rare diseases, cancer and brain diseases.

E-health Commissioner for one day

Through an interactive application on their smartphone, called Mentimeter, participants were
asked several questions. To whether they see digitalisation as a threat or opportunity for
health improvement, 77 % replied that they see this as an opportunity. The Mentimeter also
asked what participants would do if they were an EU-Commissioner for E-health for one day.
One reply was setting up an 'EU Personal Health Record'.  Another participant stated that
they would ‘take a common sense approach, stress that technology is a tool rather than a
solution and recognise that compassion requires the human touch’.

European policy making is a process of 'giving and taking'

It became clear from the mutual presentation of Huck and Lim that the European
Commission not only encourages patients to be the master of their own health and health-
related data. The institution also stimulates national and regional organisations to bring
forward their ideas on innovation and digitalisation in respect of solutions in health and
prevention. In that way, the Commission wishes for closer cooperation between the
European policy makers and citizens who encounter issues in real life.

The vision set out above by Commission officials Lim and Huck was confirmed by the
answers they gave when asked what their advice was for national and regional organisations.
Emmanuelle Huck once more emphasized 'the importance of collaboration', while Roger Lim
advised the regions to 'be more present as a region and to share their ideas with the national
as well as European level'.
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On the same day as the seminar, Professor Albert van den Berg gave an inspirational
'EUregions talk' on health.  He addressed issues like: What will our healthcare system look
like in 20 years from now?  Will we all have our own avatar to monitor our health?  

For more information: www.digital-health-seminar.eu

'As the uptake of digital solutions for health and care remains slow and varies
greatly across member states and regions, further action at EU level is crucial to
accelerate the meaningful use of digital solutions in public health and healthcare

in Europe.'

From the “Communication on enabling the digital transformation of 
health and care in the DSM”
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