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Good afternoon. Let me start by thanking you for your hospitality. There is
something special about being back in Sarajevo. A city so rooted in European
history, so beautiful and always welcoming. This time I am here to prepare
for the EU-Western Balkans Summit in Sofia on 17 May. But today we also
talked about Bosnia and Herzegovina and EU integration.

Let me start by making three points about the Sofia summit:

First, our summit should reaffirm the European perspective of the whole
region. The European Union is and remains the most reliable partner for the
Western Balkans. As by far the biggest investor, the biggest donor and the
biggest trading partner for the whole region. This is also the case for your
country. For example, more than 70% of your exports go to the European Union.
And more important than trade, is our political partnership and shared values
of democracy, fundamental freedoms and the rule of law.

Secondly, the summit will aim to improve connections with and within the
region – human, digital or infrastructure connections. In other words, we
want to further connect the Balkans and the EU through concrete projects like
roads and roaming. A good example of this is the signature today of a
European Investment Bank loan worth 150 million Euro for two segments of the
Corridor 5C pan-European highway, connecting Zenica with Mostar. One day this
will be part of the transport arteries of a re-united Europe, helping to
connect Mediterranean regions with Central European regions including my
native Poland.

My third point is that we need to work together more closely to tackle common
security challenges. Balkan security is European security. For both sides it
is essential to invest even more in fighting trafficking and migrant
smuggling, weapons and drugs smuggling, organised crime and terrorism. We
will also discuss this at our summit in Sofia.

Let me now turn more specifically to Bosnia and Herzegovina. There is a lot
of good will on the EU side. We stand ready to continue delivering on our
promises. And to assist you in your efforts. But as friends we are also
obliged to tell you what concerns us. One such issue is definitely the
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stalled electoral reform. The EU is ready to contribute to the successful
resolution of the current impasse, which ultimately would be in the best
interest of your country.

To conclude let me say that European history teaches us that inter-ethnic and
inter-religious tensions bring only pain and tragedy. But European history
and the history of the European Union also teach us that reconciliation is
indeed possible, even between sworn enemies during centuries. And that the
result of reconciliation and cooperation is peace, prosperity and, in fact, a
better life for everybody. As most Europeans, we all have different
identities inside of us. These identities must live side by side, complement
and reinforce each other. Thank you.
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Добър ден! Радвам се да разговарям с вас. [Hello. I am happy to discuss with
you today].

I’m very grateful for this opportunity to have this discussion and also to
listen how people in Bulgaria see the European Union and the challenges we
face, because it’s important to constantly assess how we are doing, what is
expected and can be improved, and how we can move forward.

And it is clear that Bulgaria wants to move forward. Its Presidency is
steering the EU through now a vital couple of months. It is no coincidence
that Bulgaria, your Presidency, stands for three very important “B”s:
бъдеще[budeshte = future], budget and the Balkans, and we have important
decisions to take in those areas, including indeed our future budget, the
strengthening of the euro area, strengthening our Security Union and
deepening our relations with our neighbouring countries, to name just a few.

One issue for Bulgaria is its membership of the euro area. And like the
country where I come from, Latvia, we also asked this question after we went
through a profound financial and economic crisis. We firmly opted for euro
adoption, since we found it to be an anchor of economic and monetary
stability. Eventually, we managed to go from crisis to euro accession in five
years. Of course, it required engagement at all levels of government and
ownership among social partners, among others. We had to overcome a number of
fears and myths. We had to put in a lot of effort to ensure that prices are
stable and do not rise as a result of euro introduction. And that is
perfectly doable.
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In fact, in economic terms, there are clear benefits of the euro area: it
lowers barriers for businesses, it can reduce interest rates, it brings a
positive impact on growth as a result of full integration into the single
market, and stronger growth eventually leads to higher living standards in
the country.

Politically too, euro membership puts countries at the very core of the
European Union. So also through joining euro, Bulgaria will gain additional
political influence.

As for the preparedness of Bulgaria, I would say the preconditions are there:
since the inception of our single currency, the exchange-rate of the lev has
been pegged to the euro; you can choose to have your bank savings in euro. So
in many ways you are already with one foot in the euro area.

And the Commission is here to support you to get you with a second foot in
the euro area as well. President Juncker has made it very clear: the EU wants
to support countries in their efforts to join the euro area. We stand with
Bulgaria with this and we are ready to help you get ready for this. One issue
is political support. But we also offer a new ‘convergence facility’ or, in
other words, technical and financial assistance to make the adjustments
needed. So there we can help countries to prepare and then prosper once
inside Eurozone.

On the assessment of Bulgaria’s readiness and we will publish our convergence
report on 23rd of May. We see much strength in Bulgaria to have robust
economic growth, way above EU average and solid fiscal policy, a balanced
budget, one of the lowest public debt levels in the EU at 26% of GDP and
going down, but of course there is still further work needed. For example,
joining the euro also implies becoming part of the Banking Union, and in that
sense there is further work in strengthening banking sector.

So to once again come back to my experience in joining the euro in Latvia, I
can say that this road to the euro is maybe long and sometimes difficult.
Sometimes it can be rocky. But it is a meaningful journey to make, because it
mobilises minds and energy in the country to change it for the better and
eventually to improve living standards of Bulgarians.

Thank you very much.
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Questions & Answers: EU cooperation on
vaccine preventable diseases

What are the benefits of vaccination?

Vaccination is one of the greatest successes of public health. Before
vaccines existed, many children would die young, or become crippled for life.
In Europe, seasonal flu vaccination prevents around 2 million people from
getting the flu each year. Worldwide, vaccination prevents 2.7 million people
from contracting measles, 2 million from getting neonatal tetanus, and 1
million from getting pertussis (whooping cough) each year. Vaccination has
also led to the eradication of smallpox, and the near elimination of polio.

