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     Republic of Macedonia

President

ANNUAL ADDRESS OF THE PRESIDENT OF THE REPUBLIC OF MACEDONIA,
H.E. MR. BORIS TRAJKOVSKI,
TO THE ASSEMBLY OF THE REPUBLIC OF MACEDONIA

- Skopje, 18 December 2003 -

Distinguished Mr. President of the Assembly,

Mr. Prime Minister, Ministers,

Members of the Parliament, 

Excellencies,

Dear Fellow citizens, 

I come before you today as President of the Republic of Macedonia to fulfil my constitutional duty to address this distinguished body and the entire Macedonian public. It is an obligation I undertake each year with honour and the highest respect for my country and the laws which govern it. 

I am pleased that in the opening part of my today's address I can say that the Republic of Macedonia is going in the right direction. However, I would be derelict in my duty if I did not mention that our State is also facing a number of problems, primarily economic in nature. 

In this address, I will tackle the most important issues affecting our country, namely the Framework Agreement, the security situation, the rule of law, the economy, our application for membership in NATO and EU, and other issues which affect all the citizens of our country. I would like to point out both positive and negative aspects, and to give you my vision on the perspectives of the Republic of Macedonia and of the modes of their realisation, for the benefit of present and future generations.

The Framework Agreement is surely the most frequently mentioned and the most contested document in our recent history, and this speaks enough of its exceptional historical relevance. We are virtually done with the adoption of the complete legal regulation necessary to the successful implementation of the Framework Agreement, and this is a big step forward towards the reforms which will bring us closer to European standards of democracy. However, what is especially important is not only the formal fulfilment of the obligations assumed under this Agreement; but most of all the genuine intent and certainty of the people that the offered solutions are fair. It is necessary to change the mentality of each individual in order to overcome the prejudices which are the greatest menace even for the best ideas brought about by the new era. 

It certainly would not be sensible if during the realisation stage we made a political oversight by adding new contents that could not be part of the Agreement even through an extensive legal interpretation. This would turn into an unpleasant precedent.

This year has confirmed the success of our approach in resolving interethnic discord and our unique method of restoring a post-conflict society. We are entitled to hope that the relevant international factors will continue to support this model in the future, as the sole positive example of multiethnic democracy in the region from where only bad news were coming in the past. 

The objective of the last package of laws in the area of decentralisation is to strengthen local democracy and institutions' capacity to provide services to the citizens more efficiently.

Namely, the creation of new municipalities should be based on prospects for prosperity, not on ethnic prejudices or political interests. The European Convention on Local Self-government explicitly states that possible new municipal borders should not be drawn against the will of local population, because this concept is aimed at establishing equality, not dominance of one group over another; and, of course, at providing more democracy, not less. While adopting these laws, the economic and infrastructure development of the units of local self-government should also be taken into account. I would cite in example our 1996 experience, which had shown that rural municipalities had attained remarkable results because they were closer to the citizens and better acquainted with their needs. 

That is why I am convinced that the three laws on decentralisation should result of a large political, interethnic and social consensus. Any other approach, favouring mechanical collection of the necessary parliamentary votes over the will of the majority of the electorate would be contrary to the principles that guided us in Ohrid, contrary to the long-term interests of the country, and contrary to the very essence of democracy. Therefore it is important that the decentralisation really bring the government closer to the people, and to avoid reverting to the situation where they would feel that someone else, only now in some municipal centre, decides on the priorities of their communal life.

The last stage of the implementation of the Framework Agreement will end when a just representation of ethnic communities at all levels of state institutions is achieved. The effects of this process have so far proved that the credibility of the institutions and the stability of the State are greater when all the citizens are assuming responsibility for its future.

The foundations of the Republic of Macedonia should be based on quality multiethnic projects in all fields, especially in the field of education. The Southeastern Europe University in Tetovo has shown that in this country which belongs equally to all its citizens, the higher education of ethnic communities could only enrich, and not lessen the common values in which we believe. In this context, today's political leaders should not even consider whether it is better to produce high quality human resources, or multiply educational centres at any cost and deplete the already limited financial resources while creating institutions that cannot keep up with progressive trends. This would do damage to all of us, and especially to the education of the young people who would undoubtedly fail to keep up with their peers from other countries. I am sure that this dilemma does not have any ethnic implication; it refers to the vision that we all should have for a European Republic of Macedonia. 

