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Ireland's EU Presidency DFA Consultation 2026

Question 1 – What should Ireland choose as the high-level thematic priorities for its Presidency of the Council in 2026?
Overarching Theme: Europe's Social Compact: Securing Health, Dignity, and Resilience for Every Citizen.
Three Priority Themes:
1. Strengthening European health security and rights. Ireland must prioritise proactive health protection, aligning with the EU Strategic Agenda's focus on enhancing resilience and preparedness against crises, including health emergencies. This involves acting swiftly to establish and formalise common standards for patient rights, ensuring better access to medicines across the Union.
2. Upholding Equality and Addressing Social Disparities. The Presidency should reinforce the social dimension of the European Union, ensuring that economic growth benefits all citizens. Adopting a standardised framework for patients' rights would directly address healthcare inequalities that persist both between and within Member States. This enhances social and territorial cohesion.
3. Future-Proofing Europe: Innovation, Digitalisation, and Simplified Governance. To ensure European competitiveness, Ireland should focus on leading the digital transition in critical sectors like health and pharmaceuticals. This requires establishing a predictable, streamlined regulatory framework to reduce bureaucratic burdens and ensure that fundamental rights evolve alongside emerging technologies such as AI.
Question 2 – Which particular policy areas and legislative proposals should be a focus of work for the Irish Presidency of the Council in 2026? What should the Irish Presidency aim to achieve in these areas?
Policy Focus: Health Policy & Fundamental Rights (EPSCO/GAC)
The Irish Presidency (H2 2026) must prioritise the official adoption of a standardised framework for patients' rights, particularly the principles established in the European Charter of Patients' Rights (ECPR). Civil and patient organisations have championed this initiative for over two decades.


1. Finalising Formal EU Adoption. Ireland should capitalise on the momentum created by the Polish Presidency (H1 2025), which placed the harmonisation of patients' rights at the centre of the European political agenda. The goal is to move the ECPR from a pivotal social document to a formal component of the acquis Communautaire, thus completing the "rights leg" of the European Health Union.
2. Implementation and Monitoring. Although core principles (like the right to information and consent) stem from the fundamental right to personal autonomy and are included in national laws, varying interpretations create implementation challenges. Adoption of the Charter would establish a standardised framework for systematic monitoring and comparison of patient situations across Member States.
3. Future-Proofing the Rights. The modernised Charter must reflect today's realities and global health threats, ensuring patient rights evolve alongside technological advances. This involves alignment with recently implemented legislation, including the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), the AI Act, and the new European Health Data Space (EHDS) Regulation.
Question 3 – How can the work of the Council during the term of the Irish Presidency make the most substantial positive impact for people, businesses and communities across the EU?
The substantial positive impact of the harmonisation effort stems from its ability to strengthen the three core pillars of the Union: democracy, security, and competitiveness.
Impact for People and Communities:
1. Tangible Security and Dignity. The Charter directly reinforces fundamental values—respect for human dignity, freedom, and human rights. It guarantees equality, dignity, and protection in all healthcare settings and ensures a "high level of human health protection". It enhances the EU's ability to protect citizens against different crises, including health emergencies.
2. Reducing Social Inequality. Formal adoption creates a framework to reduce healthcare inequalities by pushing for real and equal access to high-quality care, addressing financial, administrative, and systemic barriers. This aligns with the Strategic Agenda's commitment to upholding the social dimension.
3. Citizen Empowerment. The Charter acts as a tool for empowerment, information, evaluation, monitoring, and legal support for citizens.
Impact for Businesses and Competitiveness:
1. Investment and Innovation. The Strategic Agenda aims to reinforce sovereignty in strategic sectors and make Europe a technological powerhouse. Specific focus is placed on health, biotechnologies, and pharmaceuticals. A stable, harmonised legal standard provides predictability and encourages significant collective investment, mobilising both public and private funding.
2. Level Playing Field: By simplifying procedures and establishing uniform rights, the initiative supports the goal of reducing bureaucratic and regulatory burdens, helping businesses, especially SMEs, to flourish.
Question 4 – How can we best communicate the values and benefits of EU membership to its citizens and create a sense of ownership, amongst citizens, over Ireland's Presidency of the Council of the EU?
Communication must focus on translating abstract EU legislation into personal, relatable benefits, reinforcing the value of the Union as a protective project.
1. Highlighting Democratic Responsiveness (Bottom-up Approach). Emphasise that the drive for adoption of the ECPR principles is a "bottom-up initiative", resulting from the persistent advocacy by civil and patient organisations for over 25 years. Ireland can showcase that the EU listens to its citizens' aspirations. Highlighting the involvement of the Irish Patients Association and its communities provides a direct national link and creates ownership.
2. Using the Charter as a Communication Tool. The ECPR is a powerful means of information and empowerment. The 2026 Presidency should launch a high-profile, multilingual campaign that outlines the fourteen fundamental rights and clearly demonstrates how the EU project directly safeguards the human right to personal autonomy.
3. Framing Legal Concepts. Utilise the narrative that EU laws and directives serve as the necessary "skeleton", but the Charter provides the "clothing that has meaning" to citizens, making abstract protection tangible in all healthcare settings. This addresses the challenge of making complex legislation understandable for the general public.
4. Emphasising Solidarity. By targeting the reduction of health inequalities and strengthening cooperation, the initiative communicates the core values of collaboration and solidarity on which the EU was founded.








Question 5 – Any other comments
The timing of Ireland's Presidency (H2 2026), working alongside Lithuania and Greece in the Trio Presidency, is critical to finalising documents arising from the launch of the Strategic Agenda 2024–2029. The harmonisation of patients' rights is a field with immense political and social value.
The initiative spans multiple Council configurations (EPSCO, COMPET, JHA) and supports the objectives of several previous and ongoing presidencies:
• Polish Presidency (H1 2025): Explicitly placed patients' rights at the political centre, coordinating consultations in Katowice.
• Danish Presidency (H2 2025): Prioritised life science and preparedness, improving access to medicines and strengthening health system resilience.
Ireland must ensure this long-term commitment results in a formal, recognised standard, reinforcing the belief that the EU project unequivocally benefits its citizens. The successful adoption of a modernised ECPR is essential to ensuring that the expanding European Health Union is built on the protection of equality, dignity, and rights.
Attachments:
1. Completed Submission Form (This document, aligned with the EU Strategic Agenda)
2. "A Call from Patient Organizations for a Harmonization of the Patient Rights in the European Union" (Endorsed 13 March 2025, Katowice)
3. "European Charter of Patients' Rights" (Original document, 2002)
4. "White Paper: Healthcare Policy Recommendations" (Referenced document outlining the Polish Presidency's concrete measures)
5. Prepared and supported by individuals and organisations of  Civil Society  

Submitted by: Stephen McMahon, Co-Founder & Director, Irish Patients Association and a co-author of EUPC (2002) 

ENDORSEMENTS AND SUPPORT.
This submission is supported by 64 organisations and individuals representing patients across 124 countries. The coalition includes Irish patient and healthcare organisations, international patient networks spanning over 120 countries, Ukrainian patient organisations, European healthcare quality institutions, and medical professionals. It builds directly on the 21 signatories to Poland's March 2025 Katowice Call from 15 EU Member States, demonstrating sustained momentum for Charter adoption across successive EU Presidencies.

A complete list of supporting organisations and formal endorsement letters is attached.



