SPEECH AT THE CONFERENCE OF BALKAN MAYORS

 

SATURDAY DECEMBER 9, 2000

 

Dear colleagues,

Dear representatives of the agents of major Balkan cities,

Ladies and gentlemen,

 

The moments we are experiencing are of great importance.

 

Already yesterday, on the first day of this Meeting, we had the chance to realize the importance of our initiatives and discussions.

 

Immediately after the official opening of our works, it became clear that without cities and citizens, all ambitious and fancy development projects, all agreements and cooperation schemes planned at a national or international level are empty and void in practice, since they are not supported by the active cooperation of local communities.

 

Big cities constitute integrated systems in which human activity exists and develops with local authorities being to a higher or lesser extent successful, being, nevertheless, the authentic and direct representatives of local communities at a national as well as regional level.

 

Our cities’ ability to develop as integrated, social and productive systems in the context of a global competitive environment, competitive even among cities, is a prerequisite for the success of any central or regional policy.

 

But let us see one thing at a time and let us try to depict the historical course of Balkan countries, since city diplomacy is invincible when based on the nations’ history, in order to seek the citizens’ future through synthesis and distinction and not through opposition and deconstruction.

 

Unquestionably, the shaping of the geopolitical image of the Balkan peninsula has been greatly affected by its geographical position between three continents, limited by the Danube and the Sava Rivers in the North, the Black Sea, the Bosporus and the Aegean Sea in the East, the Mediterranean in the South and the Ionian and Adriatic Seas in the West, as well as the easy access to the peninsula. 

 

It is important to note that the natural routes crossing the Balkans have in essence remained the same throughout time.

 

As an example, I could mention that the road axis starting from Constantinople, crossing the valleys of the Evros and the Moravas Rivers and ending at the waterway of the Danube, is the Roman Via Militaris, the Byzantine Royal Road, the Slav Carski Put and the Ottoman Stombouljol.

 

This was just an indicative reference so that one can realize historical changes as well as ethnological and cultural interconnections among the peoples of the Balkans.

 

At times, there have been various attempts towards cooperation in the Balkans.

 

The first indicative example was the initiative by the Serbian Prince Michael III concerning the coalition of Serbia, Romania, Montenegro, Greece and Bulgaria, whereas in 1912 a new Balkan coalition was established among Serbia, Bulgaria, Greece and Montenegro.

 

During the inter-war period, following a proposal by Alexandros Papanastasiou, the first semi-formal conference between Greece, Romania, Turkey and Yugoslavia was held in Athens, on October 5, 1930, to examine the prospects of an interbalkan agreement.

 

Three more conferences followed, in Constantinople in 1931, in Bucharest in 1932 and in Thessaloniki in 1933.

 

Balkan committees were established in the sectors of economy, transport, culture and health while plans for a Balkan customs unification and postal services unification were under study.

 

New efforts towards the integration of the Balkans were undertaken during World War II and they were based on the following principle: “The Balkans belongs to the peoples of the Balkans”, whereas during the Cold War period the Balkans was separated into two different socio-political systems and two coalitions.

 

Different historical features shaped on the Balkan Peninsula, which, however, gave the opportunity to its peoples to also develop positive aspects of this ethnological, cultural and political diversity, were factors of diversification which questioned the concept of unity and cooperation in the Balkans. 

 

After the end of the Cold War, the Balkan Peninsula became once again a single economic area, while at the same time a strong regional instability made its appearance.

 

These features compose both the modern dimension of risks and the potential of this new reality.

 

Once again, after the Byzantine and Ottoman Empires, the Balkan region is being economically unified, this time before the prospect of European integration.

 

The Balkan countries shape similar social and economic structures and institutions but are, at the same time, characterized by great differences in their economic situation.

 

Despite its crucial importance, socioeconomic “equalization” and European orientation of Balkan countries intensify the function of the Balkans as a “crossroads” and further strengthen its strategic and economic significance in the modern world of interdependence and globalization.

 

At the same time, this demonstrates strong trends of regional cooperation based on the complementarity of Balkan countries’ economies as well as on the dynamism of Balkan metropolitan centres.

 

Cities attract both political and cultural dynamism, and mainly productive activities which seem to balance industry and services, while the development of new technologies and computer science is changing the current landscape.

 

However, needs are changing, problems are getting bigger and the longer the delay of big-scale interventions in planning and infrastructure the more difficult and costly the course to development will be.

 

A course which will have to have specific features, such as sustainability, that is, viable development, security, functionality, and, mainly, a human character.

 

We do not need to mention the initiatives or the role of local authorities in ensuring these fundamental aspects, nor the importance of the exchange of experiences and know-how among Balkan big cities.

 

There have also been similar attempts among Balkan cities in the past, but none of them offered the opportunity to make good use of their results and, mainly, to benefit local communities.

 

With a sense of responsibility towards the new generations of our co-citizens, we decide to conclude a permanent Friendship, Cooperation and Development Agreement and to create a cities network, an institution based on conditions and rules which will safeguard the implementation of this Agreement as well as the promotion of cooperation in practice, the contribution of cities towards mutual understanding and stability.

 

“Peace in the Balkans is not a matter of military or diplomatic pressure – it is above all a matter of development”, François Toile pointed out.