I am particularly pleased with the fact that the part of my address related to security is significantly shorter this year compared to the past two years. The evaluations reveal that there are still a few armed extremist groups and individuals with destructive intentions present on the territory of the Republic of Macedonia; however, the possibility that they could provoke significant destabilisation is extremely limited. This conclusion does not abolish the competent authorities' obligation to create conditions for the remaining displaced persons to return to their homes, and to rebuild every single house damaged during the conflict. I know that the major work has already been done; however, a single house still in ruins, and a single person remaining in a refugee shelter will mean moral defeat for all of us.

The people with criminal agenda and ideology of greater national states where all the others are small do not offer an attractive political concept at the moment; they do not have a developed structure or the support of the citizens. The primary task of politicians and competent authorities is to politically isolate and neutralise these groups. 

Present and future threats to the democracy will come from the organised crime, which might impede our efforts to build a prosperous society. The State must double its activities in fighting serious crime, which has attained an intolerably high level. The campaign for collection of illegal arms gave some results, but it is more than obvious that we cannot resolve the complex problem that we have with crime using a campaign approach in a limited period of time.

Three days ago, foreign military missions in Macedonia were brought to an end. The new police mission Proxima should support our efforts aimed at fundamental transformation of our Internal Ministry, and assist us in achieving European standards in the rule of law and in fighting organised crime. 

Next year in Istanbul, the NATO Summit will be held, where the policy of open doors for the next round of enlargement of the Alliance will be confirmed. We should concentrate all our efforts and resources in intensifying reforms in the defence and security sector. I am certain that this Summit will confirm the status of Macedonia as the most serious candidate for membership. The Republic of Macedonia must continue the process of trilateral cooperation with Croatia and Albania, which began in Prague, and was continued with the Adriatic Charter, promoting the new concept of regional security which should be enlarged with new members from the region.

Two groups of factors represent a potential that the decision-makers cannot easily ignore; these factors relate to the internal package of reforms in the defence, and to the strategic reasons for our institutional integration to NATO. Respecting the new reality and the danger emanating from unconventional threats, the Armed Forces must definitely abandon the obsolete communist concept, and evolve into a force which will support the police forces whenever it is deemed really necessary.

The integration of ethnic communities to the armed and police forces and intelligence services is very important because of its multidimensional significance for the establishing of credible, unbiased and professional law enforcement agencies respected by all citizens regardless of their ethnic background. 

The Constitution precisely stipulates the role and competences of the Supreme Commander in this area, and my intention is to continue to use my position to initiate and strongly support necessary reforms, because their character and importance for the State do not allow us to treat them only as projects of a political party or coalition. 

There were many contradictory opinions on the decision to send our soldiers to Iraq in the frame of the international coalition against terrorism. I would like to invite again those who did not want to understand the reasonable argumentation repeated so many times, to explain in public whether it is possible to be a credible member of a collective security system while offering, when these alliances are facing real threats imposed by the enemies of the democracy, only verbal comments and theories on common values that we allegedly share with the allies. The people who stood behind this decision, and I personally, know the answer. In relation to Iraq, I thing that there is one event that merits to be singled out because of its importance - that is the capture of the long-time dictator Saddam Hussein. This should be an example, and also a lesson to all those who inflict pain and suffering on people, that the justice is slow, but it always reaches its objective. The coalition forces, and especially the USA and the President Bush, deserve our congratulations for this action.

During these last months we had extensive political and expert debate on the option to formally apply for EU membership. Two kinds of arguments were put on the table - the first one compared our achievements with the strict bureaucratic rules of the Union, which sometimes impose problems even on the oldest member countries; and the second one was putting and considering this issue within its strategic frame. 

