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SPEECH FOR THE 10TH BALCINET MAYORS’ SUMMIT 

Thursday 26 November 2009 – at 10.30 – ‘I.Vellidis’ Congress Centre

Dear colleagues from other major Balkan cities,      

Official guests – ladies and gentlemen,


In the first decade of BALCINET we have exchanged views, experiences, and concerns; we have emphatically declared our decision to work together on a number of major issues.


The top priority of our Declarations has always been, and still is, the European prospects, the common European future of Balkan cities, the future of Balkan peoples. 

Following the accession of Bulgaria and Romania into the EU, our goal for the coming years shifts to the Western Balkans as well as Turkey. 


Besides, at our previous meetings, topics such as illegal immigration, drugs, the environment and climatic change, children and their needs, culture and monuments, urban regeneration, European Programmes and so on, have enriched our dialogue and marked our common course of action.  


The topics of today’s 10th Mayors’ Summit were decided by our Executive Secretariat, which convened last May in Thessaloniki and took into account current affairs, economic and social issues and developmental prospects of our times.  


The economic recession, first, criminality and drugs, second, and the digital era are the three current concerns of our meeting today.

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Dear colleagues,


Before we go on to the issues just mentioned, I would propose that we should agree on a proposal-challenge for the next decade of BALCINET: we should deepen our cooperation and remain dedicated to the needs and problems of our citizens.

In other words, our slogan should be CITIZENS COME FIRST.   

I firmly believe that, above all, we, the members of BALCINET, should give our citizens the opportunity to express their own thoughts.


We need to ask them about major issues that concern them, about their expectations from international cooperation, about what would improve their daily lives.

Therefore, I propose that we should start with an inter-Balkan consultation on the Internet, an extensive dialogue that would bring us closer to our citizens.   

They should get to know BALCINET better and share their needs and convictions with our network as well as express their opinion on a number of issues to be prioritized by the Executive Secretariat.

We are then to prepare joint actions, 

to respond to major issues of concern to citizens, to respond through actions and move forward.  

Following this short introduction, 
In regard to the first topic of our Summit, which concerns the world economic crisis and the role of Local Authorities, I would like to note the following:

It has been well-known for about a year and a half now, that the globe has been suffering the worst economic crisis after 1929. 

This is a crisis caused by human greed and the lack of substantial control of the world banking system.  

For the last one or two months, some signs of recovery are visible in economically big countries, but it is obvious that the consequences in our region, the region of SE Europe, are going to remain with us for another two or three years.
Facing this crisis in our regions needs to be fully coordinated. 

On the one hand, governments must take immediate measures of a general character, while, on the other, Local Authorities need to take immediate measures aiming at local development and to deal with major social problems caused by the economic recession. Of course, every individual citizen also needs to make his or her own personal decisions separately.
Consequently, we, the representatives of our peoples in major cities, need to proceed speedily – and we have already proceeded in my view – to take specific measures aiming at exactly this goal:

On the one hand, fast development of our regions and an effort to create new jobs, while on the other, facing major social problems that have recently exacerbated in our cities.  

How are we to achieve local development? 
Let me mention some examples:  

1. Immediate use of European Programmes 


It is well known that from 2000 to 2006 there was an inflow of 4.2 billion Euros, just in Western Balkan countries, in the framework of CARDΕS Programmes.


Today, almost all Western Balkan countries have co-signed significant Framework Agreements with the European Union so as to be included in European Programmes and absorb European funds.  

Therefore, we, in our part, should make every effort so as to absorb such programmes the soonest possible and, of course, this effort is to be intensified here in Greece, too, which has been an EU member since 1980, as well as in Bulgaria and Romania, which have been members of the European family for the last two years.  

We, in the Municipality of Thessaloniki, do the best within our power  - as well as in Union of Municipalities and Villages of the Prefecture of Thessaloniki, of which I have the honour to be the President; the Union promotes several European Programmes. Let me mention our proposal concerning the mobility of workers in the trans-border region between Greece and Bulgaria, in the framework of INTERREG 4.