 

You have already in your hands a plan which we can discuss, complete or correct; a plan which can constitute the frame of the new interbalkan cities network.

 

There is no doubt that in major cities in the Balkan region we are facing similar problems and challenges but we also have similar prospects and opportunities opening ahead of us.

 

We all wish to upgrade our role as dynamic regional centres, as important cradles of progress which can undertake the implementation of developmental planning and promote decentralization in practice by mobilizing and benefiting local communities.

 

We all wish to support  the role and efficiency of Local Authorities in the developmental procedure and management of local, but also regional affairs, showing quality and efficiency.

 

We all wish to establish friendship and cooperation which will contribute towards the development of our cities and the prosperity of our citizens as well as to the establishment of peace and stability in the region by expanding friendly relations among Balkan countries and their peoples.

 

So, we could create an international cities network which will cultivate a spirit of solidarity and mutual support among agents, citizens and, especially, Municipalities by developing activities and joint initiatives.

 

The objective of this Agreement ought to be the development of friendship and cooperation among the biggest cities of the Balkan Peninsula, joint initiatives, joint implementation of projects and, generally, joint mobilization both for the reinforcement of bonds among agents and their inhabitants as well as for the faster and more efficient developmental course of the Balkans through international inter-municipal cooperation.

 

Cooperation and joint action of cities, beyond the exchange of information, know-how and the establishment of friendly, cultural and business contacts, can also contribute toward mobilization in regards to big-scale issues, such as reconstruction projects, developmental projects and cooperation projects and, certainly, the proper use of the prospects opened by the European Union for the development of joint initiatives and cooperation schemes.

 

Typical as well as urgent are the opportunities and potential provided by the European projects INTEREG III and PHARE, which may be implemented immediately.

 

The implementation of such projects by Local Authorities and our participation in developmental planning with credibility and efficiency make interbalkan, inter-municipal cooperation imperative in all sectors, and, in particular, in:

Organization and administration of Local Authorities Associations and their Companies,

Management and search for economic resources,

Management of the environment under conditions of quality, viability-sustainability

Water resources and waste management 

Urban infrastructure, land use and urban planning

Education

Urban transport and communication, traffic issues

Social welfare

Employment

Economic development, trade and competition

Health

Expositions and conferences

Research and technological development

Energy and industry

Telecommunications and Information Technology

 

For the implementation of this Agreement we propose the creation of four operational structures:

 

THE MAYORS’ COUNCIL which will be the supreme instrument of the Balkan Cities Network and we propose it holds regular annual meetings.

 

THE NETWORK PRESIDENCY which is proposed to be assumed every year in rotation by the Mayor of a network city for the coordination of the network.

 

THE EXECUTIVE SECRETARIAT OF THE NETWORK, which will be coordinated by a three-member committee composed of the current president and the presidents of the previous and following years and which will ensure the functionality and continuity of interbalkan, inter-municipal cooperation. The Secretariat will have an operational mechanism and will have its permanent seat in a city which you will propose and which will also cover relevant operational expenses.

 

THE THEMATIC COMMITTEES OF THE NETWORK, for better monitoring and promoting cooperation projects in the sectors mentioned above. It is proposed that they are composed by competent Deputy Mayors or commissioned City Councillors – representatives of Network cities, under the presidency of the competent representative of the presiding city.

 

The structures we propose can constitute the operational framework as well as the efficient locomotive of interbalkan cooperation among big cities.

 

Dear colleagues,

 

If we wish to have a successful two-day meeting, to leave with a pleasant sense of exchanging views but, mainly, if we wish to open ahead of us an avenue of cooperation and development, we believe that the importance and need to create the Balkan Cities Network are self-evident.

 

Thessaloniki with its geostrategic position in the region, its historical and cultural bonds with most cities, its claim to a Greek and European metropolitan centre of Balkan Affairs Management and the seat of the Organization for the Reconstruction of the Balkans can host, if you wish, the works and services of the Executive Secretariat of the Network, since the Municipality of Thessaloniki is now financially healthy and well organized and can successfully meet the challenges of this task.

 

I hope we will be given the opportunity to reach some conclusions soon and to move on to practice.

 

For this reason, I propose we discuss and promote within the City Councils of our cities an Agreement, Friendship, Cooperation and Development plan for the creation of the Balkan Cities Network in the coming year.

 

By exchanging thoughts and ideas, by adding or subtracting, we can create an Agreement that is solid and powerful and that expresses ourselves and our co-citizens.

 

In 2001, we invite once again everyone here to Thessaloniki, to host you for the Founding Council of Mayors of our Network, the Council during which we will put into practice the Agreement adopted in the meantime by our City Councils.

 

This 1st Meeting, which is starting its substantial works today, can contribute greatly, by summarizing the basic principles of interbalkan, inter-municipal cooperation in a framework Declaration of our efforts.

 

Besides, peace, friendship and stability need cooperation, reconstruction and development, and local communities of big cities can become leaders in this venture.

 

Richer in experiences and prospects, thanks to the development of inter-municipal cooperation, credibility and efficiency of cities will increase and decentralization will become reality with the Municipalities in charge, but also with more trust by European and national governments.

 

We deserve it and we need it.

 

It is up to us to assert ourselves and achieve our goal. _____

 