It is quite clear that the partisans of the first approach are right when saying that we are still far from Brussels, as were present member and candidate countries at the time when they submitted their applications; however, I think that it would be better if we offered the following five arguments in support to our application. First, our application will strengthen the internal cohesion in the Republic of Macedonia because the vast majority of our citizens, regardless of their ethnic background, are in favour of this option; second, the status of a candidate will enable us to access the EU structural funds which have the potential to seriously support our efforts to find the way out of the economic recession; third, entering in procedure and, later on, in negotiations with the Union is undoubtedly a clear signal for potential foreign investors that we are not any more a region with a high level of risk; fourth, in this way, the Republic of Macedonia would become a model for the rest of the Western Balkans countries, and contribute to their Europeanisation; and last, but not least, the institutional rapprochement to the Union, without any doubt, will relax the atmosphere in the whole region in the eve of the latest geopolitical changes announced for 2005. In this context, we should not underestimate the fact that we have recently completed the process of ratification of the Stabilisation and Association Agreement with all member countries, and that we were the first country from the region to sign it and to give it a formal aspect.

The intensified regional cooperation, towards which we, as a State, during these last two years finally have adopted a completely different position compared to the former static and idealess approach that dominated our foreign policy for years, is a great support to the process of integrations. The joint address of the five Western Balkans Presidents to the Summit in Copenhagen, the joint presentation of the three Presidents in Prague, the trilateral Summit dedicated to Corridor 8, and the large Regional Forum on Dialogue among Civilisations, are only five of the series of examples of the new authentic concept of cooperation where the countries from the region demonstrate their European behaviour.

Let me briefly turn to our foreign policy, with a special emphasis on our relations with our neighbors. During this year, our cooperation with Greece was marked by the ratification of our SAA with the EU by the Greek Parliament and the leadership and determination that Greece showed in view of the integration of the SEE region in the European Union. I sincerely hope that Greece will continue to be our promoter and supporter of our full membership in the EU. The years that pass by do not diminish the importance of the discussions with the Republic of Greece on our differences on the name, because this is an issue of great historical and strategic importance for our nation and country. I expect that in a near future the differences will be settled in the only fair and internationally and legally supported solution – to respect the sovereign right of an independent country to call itself the way its citizens have decided. 

The cooperation with the Republic of Albania in the past has gained in quality and intensity. The two armies have conducted a joint military exercise for the first time. We have closely worked on our aspiration for NATO and EU integration. Numerous meetings have been organized at the highest level. The economic cooperation is underneath the level of the possibilities we have despite the free trade agreement we have. In the relations with the Republic of Bulgaria, we have continued the trend of permanent strengthening of the cooperation and the frequent contacts at the highest level have and will intensify the economic cooperation. The forthcoming integration of Bulgaria into NATO and the EU is an additional positive element that should serve as basis to our future initiatives in developing the relations between the two countries. Macedonia strongly supports the adhesion of Serbia and Montenegro and Bosnia and Herzegovina in the Partnership for Peace and their integration in the EU and NATO, seeing it as our own interest and as a contribution to the farther stabilization of the region.

The discussions that have started between Belgrade and Prishtina are the best way in view of the resolution of open issues. The position of the international community for “standards before status”, results to be a pragmatic approach. It should be pointed out that the cooperation with the Interim Administration in Kosovo, resulted with the opening of two border crossings, which is a constructive contribution on our part to practically facilitate the situation in Kosovo.
The international community, on its part, should come out with a comprehensive strategy for the region, which would not open a range of new issues while resolving the major issue. For this purpose, we should convince the key international factors in the relevance and legitimacy of our interests; to achieve this, it is essential to continually have the largest possible social consensus supporting these interests, including all the citizens. It is necessary to adopt an authentic and, at the same time, strictly objective position based on the reality and not on emotions. Our supreme interest is to preserve territorial integrity and sovereignty of our country and its Euro-Atlantic perspectives. 

All the States in the region should receive offers for NATO and EU membership with defined timelines for successive accession in the next 10 or 12 years, which will clearly show to everyone, especially to those who still dream about geographic maps of past centuries, that the Europeanisation of the Balkans is an irreversible process. At the same time, all contacts and relations with Kosovo, which are not relevant to the issue of its final status, i.e. economy, trade and continual dialogue on practical issues, could only relax the atmosphere in our country and in the entire region. There is not much done on this plan thus far.

