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I come before you today with a renewed sense of optimism in the region about which we all care, South Eastern Europe, as evidenced by our presence here today.  But I am also optimistic about the direction and energy of the efforts in which we have all engaged to ensure a better future for the region and for Europe.  

What I see in the last six months is proof that the region is getting to work.  This is my central message here today and I think this is the appropriate prism through which we should view ongoing progress.  

So by getting to work, I first mean in the sense that the tasks ahead for South Eastern Europe are now clear and unambiguous, paving the way to action and results.  I think that is both the case on the international level, through our work in the Stability Pact and capped by the transparent prospect for Europe embodied in next month’s Thessaloniki summit.  But I also mean it within the region itself where I detect that the political appetite for concerted action is unprecedented and ripe for results.

But by getting to work I also refer to the fundamental task that preoccupies all of us here today – laying down the foundations for sustainable economic growth in South Eastern Europe that will provide the basis for eventual realisation of its European perspective and assuring the lasting prosperity and stability so earnestly desired by its citizens.  Whether our tasks here focus on the general political situation in the region through this table today or those more specific of our colleagues who met yesterday to consider developments in democracy and human rights, economic development or security we all look forward to a time of peace and stability throughout the region.

The regional economy continues to expand, at a rate of over a five percent last year alone, even in the face of a worldwide slowdown that has seen growth rates across the EU struggle to reach an anaemic 1 or 2 percent.  This is indeed significant, but we must also ask whether it is sustainable.

I believe it is sustainable if we continue to take the right steps and work alongside regional leaders to help them make the right choices at the right times. 

In the Stability Pact we aim to do just that!   We pursue it primarily through two channels: our own work and initiatives and by complementing the work of others.  

For our own efforts, I don’t need at this stage to add much more to what you heard yesterday in the three working table meetings, except to say that it drove home to me that we now have the balance right between addressing relevant issues confronting the region, yet staying focused on the six core objectives.  You have seen the activities report we distributed several weeks ago on our accomplishments over the first few months of this year.  That paper, I think sets out very candidly where we are pushing ahead and also where we still face additional challenges to get important programmes and initiatives underway.

One important aspect of that report and of the draft conclusions you have before you that I wish to emphasize, is the continuing responsibility of the Stability Pact to sustain thematically grounded political attention on South Eastern Europe.  I believe more than ever that capitals both within and without the region are relying on our work, so ably exhibited yesterday in the Working Table sessions, to ensure continued progress.    And, this is really the way it should be.  We shouldn’t need to rely on a steady stream of political events to ensure international engagement in the region, but instead be confident that the various processes we have launched and nurtured under the umbrella of the Stability Pact are producing the needed results.

A few additional thoughts I wish to share with you about the path we have tread together these last few months.   First on partners:  One way to look at the nature of what we do in the context of the Stability Pact is a series of interlocking partnerships with national, regional and international governments, initiatives and organizations.     We bring people together who are not accustomed to working with each other and we provide a consensus-based framework suggesting the way forward.  

I have continued to build up the coordination between the various, overlapping regional initiatives, seeking out a division of labour and better information sharing.  In particular, we have endeavoured to provide the South East European Cooperation Process (SEECP), during the excellent Serbia and Montenegrin chairmanship this past year, with the tools by which it can forge a regional consensus on high-profile issues.  I am also cognizant of and grateful for the role that the SEECP has played in the Informal Consultative Committee, providing that all-important regional perspective to our work.  We have now embarked upon a dialogue with the new BiH Chair and have already identified some new, promising areas for collaboration and I am pleased to welcome my friend Foreign Minister Ivanic whose presence here with us today is the embodiment of that important partnership.

I would also like to take this opportunity to praise Greece’s EU Presidency and the strong support the Stability Pact has received, but more importantly I applaud the strong support that Athens through its EU Presidency has given to South Eastern Europe.  Even through some of the most trying times in the Middle East and transatlantic relations, Athens was able to look creatively at ways to move the SEE agenda forward.

In the same vein, I am also grateful to my working partners in Brussels at the European Commission and the Council Secretariat.  We have, I think, deepened and extended our very practical collaboration.  This has been accomplished in as open and direct a manner as I could have sought and it is a vitally important factor in our continued success.   I should also note here the efforts my staff has undertaken to improve our financial efficiency as requested by our European partners by revising and streamlining our structures while still striving to achieve our goals.

I would also like to highlight the full involvement and support of the United States for the Stability Pact – not only these days we are an excellent example of fully functioning transatlantic relations. In the practical work we pursue in the Pact there is a large degree of commonality of how we proceed help South Eastern Europe move ahead in their Euro-Atlantic aspirations.

While we are looking at partnerships, I would also like to acknowledge another important source of guidance and assistance to the region.  The central European countries, a number of which joined the Stability Pact only last year, have demonstrated a strong willingness to share their transformation experience with SEE.  All have started programmes to assist the region, both because they have something to offer and because the EU expects it within the context of their full accession next year.  I believe the Stability Pact can provide a useful framework for them to consider their assistance, along with a forum in which they can share their experiences and lessons learned with each other and with other donors.  On that last point, I would like to add my own belief that other donors would be well advised to have a closer look at what the central Europeans can offer in SEE because they are often in a position to do it more effectively.  It would be useful to think how we could construct donor partnerships through this process.

I was happy to see that yesterday, in an extraordinary RT session, Elisabeth Rehn, who has an impressive track record as regards expertise on the Balkans, has been officially endorsed as new WT I Chairperson. I am very confident that under her dynamic leadership, WT I will be revitalised. 

Elizabeth’s energy and enthusiasm are greatly appreciated by those of us who know how daunting the challenges can be in the area of democratisation and human rights.  I particularly welcome the direction she has been able to bring to the Initiative on Reconciling for the Future that stretches over various thematic areas. Here, we see our role to give further impetus to the reconciliation process on the political level, as well as to bring together donors with implementing agencies who carry out valuable projects. 

I also wish to take this opportunity to express my heartfelt thanks to Rob Zeldenrust and Stewart Henderson, our Table I and III directors, who will leave the SP Secretariat this summer.  Congratulations to you both, Stewart and Rob, and we all wish you the best in your future endeavours.

I hope I have succeeded to paint for you today a picture of how South Eastern Europe and by extension the combined efforts of the Stability Pact partners are “getting to work.”    

I look forward to continuing and intensifying our joint efforts so that South Eastern Europe’s progress along the path of European integration is both enhanced and expedited.

Thank you.
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