Vaccines are a safe and effective way of protecting children and adults from
serious illness and complications from vaccine-preventable diseases. They can
prevent a disease from occurring in the first place, saving human suffering,
and reducing healthcare costs. Vaccines protect not only you but others
around you, provided that ‘herd immunity’ is reached. In the case of measles,
diphtheria, tetanus and pertussis, a 95% coverage rate is required to protect
the whole community.

Are vaccines safe?

Yes. Despite the myths that have led to doubts amongst a growing proportion
of EU citizens, an extensive body of research has proven the effectiveness
and safety of vaccines. Reports of a link between the Measles, Mumps, and
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Rubella (MMR) vaccine and autism, for example, were based on a now
discredited study. The EU has very strict rules for the market authorisation
of vaccines. On average, it takes 12 to 15 years, including extensive
clinical studies, to develop a vaccine. Once on the market, the European
Medicines Agency continues to supervise a vaccine’s safety, to detect,
prevent and communicate any adverse effects.

Are vaccine-preventable diseases increasing in the EU?

Several EU and neighbouring countries are in the midst of unprecedented
outbreaks of vaccine-preventable diseases, due to insufficient vaccination
coverage. Between 2016 and 2017, cases of measles more than tripled in the
EU, bringing the total in 2017 to 14,000 cases. In the past 2 years, over 50
people have died due to measles and 2 from diphtheria. Furthermore, although
the EU is currently polio-free, with falling vaccination rates, we run the
risk that the virus will reappear on European soil.

Seasonal flu vaccination coverage in older age groups has also decreased in
the past few years in the majority of EU countries, and the European Centre
for Disease Prevention and Control estimates that 40,000 people in Europe –
many of whom are elderly, die prematurely from complications from seasonal
flu every year.

What are the key drivers of falling vaccination coverage?

The first reason is vaccine hesitancy. Misconceptions about vaccination have
shifted the public focus away from the benefits of vaccination, towards
distrust in science and fear of possible side effects. While routine
vaccination has led to a sharp reduction in vaccine-preventable diseases, it
has also led to the severity of such diseases frequently being underestimated
by citizens and healthcare workers alike.

A second challenge is the variation of vaccination policies and schedules
between EU countries, which can be a particular obstacle to people who move
between several EU countries during their lives. Variation in when vaccines
are administered and the number of doses, for example, can cause confusion,
and this can result in children not getting all the vaccines they need.
Varying vaccine policies between countries can also lead to the perception
that there are differences in opinion on the vaccines themselves.

Other factors that play a role in immunisation gaps include a lack of access
to vaccines, vaccine shortages, challenges related to the research and
development for new and existing vaccines, including unpredictable demand and
insufficient motivation for industry to make the necessary investments in
terms of financing and expertise, and constraints linked to public financing.

Why should we step up EU-level cooperation in this area?

Infectious diseases such as measles, diphtheria and influenza are not
confined within national borders. One EU country’s immunisation weakness puts
at risk the health and security of citizens across the EU. Given the cross-
border nature of vaccine-preventable communicable diseases, and the common



challenges faced by EU countries, there is a clear advantage to strengthening
cooperation among all relevant sectors at EU level. Moreover, Member States
themselves have requested intensified EU support, and stressed the need for
common EU action and a more coordinated approach.

Why have you chosen a Council Recommendation as the instrument?

Given that the organisation of vaccination programmes is a national
competence, the Commission is proposing that Member States agree on a set of
joint measures, in the form of a Council Recommendation. The proposal for a
Council Recommendation on vaccine preventable diseases, accompanied by a
Commission Communication on the policy rationale of acting together in this
area, gives Member States flexibility and takes into account their history,
practices and particular cultural challenges. It is also the best instrument
for achieving the desired results.

Who was consulted on the proposal and to what effect?

The Commission consulted stakeholders and citizens, and organised a series of
targeted face-to-face meetings with professional healthcare organisations,
health NGOs, student organisations and the industry. The most support was
for:

EU and national authorities’ support for healthcare professionals in
advocating for vaccination and tackling hesitancy;
scientific guidance and information from the EU and its agencies
tailored to the specific circumstances of individual EU Member States;
investment in R&D focusing on vaccine safety and effectiveness, with
greater transparency and industry involvement.

The online consultation revealed citizens’ lack of trust in the safety and
effectiveness of vaccines as well as a lack of trust of public authorities
and industry. For instance, 70% of the 8,688 citizens’ replies, most of which
were from France and submitted to the 12-week consultation within the same
24-hour period, chose ‘no opinion’ for all questions and submitted anti-
vaccination comments. These replies suggest that powerful influencers greatly
contribute to the current vaccine hesitancy in the EU that the Commission
initiative intends to tackle as a key priority.

Timescale and number of replies to online consultation

What are the next steps?

The Commission’s proposal will be discussed by the Council, with the aim of
seeing it adopted before the end of 2018, with an immediate entry into force.
Following this, every 3 years, the Commission will report on progress made in
the implementation of the Recommendation. In addition the Commission will
also produce a report on ‘The State of Confidence in Vaccines in the EU’, to
monitor attitudes towards vaccination, in the context of the State of Health
in the EU process.
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For more information

https://ec.europa.eu/health/vaccination/overview_en

https://ecdc.europa.eu/en/immunisation-and-vaccines

https://ec.europa.eu/health/vaccination/overview_en
https://ecdc.europa.eu/en/immunisation-and-vaccines