In my last year's address I also spoke of the demarcation of the northern border but, unfortunately, no progress was made on this issue since then. It is necessary that we reaffirm our arguments, which are completely legitimate and internationally verified. To proceed differently would mean to encourage those who have long ago offered new borders on the Balkans. It should be clear to all of us that in such a case it would be us, our State, the region and Europe that would suffer the greatest loss.

Not only as President, but also and above all as a human being, I am very embarrassed to state that during the whole past year the State did not manage to give an answer to the single and utmost important request of the anguished families of all those persons abducted or missing during the 2001 conflict. The State institutions are the ones who choose the way to come to the truth; in that purpose, commissions could be founded and rewards issued, but the people waiting for the truth more than two years are not the least interested in the procedure - they expect an answer, and the state authorities are those that are paid and responsible to come out with an answer.

I began my mandate as President of the Republic of Macedonia with daily meetings and conversations with common people of all walks of life, and I want to continue with this practice. The citizens are those who elect politicians to power, and we are all accountable to them. Unfortunately, instead of being banned, the habitude to decide on people's destiny from cabinets remains dominant mode of behaviour for most politicians on high functions.

We must not allow those politicians with allegedly elitist positions, who need the people only every fourth year, when they have to win or extend their mandate, to claim that they are authentic representatives of the people. By electing such persons, an appearance of democracy is created where the citizens are misled in believing that these persons are protecting the best interests of the people, while actually, pretending to act on behalf of the people, they only care for their private, party or family interests.

I would like to broach two current political tendencies which could jeopardise our democratic potential. The cohabitation among bearers of public functions is political axiom of democracy; unfortunately, in our country, due to behaviour contrary to this principle, it was impossible to constitute the key institutions of both political and judicial authority - the Constitutional Court and the Republican Judicial Council. This compromises our efforts to consolidate our legal system. The whole section regulating the rights and responsibilities of the President is based on the idea of the creator of the Constitution that the President of the Republic, who cannot have any other political function, is sometimes the one who corrects the executive authorities. This is the case with the President's right to propose certain officials; all this with the sole purpose to prevent the complete partisation of the government.

The second phenomenon of concern are some indications of political revanchism which are visible in the process of rationalisation of the administration, and in police and court proceedings where there is an impression that the political beliefs of a person additionally aggravate her or his position. The Republic of Macedonia will not surpass the Balkans' average of the countries in transition if personal beliefs, and not professional qualities are the basic prerequisite for keeping the job, for career advancement, or for avoiding prosecution. Last year, from this same place I warned of a potential danger, which could discredit the final effects of the fight against crime and corruption. The state institutions' work must be transparent, they must respect people's rights and their dignity, and until the final decision is made, the principle of presumption of innocence of persons under investigation must apply. Having in mind that, unfortunately, several such cases were registered, I would like to launch an appeal to give our contribution to the strengthening of the legal state; however, we should not allow a situation where the legitimate intention of sanctioning criminal behaviour would be qualified as political revanchism.

Distinguished Members of the Parliament,

Aware of my competences, but also of my duty as Head of the State, I will briefly expose my vision on the economic development, as one of the crucial concerns for the citizens.


The improvement of the living standard, the increase of employment by opening new jobs, new opportunities to people to provide sufficient income for a decent life are issues of top priority to our citizens. The transition period is too long already, the economic situation is far from improving, and the unemployment is too high. The Government must undertake measures to overcome the difficult economic situation, open a new investment cycle, and undertake measures to increase foreign and domestic investments, as a prerequisite to economic prosperity. The creation of an economic environment suitable to the development of the private sector and entrepreneurship is one of the major tasks.


We must not allow for the state institutions to behave like we are doing some favor to the investors by allowing them to invest in our economy. The citizens of the Republic of Macedonia have both capital and entrepreneurial skills. This potential must be used. The state administration must create a transparent and predictable economic environment. The banking system must be in service of development. In times when world rate interests reach their lowest level, Macedonia still has two-digit interest rates in conditions of low inflation. These are truly usurious rates. If we add to all this extremely complex banking procedures, consequently the investors are discouraged to give loans for development projects. Moreover, the banks should not keep all the savings of our citizens abroad, it is necessary that an important part of them be put in profitable projects that will give an impulse to the development of Macedonia. 


