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SPEECH AT THE 5th MAYORS’ SUMMIT MEETING

OF BALCINET, THE NETWORK OF BALKAN CITIES

“The Dynamics and Role of City-Twinning and International Networks in a Global, Competitive Society” 

Saturday, April 2, 2005  at 10:45 - Conference Hall of  Pireaus Port Authority (10 Miaouli Coast)

· Dear Mayor of Piraeus, Dear Christos Agrapidis,

· Dear Colleagues, Mayors of Major Balkan Cities, 

· Eminent Guests,
· Ladies and Gentlemen,
· Dear Friends,
It is a great pleasure to be here in Piraeus, one of the biggest ports in the Mediterranean, a city pulsating with life and activity under the leadership of a competent Mayor, the leadership of Christos Agrapidis.  

Here, before the Mayors of major Balkan cities, the representatives of Local Self-Government, who are fighting in every possible manner in order to improve the living conditions of their citizens, who are fighting for a brighter future.   


Before the Mayors of the Balkans, the Balkans that have not yet reached the end of their journey towards democratic integration and full incorporation in the family of Europe. 


The Balkans that are still fighting their own internal struggle. A struggle which, however, has a definite and certain result: peace, democracy, freedom, the way towards Europe, prosperity, higher living standards, forging relations of brotherly co-operation within the broader region.  


In a year and a half, Bulgaria and Romania will be entering the European Union as equal partners. At the end of this year, Turkey will be receiving a date to accession negotiations and at a second stage – not too far into the future – all Balkan countries will become equal members of the European family.  


This is the position of Greece, which for the last 25 years has been a member of the European family; this is the direction we should all be moving towards in an organized and methodical manner.


Our cities can play an important role in the struggle. The Mayors can play an important role in this struggle. This is because the importance of a mayor’s role and the significance of a mayor’s views are hardly disputed in our days. 


I honestly believe that we can accelerate developments; I honestly believe we can shape a new situation. 


Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues,

We are living in an era when technological development and cultural progress have demolished borders. 
Today language, religion and culture, raw materials, geographical position might be features that characterize peoples, but they can no more prevent the exchange of populations, ideas, goods and services.   
The Internet allows easier communication and documents exchanges faster, while logistics services deliver to our homes, our warehouses, our table, goods from every corner of the planet.

Cities, should, therefore, develop synergies, use opportunities and enhance their strong points so that, on the one hand, they may improve the quality of life for their citizens, i.e. become more hospitable for both residents and visitors, while on the other hand they improve their accessibility, inspire stability, attract capital, people and international interest in general.  
Contemporary reality might well appear tough and competitive in big cities, but it is necessary that we should realize that we are not rivals but partners.

In any case, what is certain is that we cannot afford to be alone. Who does not want to have friends, especially true friends?
Who does not want to count on international support so as to achieve local and broader goals set?

City-Twinnings and Networks are agreements between and among cities; they started out with a cultural content, but they lasted well in time and their dynamics depends on the added value created for the development of both or all cities.

A city with strong bonds with other major cities has increased possibilities to successfully attract international events, to establish the pre-requisite conditions for cultural and commercial exchanges, to stand up to the difficulties it might be facing, e.g. due to a natural disaster.  

This is why the importance of the establishment of a network of twinned cities is great for every city, while resources provided towards twinning keep increasing.

In the European Union, the effort towards international networking through twinning is a co-funded action, since the orientation encouraged by the European Commission is not Europe of the Peoples and the Regions any more, as in previous decades, but Europe of the Cities and Citizens.

The Municipalities should, therefore, be pioneers in twinning initiatives, so that the background is created for the development of dynamic bilateral relations in various sectors, joining groups of local communities that share common interests. 
Within the context of these values and principles we established our own network, the network of major Balkan cities.  
We meet at least once a year. 

Through the cultivation of friendship and exchange of views we develop our various ways of thinking and seek new opportunities for our cities and citizens. 
European prospects within the context of the 4th Community Support Framework enable all EU Member-States to proceed with development. The know-how of Greek major cities in regards to the absorption of funds and maturation of projects is precious for all cities, whether they may be among those which can use the funds of the 4th CSF or among those who may participate in trans-border co-operation schemes.

These concern projects and actions from regeneration works to actions against social and labour isolation, etc.

Furthermore, our efforts to contribute towards supporting the projects undertaken by Balkan Countries Municipalities are still going strong; through these, Greece has made contracts aiming at helping them with developmental efforts. 

The Greek Plan for the Economic Reconstruction of the Balkans can support your efforts, provided it is supported, in its turn, by the National Co-ordinator in each country. 

For all these reasons, and for many other joint actions, it is important that we should take full advantage of all means of communication at our disposal, the main one being our website balcinet.org. 

We should update the website, through the services of the Executive Secretariat in Thessaloniki, about all recent developments in each country, so that we ourselves and our citizens can communicate our respective initiatives as well as our co-operation schemes.

Our website can become an open Balkan forum of information as well as expression for the citizens of the world concerning cultural, athletic, as well as economic activities in progress within our region and, especially, within our cities.


Important international cultural festivals organized by us, for example this year’s Dimitria Festival in Thessaloniki dedicated to the Balkans, can become crossroads to exchange views and ideas in every city and, mainly, to strengthen the bonds connecting us.


The success of our efforts depends exclusively on us. 


The Municipality of Thessaloniki supports the network, hosts its services and will stand by every new joint initiative. 

In this context, we invite you to Thessaloniki, a year from now, for our next Summit Meeting, so that we may continue our efforts for a better European future. -------------

