Opening Speech, Europe Day Press Event, May 8th

It is my pleasure to welcome you to this event to mark Europe Day, which the EU celebrates every year on May 9th. May 9th affords the chance to acknowledge that a Europe which for centuries had been riven by war has maintained a prosperous peace – at least within the borders of the EU – for over 60 years. May 9th is also an opportunity to recognise the values and aspirations which the citizens of the European Union hold dear. Those values cannot be itemized exhaustively in a shopping list, nor can they be claimed exclusively as belonging to the EU, but they are values which we project in our global relations and in the co-operation which our member states and shared institutions take forward.

First, working for the promotion and protection of human rights and democracy. It was the struggle against totalitarianism in Europe, including the defeat of Nazi Germany, which led to the birth of the EU. European politicians vowed that never again should the principal powers of Europe descend into armed conflict. Those sentiments found their expression in the Declaration by the French Foreign Minister Robert Schuman on May 9th 1950 which proposed that the coal and steel production of France and Germany – the economic drivers of war - be  placed under a common high authority in order to render a future war between the two countries unthinkable. The Schuman Declaration envisaged this as the first step in the creation of a European federation. As the EEC, and its successors, the EC and the EU, have grown, countries emerging from dictatorship and repression have seen the body as a natural economic and political magnet. The EU in turn has insisted upon respect for human rights and democracy as a cornerstone of membership. Moreover, the EU has sought to advance those values through its external relations policy, for example by taking a leading role in UN bodies dealing with human rights, by including human rights clauses in all its trade and co-operation agreements and by funding major worldwide human rights programmes. 

Second, the creation of a new breed of inter-State co-operation, entailing a genuine pooling of sovereignty and the creation of an innovative international legal order. As the guardian of the EU treaties, the European Commission has been entrusted with an enormous range of legislative and executive tasks which derive from the sharing of sovereignty by the EU’s Member States, including the conduct of EU trade and competition policy, the management of development assistance in complement to national programmes, the completion of the creation of the single market and the development of agricultural and fisheries policies. The EU has proven its ability to respond to the needs of its citizens by making freedom the watchword of its economic policy: the fostering of the free movement of persons, goods, services and capital. The creation of the euro – and its adoption to date by 12 countries of the EU – is a further testament to the EU’s desire to facilitate the economic life of its citizens. That is not to say that the EU and its initiatives always command universal approbation amongst its citizens, from Member States or indeed its Parliament. Inevitably there are political and economic controversies – as the rejection of the proposed EU Constitution by voters in France and the Netherlands demonstrated. However, the EU’s great strength lies in the fact that its 25 Member States and institutions remain tenaciously around the negotiating table and actively work for compromise and agreement. That is a positive lesson for countries and regions undermined by distrust and partisanship.
Third, responsible multilateralism. The EU is a leading voice in world affairs and wields significant influence through the collective voice of its members. It is a voice which has been placed at the service of responsible multilateralism. In the WTO, the EC is striving to ensure an outcome which not only advances the liberalization of world trade but which also recognises the legitimate needs of Least Developed Countries. The EU has been an active advocate of action to tackle climate change, not least through its strong support to the Kyoto Protocol. It has actively support the creation of international tribunals to bring human rights violators to justice, not least the International Criminal Court. The EU also recognises that its relative wealth and privilege entail responsibilities and it is hence the largest provider of development aid and humanitarian assistance in the world. I draw your attention to the short hand-out which we have distributed setting out in brief nine reasons why the EU matters in today’s world.
On a lighter note, I would place an emphasis on Europe Day’s role as a cultural shot in the arm – an opportunity to celebrate the glories of both European culture and the rich and varied culture which exists here in Bangladesh. To quote Mahatma Gandhi: “No culture can live if it attempts to be exclusive”. The activities which we have foreseen for this week in the name of Europe day are all intended to find a meeting place for our respective cultures. Yesterday, I was pleased to inaugurate with His Excellency the Ambassador of France, an art exhibition at the Alliance Française which showcases the art of young Bangladeshi artists, including those inspired by European traditions. Tomorrow, we will host an evening of events, including a fashion show where European models will wear Bangladeshi-designed outfits and where children will sing the anthems of the EU and Bangladesh. We have also prepared and distributed information booklets and a quiz on the EU to schools in Bangladesh, more of which later.  It is through such small but important initiatives that our mutual understanding continues to be enriched and our future co-operation with Bangladesh and other countries placed on a firm footing.
