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ADDRESS ON CULTURE

 AT THE BALCINET MAYORS’ SUMMIT IN ANKARA 

Saturday, November 4, 2006, 12.30-13.30 am, SHERATON HOTEL

In the past, the Balkan region experienced times of intensity and conflict, which have labelled it the “Powder-Keg of Europe”.

Today, everything has changed. We have entered a period of intense cooperation and development of exceptional relations of friendship and cooperation.

In fact, during the reform period we have entered, economic development seems to be comprising the lever of developments, while international trade promotes inter-state relations; all the above comprise one of the main goals of diplomacy between cities, which we serve through BALCINET.
However, if the economy comprises the field of cooperation in an era when borders still exist for historical or ceremonial reasons, within the European Union, at least, culture comprises:

1. the infrastructure, the groundwork of a new course of development, cooperation and enlargement of the EU,

2. a fertile ground upon which all forms of international initiatives can grow, and

3. the prerequisite of mutual understanding and consensus, which are necessary for any form of cooperation.

Dear colleagues, 

I truly believe that if we want to develop Inter-Balkan, inter-municipal cooperation, culture must lay its foundations; this is why I have chosen to speak on this important issue during today’s decisive, one might say, Summit in Ankara.  


Therefore, I would like to inform you that in Thessaloniki, following very positive cooperation between the government and the Municipality of Thessaloniki, three major events have been or are to be inaugurated next year; they all specifically address the issue of culture in the Balkans. I invite you to cooperate with us in hosting of these events in the following months.

These events are: 

1. Balkan Drama Festival:

This will take place next year (2007) in Thessaloniki.

The decision to hold this event was made in Thessaloniki during the meeting of representatives of national theatres (from Albania, Cyprus, Bulgaria, Serbia, Romania and Turkey) that took place following an initiative and invitation by the National Theatre of Northern Greece (NTNG), the President of which is Thessaloniki City Councillor, Mr. Nikos Makrandonakis.

The organization will be funded by the Greek Ministry of Culture with the sum of €3 million for the first two years. 

This sum is guaranteed through a sub-project of a European programme for culture and will be distributed to  participating Balkan countries for the completion of infrastructure works in ancient theatres in their regions (restoration, renovation) and to NTNG for hosting the Festival and for hosting an Inter-Balkan Ancient Drama Workshop in Thessaloniki. 

We aim at intervening with the Greek Government and the Organising Committee so that:

· a representative of our Network participates in the Organising Committee

· cultural infrastructure in our Network’s cities is included in this funding programme and

· Municipal Theatres of our cities qualify for the 1st Thessaloniki Balkan Drama Festival.

I will inform you on these actions in good time.

2. Balkan Performing Arts Market:

Hellenic Culture Organisation has already started promoting Balkan cultural products on the international cultural market, in cooperation with the Municipality of Thessaloniki; that is why, last June, it held the 1st Balkan Performing Arts Market in Thessaloniki.

Essentially, this is a form of “international sector exhibition”, focusing on and aiming at promoting performing arts (drama, music, dance, etc) throughout the world; the event will be held every two years.

During the meeting, held for the first time in Greece through funding by the Greek Ministry of Culture and with the support of the National Theatre of Northern Greece and the Municipality of Thessaloniki, 170 performances were staged, with the participation of 200 exhibitors (drama, music and dance groups, as well as artistic agents) and a total of 3,000 conventioneers and artists from Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, FYRΟΜ, Greece, Moldavia, Romania, Serbia-Montenegro, Slovenia and Turkey.

Our intention was to intervene with the Greek Government, so that:

· a representative of our Network participates in the Organising Committee

· our cities’ Municipal Artistic Groups are promoted within the framework of this Market.

I will keep you posted about our actions.


