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Honoured host, the First Lady of Lithuania, dear Diana
Esteemed colleagues, Armanda and Tamara, Madam Commissioner, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen!

When you are speaking to a Slovenian about our healthcare system and its achievements, you may be met with disbelief. It happened to me not long ago. In a hotel in Sofia, Bulgaria, I bumped into a group of three people, and Magdalena, a medical professional from Switzerland, greeted me enthusiastically: “Oh, you are from Slovenia! You have such a great healthcare system!” “Oh, really??”, was my first thought. We are used to complain about the timeliness of availability of healthcare services. Yet experiences in reality might be quite different as I can personally attest from a recent close encounter with the health system. There are structures and accomplishments we can be truly proud of. 
Slovenia is particularly successful in neonatal care and innovative in caring for health of children in the first years of their lives. We have to be. With declining birth rates, every child desired by the parents is precious.
It starts in the period of pregnancy when the health system provides for ten preventive check-ups and an examination of chromosomal disorders, resulting in one of the lowest infant mortality rates in the EU at 3,4 per 1000 births and neonatal mortality rate at only 0,7 per 1000 births. If it comes to premature birth, the neonatal intensive care units are distributed around the country with a central one at the maternity hospital in Ljubljana. 
The success is due not only to technical equipment but also through innovative care approaches, such as intense contact of prematurely born child with its mother, introduced decades ago. 
Slovenia is among the countries leading the drive for health equity and co-organised with WHO European Region a side event of the United Nations General Assembly titled »Social Participation as a Driver of Health Equity and Resilient Societies«. This is why we are particularly sensitive to inequality which is shown in disparity in infant mortality according to the education level of mother, ranging from 2,8 per 1000 births for mothers with higher education to 7,3 for those with lowest achieved levels of education.
Early childhood is the period when the foundations for healthy childhood, youth and adult life are laid. In the group I met in Sofia was also a Slovenian doctor Urh Grošelj who is heading the most comprehensive screening system of newborns and children for at least 52 rare diseases. This system was introduced a year and a half ago. It complements the primary care paediatric network which I believe is one of the great achievements of Slovenian healthcare system.
The reason for Magda, Urh and their colleague from the Netherlands to be in Sofia where I met them was their presentation to the Parliament of Bulgaria the options to detect the genetic predisposition to familial hypercholesterolemia earlier than in the current system. 
In Bulgaria the screening is at the age of 16, while in Slovenia all children are screened at the age 5 at the pre-school medical exam. A decade which can make all the difference in their adulthood, extending the lives and reducing the future cost of treatment.
Healthcare systems can be fragile. We are encountering all sorts of problems, the most acute being shortage of medical and support staff. We are facing the environment, which is becoming hostile to science in general. Coming from the sciences myself, I am worried about this trend which is resulting in the mistrust of something so basic as the vaccination. 
I would have hoped that such unfounded fears have been overcome a century or two ago, but apparently not. Trying to improve the system, we must be careful not to do more harm than good. It is equally as important to introduce new policies, as it is to keep what is proven to work. Keep the system which works. Do not try to replace it with something which might seem a good idea, but upgrade it when possible and rely on the experiences of others. Such meetings as here today are invaluable for exchange of information and for giving the public clear messages what the modern science stands for. I thank the organisers and particularly you, Diana, for this opportunity.
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