2. Tearing down barriers between our cities; 
Broader communication; 

More commercial/trade and business initiatives involving all SE Europe countries;
Significant progress – I would like to stress this – is expected for the countries of Serbia, FYR of Macedonia and Montenegro, because, as of January 1, 2010, the obligation of issuing a visa for the countries of the European Union will be abolished.

3. To make our cities more appealing, to transform them into tourist destinations, to attract more investments to our cities.
Infrastructure works, regeneration of streets and squares, highlighting of monuments, supporting entrepreneurship, tourism development, cultural events, Festivals, Conferences, twinning with other cities and similar actions should be among our daily goals.
For example, here in Thessaloniki, in cooperation with all city Agencies, we have managed to turn our city into a conference destination.

We rank 76th as a conference city globally.  
Last year more than 280 conferences were organized in Thessaloniki and this, of course, is a very significant economic parameter for the city.  

Thessaloniki was also chosen by visitors as their favourite “Urban Destination”!

Just last week, Thessaloniki was ranked fifth by the world travel guide LONELY PLANET, as “global entertainment destination”.     

4. Full use of the comparative advantages each one of our cities has.  


Thessaloniki, for example, like many other Balkan cities, has an extremely active International Fair, which we support with all our forces,   because, besides everything else, it brings wealth to our city and creates thousands of jobs.  

There are also 3 Universities and, just like you too, in the last two years we have established the International University in our city. We stand by these Universities with all our forces.


I would also like to add that just a few days ago the International Film Festival of our city was concluded. It has a 50-year long tradition with participants from almost all the cities of the world and it also attracted numerous visitors to our city in the last fortnight.

All these have beneficial economic impact for everyone of us. 

Furthermore, we have been working as best we can and I believe that in two years an Innovation Zone will be operating in the eastern part of Thessaloniki.


In other words, I believe that each one of us should support and further develop the comparative advantages of our cities.  

5. Support of the labour force of our cities, until this major crisis is over and development returns.

We need to deal with the wave of unemployed people, in the most dynamic way, so as to prevent the explosive dimensions this problem might take.


Here, in Thessaloniki, besides everything else, we have established a “Labour Office”, in cooperation with our city Chambers, so as to provide services to the unemployed and help them face this major problem.
During 2008 we managed to find work for 1,000 of our co-citizens in various types of employment.  


I am certain that you all are also involved in similar actions, all of you, worthy colleagues, who serve the institution of Local Authorities. 
6. Finally, besides all the above – and more, which we are soon to hear – and which reinforce the development of our cities – we should place emphasis, during these tough times, on social policy;  


on supporting our co-citizens who cannot find work and are faced with survival problems.


We should also support families and mothers, who need a safe place to leave their children so they can go to work.  

Nurseries, kindergartens, support for the poor, organized soup kitchens, Homeless Housing facilities, Family Care Centres, support of families with many children, support for the Elderly, and so on are actions of social policy that must be included in our daily activities, particularly now, at this time of economic crisis.  

                ______________________________


As for the second topic, i.e. criminality and drugs, I believe that, before anything else, attention must be paid by central governments in our countries to general   issues concerning the battle against criminality, drugs, and illegal immigration, because, as we know, there will soon be no visa required and sooner or later all our countries will be part of the Schengen Zone, which means that there will be no border controls.  

Particularly in regard to drugs, national governments must be mobilized immediately, so as to:

· Detect and close any facility manufacturing addictive substances in Balkan countries;  

· Control illegal trans-border mobility of persons and substances;  

· Activate suppressive/penalty mechanisms and health systems to deal with dealers and users, respectively.  

This is the point where Local Authorities can start offering municipal antidotes!