3. Thessaloniki International Film Festival 

The renowned institution, which is held every year in Thessaloniki and is co-organised by the Municipality of Thessaloniki, includes a series of satellite events of commercial interest, which concern:

· funding of scripts (Balkan Funds) for films to be produced in the Balkans

· promotion of co-productions (Crossroads) by feature film producers from the Balkans

· meetings between buyers-distribution networks and producers, directors and scriptwriters (Agora) for the commercial promotion of films.

Our intention is to intervene with the Organising Committee so as to participate in the 2007 Festival, in order to promote our cities and selected regions thereof as suitable for filming. This will greatly contribute towards reinforcing the recognisability of our cities as tourism destinations. 

Ladies and gentlemen,

I have listed three instances that are indicative of prospects to utilize initiatives and institutions being developed in Greece and concerning Inter-Balkan cultural cooperation.

I am certain that similar actions are taking place in other Balkan countries and I believe they must be addressed by the Mayors – members of our Network in the same rationale.

Therefore, if you undertake similar initiatives, please, inform the Executive Secretariat in Thessaloniki, so that we can coordinate our actions.

In order to further systematize our actions, I propose that the Summit of Deputy Mayors for Culture of BALCINET member-cities takes place during the first quarter of 2007 either in the presiding city of Novi Sad or in our seat, Thessaloniki. 

In any case, it is important that we decide to support culture as the groundwork of our cooperation – this is why I am submitting two proposals, which may be approved or overruled by other proposals, on your part, in the same direction.

Therefore, I propose that: 

1. The presiding city organize, through cooperation between BALCINET member-cities, a Cultural Fortnight of Major Balkan Cities, to culminate in the annual Mayors’ Summit. Within this framework, the presiding city should support, at a local level, the hosting of participating groups. Furthermore, each city should cover the costs of the groups representing it. The Organisational Framework will be agreed upon during the Summit of Deputy Mayors for Culture, at which point it would be prudent for all of us to have finalized our proposals and guaranteed their funding, through Municipal budgets, state subsidies or sponsors.

2. Each city organize a Balkan Culture week within the framework of the cultural events it schedules every year. For example, Thessaloniki has already established this unit within the framework of DIMITRIA international cultural festival. Every city should undertake similar initiatives. 

Dear colleagues,

I believe that two more initiatives can prove important for the future of our Network and that it would be useful if we developed them in the direction of European Union agencies, so as to upgrade our role:

1. Establishment of our cooperation with the Stability Pact for SE Europe, which aims at enhancing stability in our region. The contribution of Mr. Karakostanoglou, the Head of the Pact in Thessaloniki, who is also a Thessaloniki City Councillor and is present at our Summit, will be invaluable.

2. Exploration of cooperation prospects between BALCINET and the South-East European Co-operation Process (SEECP), an instrument structured nearly identically to our own Network, with joint declarations following Ministers’ and Prime Ministers’ Meetings. Initially, we will have to apply for our participating, as observers, during the next (2007-2008) Bulgarian Presidency of the South-East European Co-operation Process.

I propose that we pursue the recognition of our Network through these institutions – agencies, aiming, firstly, at establishing, at a later time, a new institution, i.e. the Cultural Capital of the Balkans, which can be the Presiding City of our Network every year, and which can come under the auspices of the Ministries of Culture of Balkan states.

Dear Colleagues,

In conclusion of this address, I would once again like to thank the Ankara Presidency for the impeccable organization of this Summit.

I would particularly like to thank the Mayor of Ankara, Mr. Melih Gokcek and all his associates – and I would like to thank all of you for your presence here.

Here, in the East, a new, creative era for our Network is dawning.  

It is up to us to proceed decisively and accomplish our goals, bring local societies closer through culture, spread our wings with the impetus of the European Union, pave new roads of cooperation and development, believing in and actively promoting our vision, for a Balkan region of peace, development, cities and citizens, a Balkan region of the United Europe.

Our aim is for all Balkan countries, from Albania to Turkey, to become equal members of the European Union within the near future and for many benefits to come to the peoples of our countries along this common course.

Thank you. __________________________

