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The year 2003 has been described numerous times as an important window of opportunity for the countries of South Eastern Europe. The Greek and Italian EU Presidencies guarantee high-level political attention to the region, and – with the current round of enlargement coming to a successful conclusion – the view opens up to the wider horizon of European Integration.

And this is just where South Eastern Europe belongs – it cannot remain an enclave within an enlarged European Union. But while we all agree that the region has already made significant steps towards that end, much still remains to be done. Everyone agrees that a European perspective is crucial in supporting the necessary reform efforts. It will be essential for the development of the region to uphold this European perspective, especially in times of possible 'enlargement fatigue' due to the challenges presented by the current extensive round of enlargement.

But while European Integration is clearly the endgame, certain conditions have to be met, and we – both the countries of the region and those supporting them – need to do everything we can to make sure that these conditions are met step by step and we move forward on the road towards European Integration. I do not have to reiterate the importance of fully respecting the Copenhagen criteria, the conditionality implied in the Stabilisation and Association Process as well as the obligations and commitments described in the final declaration of the Zagreb summit. These are crucial for the Western Balkan's ability to progress on the path towards European integration. 

In this respect, the Greek EU Presidency's plans for the EU-Western Balkans Summit in June in Thessaloniki should be commended. The outcome of the Thessaloniki Summit will certainly not be decided at this table. But in this context I would like to highlight the importance of regional cooperation and focus on the role of the Stability Pact in the aftermath of the Summit. 

Regional Cooperation is the cornerstone of the European Integration process and thus an essential element of the path to be taken by the countries of SEE towards integration into Euro-Atlantic institutions. Enhancing regional cooperation and firmly establishing it as the preferred means of addressing issues of common concern is the founding principle of the SP. I think – looking back at the situation in the region in 1999, when the Pact was founded – we have already come a long way. While there are undoubtedly many reasons for this positive development, the Pact can certainly claim part of the credit. The sustained efforts to enhance regional cooperation on a range of topics have facilitated the emergence of a more cooperative and conciliatory mode of interaction between the countries of the region. 

Considering the wars that were fought in this region only a few years ago, coming together to find joint solutions to common problems does not come easily. But this is just what we are witnessing increasingly – the Framework Agreement on the Sava River Basin being one of the best examples.
Regional ownership of the activities is essential to make them sustainable and to enhance their impact. It has been my policy from the first day of taking over this position, that the role of the Stability Pact should be to initiate, develop and monitor processes and subsequently hand them over to the region where and when feasible.  In this respect I would like to highlight once again the important role of the South East European Cooperation Process (SEECP) as an emerging 'voice of the region' and a true sign of regional ownership. 
As we all know, the Stability Pact has a very broad thematic and geographic scope in comparison to the SAP, and there were very good reasons for designing it this way. Not only is it one of the few fora where the countries of South Eastern Europe sit together as equals with donor countries and international institutions. Considering the growing numbers of potentially dividing lines within South Eastern Europe itself, the Pact is actually a key forum for bridging these gaps. Much is to be gained by ensuring cooperation between the five countries of the Western Balkans – to use the terminology of the day – and the candidate countries Bulgaria and Romania. The same can be said for the involvement of the countries joining the EU next April. Their 'Transformation Experience' is an important source of expertise that should be made use of. The Stability Pact is a forum where this is possible.

Through its very nature, the Stability Pact is therefore complementary to the SAP. As has been outlined in the Complementarity Report before you, the Stability 
Pact overall has a key role in further developing the regional cooperation element of the SAP, both in general as well as in a number of specific areas along the lines of the six core objectives. 

There are a number of different ways in which the Pact complements and supports the SAP: first, it can support specific SAP activities with a regional component and facilitate them; second, through its broader approach, the Pact can embed SAP activities into the wider context; and third – due to its design as a flexible instrument, – the Pact can function as a 'laboratory' for certain activities, which, after generating sufficient political momentum, can be handed over to other partners.

Looking at the immediate future, I see a number of areas, where we can complement the SAP and thereby support the region as a whole on its way towards European Integration.

Creating a common market attractive for foreign investment is essential for the development of the region. The network of free trade agreements has been an important step in this direction, but we need to press ahead. Full implementation of the agreements followed by further liberalisation including the development of a free trade area are the next steps in this process. Work in this direction is clearly called for within the SAP, but more importantly, it is crucial for attracting foreign investment and preparing the region for future integration into the European market.

Moreover, additional cooperation in the energy sector will improve the daily lives of the citizens of the region as well as make it more attractive to investment while advancing integration into European structures. The MoU on the Regional Electricity Market was a major step towards integrating the region into the European internal electricity market. But we need to make sure that the commitments are followed through and are looking at possibilities of developing the MoU into a binding international treaty by the end of the year.

European experience has shown the necessity to complement free movement of goods with that of people, requiring close cooperation in the broad area of visa liberalisation, border control and migration in general. The SAP specifically calls for closer cooperation in this field and as you have heard yesterday in Working Table III, progress is well under way. Waving visa requirements within the region does not mean dismantling borders, but would be a clear sign of European maturity and would support interaction within the region.

Such a step would have to go hand in hand with effective border management. Rightfully so, this is a priority under the SAP and for those of you, who have not participated in the Ohrid Conference on Border Management last week – the EU, NATO, OSCE and the Stability Pact are closely cooperating to support the countries of the region to advance in this direction. 

Effective border management of course also requires close cooperation among municipal authorities in border regions.  Strengthening the capacity of local authorities in border regions can foster economic growth and social development as well as cooperation between border regions. In an area where borders still have a much higher importance than within the EU, much work still needs to be done at grass-roots level to enhance contacts across borders.

The crucial area of fighting organised crime and corruption is the last point I would like to mention with respect to how the Stability Pact can support the SAP in the future. The London Conference of November 2002 highlighted the need for concerted action in this field.  Because organised crime is an international phenomenon national remedies are obsolete. Regional cooperation is a pre-requisite for success. The Bucharest-based Transborder Crime Fighting Centre, as well as the SPOC initiative are by now well established and are instruments ready to be used. As in the area of border management, where the Stability Pact successfully developed twinning projects and concrete work plans, similar work will need to be undertaken in the fields of organised crime and corruption.
Let me conclude by thanking the current Greek and the incoming Italian EU Presidencies for the considerable attention they have and will continue to give to South Eastern Europe during difficult times. Considering the finalisation of the current round of EU enlargement, the year 2003 is an important crossroads for South Eastern Europe and I think the upcoming Thessaloniki Summit will ensure that the SEE train will be firmly set on its track towards European Integration. The Stability Pact will make every effort to support the region in moving towards this goal as fast as possible.
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