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Highlights 
 
Ethical concerns and risks in health emergency: patients protection and fundamental rights  
Annagrazia ALTAVILLA 
 
The emergency situation, such as COVID-19 pandemic, when healthcare systems can be greatly affected, 
the number of severe cases raised major ethical challenges in providing healthcare to patients, and 
decisions are taken under pressure in a context of uncertainty and scarce resources, demonstrates the 
fundamental importance of everyone’s right to health protection. The main objective of governments and 
EU actions has been to guarantee a non-discriminatory access to medical care while strengthening and 
maintaining the integrity of health care systems, trying at the same time, to safeguard fundamental 
freedoms and economic interests. 

All the main stakeholders and international institutions agreed on the fact that, in any case, specific 
circumstances can compromise the compliance of the actions with fundamental rights. Internationally 
recognized ethical standards and principles (such as the principles of autonomy, beneficence, non-
maleficence and justice) must always be respected. 
 
To this aim, the EU adopted a very innovative emergency support instrument that provides financial 
support for ensuring provision of medical equipment, regulating exports of key supplies from the EU, 
increasing the production with European industry, ensuring the transport of medical items, the transfer 
of medical personnel and finally to training multidisciplinary pool of healthcare professionals, especially 
for intensive care units. A new pharmaceuticals strategy has been submitted to public consultation with 
the aim to ensure Europe's supply of safe and affordable medicines, meet patients' needs providing all 
patients with access to optimal care, to reduce the EU's dependency on imports from third-countries, 
making medicines, including vaccines, available under all circumstances. 
 
More recently, an EU-wide tracing system has been released to ensure that coronavirus contact and 
tracing apps developed at national levels can ‘talk to each other’. The system went live in october with 
the first wave of national apps now linked through this service. This “decentralised” system, in 
combination with the Gateway Services and a server hosted in the Commission’s own data centre in 
Luxembourg, enables these apps to be used across borders while allowing citizens’ personal data are fully 
protected. 
 
In this context, to help member states in applying European human rights and ethical standards in the 
biomedical field, it should be essential to support capacity building programs. Cross-sectoral and 
multidisciplinary co-operation should be promoted to avoid fundamental rights infringements (especially 
where vulnerable populations e.g. children/elderly are involved). Finally, to be successful in the 
development of efficient solutions it should be crucial to build trust, closely involving the civil society and 
the general public. 
 
To look more in detail about this topic consult and freely download the presentation and the video 
recording here. 
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