Proposal:

1.  Activation of social reflexes through an integrated strategic policy at schools, gyms, youth frequenting centres, etc.

2.  Re-inclusion of users and former prisoners through programmes offering social work.
3.  Inclusion and reception of immigrants whose life conditions have brought them to this tragic situation, so as to help them feel at home, as if they are in their own city.   


Such antidotes, however, cannot be fruitful if there are no substantial and coordinated initiatives by national governments, legislative and executive powers, law enforcement authorities and the judicial sector.   


Therefore, there should be immediate signing and observance of international agreements for the readmission/repatriation of illegal immigrants, abolition of illegal immigrant camps, which become pockets of criminality, and operation of temporary housing units providing hospitality under human living conditions to illegal immigrants. 

               __________________________


However, the most important parameter for economic development, in general, and the work of local authorities, in particular, is the digital revolution that has been in progress in recent years – and this is the third topic of our Summit today.  


Dear colleagues, 



E-government is not just a tool to serve citizens.



It guarantees efficacy and transparency.



It puts a distance between citizens and employees, which results in:



Citizens enjoying services within a set time and reference framework, in a responsible and documented manner; in other words, they enjoy quality services.  



Employees working without distractions and interference;  they are checked and praised for their performance, and their productivity is exploited to the maximum to the benefit of the Municipality and its citizens.


Finally, the Municipality coordinating and checking better, faster and more reliably its employees’ work, thus saving human and economic resources.



 Additionally, the digital era also facilitates citizens’ communication and participation. 



It means transparency and citizen control. 



It provides the opportunity to express one’s opinion, to consult, to influence decisions; in other words, it ensures direct democracy. 



The digital era allows citizens to be constantly updated, to be informed without delay about traffic conditions and parking vacancies available, about the progress of municipal works, about dealing with natural disasters, about events and sights, about itineraries and recreation.  


In Thessaloniki we are implementing a huge project, which includes the possibility to use the Internet for:
· Paying taxes and fines on line; 

· Applying for Municipal Register Certificates on line;
· E-ticketing, for online seat bookings and credit card payments  for events organized by the Municipality of Thessaloniki;  

· Voting registers and searching through data concerning the Voting Centre where a citizen is expected to go and vote; 

· Seeking employment through situations vacant and job offer announcements;
· Event Calendar; 
· Posting ‘announcements’ for the procurement of materials, hiring of personnel, etc;   

· Posting the Agenda of City Council meetings as well as decisions taken; 
· Providing tourist information; 

· Receiving applications & complaints by citizens;
· Processing of street sellers’ permits; 
· Processing of permits for the use of community areas; 
· Processing of Municipal infrastructure failures;  

· Management of restricted parking facilities; 
· Handling stray animals; 
· Digital city-planning data; 

· Lending, bookings, orders and inter-linking of all libraries belonging to the Municipality of Thessaloniki; 
· Digital radio in six languages. 


All this know-how is at your disposal and, furthermore, it is our will to proceed, using European funding, so as to adjust various digital actions to the interests of Balkan cities.   



It is indisputable that our digital era gives us the opportunity to come closer to each other.


Dear Colleagues,



In order to open our discussion, I would like to conclude with the basic goal of European integration.


I propose that, as agencies expressing our citizens and local societies, we should lobby the governments of countries that are not EU members to proceed at an even faster pace and make the necessary adjustments so as to enter accession negotiations and conclude them the soonest possible.



The goal of 2014, i.e. five years from now, for the Western Balkans and immediately afterwards for the remaining countries, should become the flagship of our aspirations.


We should agree that there is only one way open for all of us: 


the way of cooperation. 


With a clear head, with honesty and faith in the potential of our Peoples, with confidence in our common future. 


We can either enter all together at a fast pace the time of prosperity or we can all together remain at the lowest ranks of the European Family.  


I am absolutely certain that we are going to choose the way of progress and prosperity for all the peoples of SE Europe. ____________________ 

