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Dear President,

Dear Colleagues,

Dear Friends,

Let me first convey to all of you the warm greetings from our President and from the European Parliament as a whole. This Conference is regarded by us as a very significant meeting which is moreover taking place at a most timely moment.

Personally I am very happy to represent our Parliament here with all of you. The reason is simple. Amongst the Vice-presidents of the European Parliament I am the one who is in charge of the contacts with the Parliaments of the candidate countries and, logically, with the Chambers of countries which we regard as pre-candidates and expect to become once full members of the European Union. It was my express wish to have this responsibility and this for two reasons, linked with my own political background. I can never forget that I was the President of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe when most of your countries negotiated their membership in this important body for the European construction project. Accompanying many of you until you got full membership in the Council of Europe was one of the most fascinating experiences of my political career. By the way, it was with great emotion that I heard this morning President Mesić remind the (turbulent times) when I had the privilege to closely cooperate with the then Speaker of the Croatian Parliament. My second basic motivation, however, is linked with the fact that I was one of those who took part in my own country's, Spain, historical process - that of ending decades of isolation and negotiating EU membership, just like many of you, who first applied for the Council of Europe and later for the European Communities. As a Spaniard I have had the privilege to live a historical period during which my country succeeded in joining the European Communities, and thus consolidated itself as a fully fledged democracy based on rule of law, but also achieved the greatest social progress which our society has ever known for centuries. 

Indeed because of such experience I not only sincerely respect and admire your peoples, but I am also deeply committed to do all I can to help you integrate into the European institutional, political and economic set up thus making your European expectations a reality.

Let me now come to a different point. During the years I have spent at the European Parliament -and at the EU at large- I have heard quite a lot about the countries of your region. But the general tone was of concern and the word that one heard over and over again in such talks was that of stability, the need for stability in the region. Indeed stability is certainly necessary and important for you all. But your stability is indispensable also for the European Union as such. Or rather, to put it more bluntly; any instability in what used to be referred as the Balkans is perceived as a threat for the European Union, and this is probably a correct judgement.

I do not want to criticise here such an approach on our side. But I shall say what I have repeated at the European Parliament more than once, and which is now, at last, finding some strong echo amongst many of my colleagues. Time has come to introduce another priority when we talk about this part of Europe: that of solidarity. I do not mean to replace "stability" by "solidarity". I mean to combine them both, but basing our policy approach and our cooperation and assistance programmes on the concept of solidarity. What we may also need to do is to introduce commitment, confidence and hope where there has been mainly mere concern.
Let me remind you that solidarity is, and has been for over 50 years, one of the cornerstones of the European communities which have allowed them to develop into the Union which we know nowadays. Therefore it is only a matter of coherence to state that solidarity should be the main principle underlying the current EU policy and approach towards your countries and your peoples.

This means, above all, recognising that you have a right to take part fully in our European project. And it means also acknowledging the role which you have played and you keep playing in the history, culture, and civilisation which we share as European heritage. That means also understanding that as long as one of you remains outside the project, we have failed in completing the puzzle, the mosaic of Europe to which we are endeavoured to put together.

But there is something else which needs to be identified and which is been identified by the European Union in connection with a number of your countries; and that is that the safest way to secure the stability which we all consider so important in your area, is to offer to every one of you an honest and serious European membership prospect and to show you our solidarity by helping you make quick and effective progress towards that goal.

Indeed in this we definitely count on the support of our Greek friends who were the masters and the pioneers for all of us, and who for years have been staunchly - often in great loneliness - claiming that your region should have a proper place in the Union's future design. And we also count on the commitment of Bulgarians and Romanians, who have understood that your presence in the Union will not weaken their own position: on the contrary, it will make them stronger; and actually it will make all of us stronger.

This is the road map, and I sincerely believe that it is generally accepted in our Parliament and in the European Union at large. But one has to be realistic - the current situation is not the easiest, nor the most favourable one for further enlargements. However the recent summit in Berlin, and the firm commitment of the German Presidency under the courageous and responsible leadership of Chancellor Angela Merkel give us hope.
In few words, were do we stand now?

One: It is obvious that the current Treaties of the European Union no longer allow the Union to function properly and effectively, nor do they allow it to play the role that the EU is expected to play - and which it must play- as a global actor on the international scene in order to protect our interests, and to influence world affairs for more peace, justice, freedom and social progress.

Two: The European Constitution, though ratified by 18 out of the 27 Member States of the Union - including Greece, Spain, Bulgaria and Romania- has been rejected by two other countries while seven others do not want or do not dare ratify it. The Constitution would have provided an adequate basis for the efficient functioning of the Union internally and on the world scene. Unfortunately, this Constitution is stalled. Therefore, another Treaty must be urgently negotiated and adopted, perhaps a shorter and easier one, but one which retains the basic elements of the Constitution. Such a new Founding Treaty will need to be signed before 2009 when the next elections to the European Parliament are scheduled to take place. The commitment of the German Presidency and that of most European Governments to achieving this goal is very strong 

And three: Until the new Treaty is adopted there will not be any further enlargement of the Union... This may sound -and even be- unfair to some of the current candidate countries. In fact, it merely reflects our awareness that the last big enlargement might have been more positive for all if we had given ourselves more time, until the new institutional arrangements necessary for the Union to operate are settled in a consolidated way.

Things being what they are, I guess that for those of us inside the Union who are in favour of you joining us, the task for the next two years is to make every effort to ensure that the new Treaty becomes a reality as soon as possible. And for those who are not yet members of the Union, besides urging Member States to support the new Treaty, time should be used to make progress  in the ongoing membership negotiations or in adopting the reforms which, in any case, are necessary for your countries but are also indispensable in order to join the European Union. From our side, we will support your efforts by all possible means and also convince our friends inside the Union that your membership is not simply unavoidable but also an historical challenge and a must for all of us.

In this respect I think that it is extremely important that our Bulgarian friends have been chosen to host in their country -on European Union territory- a "focal point for parliamentary cooperation" which will not only promote efficient cooperation amongst your respective Parliaments but also facilitate and make more effective the activities of your Regional Cooperation Council. The Bulgarian offer was wise and generous and by accepting it all of you have shown also wisdom and determination.

For this and for a number of other reasons I would like to congratulate you and reiterate the full support of the European Parliament to carry on your way towards a table where chairs and badges with the name of your respective States are already reserved and waiting for you. Let us make this happen as soon as possible. And while we all work towards this common goal let us prepare ourselves, on our side to welcome you, and on your side to sincerely feel more than welcome.

Believe me: we are going to follow with the greatest interest your debates and take good note of your conclusions at this conference for which the European Parliament wishes you the best success .Thanks to our Croatian hosts for their hospitality and thank you all for your attention. And be sure that sooner than later we shall be singing together that old tune that says WE SHALL OVERCOME".
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