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SPEECH AT THE CELEBRATORY MEETING OF MAYORS OF THE NETWORK OF BALKAN CITIES

Thursday 12-8-2004 – Time: 11.00 – Macedonia Palace

Dear Colleagues, 

Mayors of Major Balkan Cities,

Eminent Guests, 

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Dear Friends,

I am particularly happy for our meeting today, as I am welcoming you once again, here, to the city of Thessaloniki.

I see the grandeur of the Olympic movement, the ancient immortal beautiful and true spirit combine with our vision for Balkan friendship, for co-operation and development, for a Balkan peninsula of cities and citizens. 
That was the aim of the initiative of the Municipality of Thessaloniki with this extraordinary and celebratory meeting of the supreme instrument of the Network of Balkan Cities. 


I warmly thank you for responding to our invitation. I assure you that each and every one of you has every reason for feeling proud that even in an indirect way you are participating in the event of the 2004 Olympics. 

You have every right to share the joy and deep emotion of the Greeks for an event that reaches far beyond the Greek borders. It radiates around the Balkans, where its results have already had a positive impact. 

The world feast that started yesterday in Thessaloniki, the seat of our network, the city that feels fully satisfied and responsible about hosting and cultivating inter-Balkan, inter-municipal co-operation, sends to the world and, especially, to its neighbouring countries messages of fraternity, solidarity and co-operation. 

This is indisputably confirmed by the flags of the Balkan countries, raised proudly and symbolically at Villa Bianca, the building the Municipality of Thessaloniki has dedicated to the services of our Network to house our common goals. 
The flags were raised by our own hands, almost simultaneously with the Olympic Flag at Kaftantzogleio Stadium, proving the role that local authorities can play in disseminating the messages of the Olympic movement and, especially, those of unity and friendship all over the Balkans. 

For Major Balkan Cities, the Olympic Truce is translated into co-operation and daily efforts to improve the quality of life or our citizens. The participation of our Municipalities in the efforts for reconstruction and development of the whole area is a top priority. 

This is the goal we set at the meeting of the Executive Secretariat last December; we established a team of representatives – technocrat experts who are already working on current announcements of European Programmes. 

We have also asked the Greek Government to incorporate projects by the Mayors of our network into the Greek Plan for the Economic Reconstruction of the Balkans, which is, in effect, going to be activated in 2005 and 2006; these are projects that you, the Mayors of Balkan cities, are going to propose, thus channeling Greek funds directly – in essence – to the citizens of Major Balkan Cities. 

Concerning this issue, we are in constant contact with the competent Deputy Foreign Minister of the Greek Government, Mr. Euripides Stylianides. 

Furthermore, aiming at the exchange of know-how, at reorganizing our Municipalities, modernizing their services, especially the financial ones, using new technologies and European Programmes, preparing budgets and balance-sheets, establishing Developmental Companies, managing real estate and finding and using funding sources in general, we have submitted a proposal to the Greek Government to finance a project within the framework of International Developmental Aid.

It is, therefore, self-evident that this important effort will have a positive final outcome aiming at supporting the economic independence of Local Self-Government in Balkan urban centres. 

Another equally important co-operation axis is Culture, the establishment of an effort centred on human beings and their quality of life. 

Exchanges of cultural groups and events reinforce the bonds among our cities and make our co-citizens participants in our efforts. 

The Municipality of Thessaloniki, in the framework of DIMITRIA International Festival, has dedicated a series of important events from neighbouring countries, such as: the Bucharest Symphony Orchestra, ENESCU String Quartet, the Symphony Orchestra of Ankara State Conservatory, the Serbian Christian Orthodox Choir, the National Operetta of Sofia, the Musical and Literary Itinerary of Asia Minor, Eastern Romylia and Eastern Thrace, “The Sound of the Balkans”, a concert with the participation of groups from the Balkans, and the International Scientific Symposium “CHRISTIAN MACEDONIA”-“VELESSA”. 

We are investigating further enrichment of these events with new ones proposed by Balkan cities, such as Skopje. 

It is self-evident that within the same framework sports events and international meetings are incorporated, such as, for example, ALEXANDREIA, organized by the Municipality of Thessaloniki and respective tournaments in other Balkan Cities.
All these events and various kinds of useful data and information should be made known to the services of the Executive Secretariat of the Network so that the Website you came to know yesterday is updated and may become a useful tool of communication not only among executives of our Municipalities but for our own citizens, as well. 

It is, therefore, necessary to restore a line of communication and exchange of information, which will culminate in the issuing of a Newsletter, when all member-cities of the Network have sent the necessary material. 

We have not given up on our efforts for the Inter-Balkan university, in the framework of the relevant initiative of the Greek Government; we are also investigating the possibility of establishing an Educational Institute via the Internet so as to facilitate the access of the young of Balkan cities to recognized distant learning courses. 
The challenges faced by the children of our citizens studying abroad are well known to all of us. 

Our aim is to achieve the best possible co-operation schemes with big European and American Universities that provide recognized courses on the Internet. 
The advantages of selecting distant learning leading to internationally recognized academic qualifications are numerous and include the fact that students can live at home with their families, that part of the course class-work or lab-work can be organized at a local level, that lecturing on certain subjects can be in the students’ mother tongue, that valuable exchange currency is to be saved and, of course, that the student may at the same time attend a parallel course of studies or work in their own country.  

I would also like to inform you, before I conclude this brief address, on the huge effort made by the Greek Government, as well as the Prefecture and the Municipality of Thessaloniki, towards Thessaloniki’s undertaking the organization of EXPO 2008.

We have already presented our proposal thrice in Paris and in four months, that is, next December, the crucial vote is to take place.

We would appreciate your best wishes, since, as we officially mention in our proposal, the Greek proposal is essentially a Balkan proposal, since the benefits of this event will radiate throughout our region. 

I also think that the topic “MOTHER EARTH” of the Greek proposal concerns us all, since even our countries have turned their attention towards this direction.


I deeply believe that with the timely theme of TERRA MATER, EXPO 2008 can comprise the next common vision for Balkan countries.

Mayors of Major Balkan Cities, Dear Colleagues, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Friends,
Our efforts to achieve our common goals must intensify and be co-ordinated; this is why the Municipality of Thessaloniki has decided to support the services of the Executive Secretariat of the Network with human force and modern equipment. 

It is up to us to use them in practice, to benefit our Network, our cities and our citizens. 
The opportunity presented to us by the Olympic Games that returned to their birthplace after 108 years is an important one for us to open new roads for co-operation and send the message of the local societies of Balkan Cities to the whole world and, especially, to Europe, which we are looking to in hope for mutual support. 

This is so because we truly believe that within the next few years, all Balkan countries should have become members of United Europe. 

Dear Colleagues,

Thank you once again for being here in Thessaloniki. We hope you will enjoy your stay in the city that has put on its Sunday best to welcome the Olympic ideals and send through the wind that makes the Olympic flags fly in the city messages of brotherhood, peace and rebirth of the world community through the principles of respect for human beings, for the environment, for the virtues of measure and fair play, for the values of justice, liberty and participation. 

I warmly wish you to have a pleasant stay in our city and may you return home safely. May your athletes come home with Olympic medals, good luck to all Balkan country teams at the Games, and may you all be successful in your personal and collective goals! 


Thank you.__________________________