I would like to reiterate what I said last year in my address that we must not allow workers to be left without salaries for months and contributions for the retirement fund and health insurance unpaid for years. On the other hand, workers must not be misused to usurp the rights of the owners. 


Today, there is a large competition in attracting foreign investors. Macedonia must work actively in creating conditions for foreign investors and motivate them to come to Macedonia. However, the main prerequisite to such an attractive environment is to have an efficient administration and judicial system that will protect the ownership rights. We have quite the opposite, a slow judiciary, which unnecessarily delays the sentences, as well as a bureaucratic maze that all together, create uncertainty and keep the investors away. These are the reasons why we had only few investments in the course of last year, both foreign and domestic. Without investments there is no development, no new jobs, no better living standard.


Allow me to briefly tackle an issue of great importance to the citizens. Namely, the banks should give credits with EU interest rates to those that do not have a house in their possession. We must stop the practice of high interest rates, that make the home loan prohibitive, and the dream of many citizens for their own home impossible. This is why the Government must bring up measures that will make this kind of crediting affordable. 


When speaking about economy, we cannot avoid the issue of agriculture. We have witnessed a series of negative events in this important sector during this year. Part of the products remained unsold, the repurchase obligations are no being fulfilled, and the payment of what has been repurchased is delayed. All this has a negative effect upon the agriculture producers, and therefore measures should be undertaken to overcome these problems. We strongly need a development strategy for the agriculture that will contain all the instruments used by the European Union for the support of this sector, which is of strategic importance. 


The Republic of Macedonia must have a vision for the economic future that will be reached by consensus from all political parties. The global economy is entering a new stage. Neither industrial plants, nor raw materials, or land are sufficient for an economic development. Therefore, in addition to the traditional branches, we must turn to the development of new sectors, the holders of the so-called knowledge based economy. The information and telecommunication technology, the capacity for innovations and their promotion in the markets are the main fuel to development. In addition these branches are labor intensive. We must immediately start working on the creation of an information society, strengthen this segment of the economy and support the IT companies and adapt the education to creating human resources needed by the new economy. The Republic of Macedonia must develop an export-oriented economy. In order to support domestic companies in their efforts to conquer new markets, during last year I helped the construction companies in the Republic of Macedonia to win investment works worth over 140 million euros. I am doing the same with the pharmaceutical industry and very soon I expect to see very concrete results in this area as well. I will continue to give my support in the future. I will work on opening new markets abroad. I hope to be able to help this important sector of the Macedonian economy. I call upon the Government and all state institutions to join me in these endeavors.


Distinguished Members of the Parliament,


The attempt of the Serbian Orthodox Church to create a parallel synod in the Macedonian Orthodox Church, aiming at denying its existence in its own country has deeply shocked the Macedonian public. 


It was not difficult to see in this act the resurrection of foreign conquering propaganda from the past, which again through the religion is inflicting a strong political attack against the Macedonian Orthodox Church, the Macedonian people, the Macedonian identity and upon Macedonian statehood.


Despite the fact that the state of Serbia and Montenegro has clearly declared its position towards the Macedonian statehood a long time ago, the reluctance of some ecclesiastic authorities to accept the Macedonian reality can be only a result of lack of evangelistic love. Therefore, doubts can be raised about their dedication and sincerity to the religion they advocate.


Distinguished Members of the Parliament,


In today’s world based on knowledge and information, the prosperity of each country depends on the quality of education. Therefore, the education policy represents a crucial strategic issue that reflects the vision about the profile of the state, its organization and economic structure, but also its place in the world and in the global economy. Therefore education is an imperative of time. Investing in education means investing in the future.


While after the Second World War the priority was to make people literate, today’s imperative of the state should be the computer literacy. In this respect, I am pleased to say that the initiative of the Presidential committee “E-Macedonia for All” for the creation of computer labs in all secondary schools is being successfully implemented. Thanks to this project all secondary school students will be computer literate. 


Young people need to have a normal life in a multicultural, multiethnic and multilanguage community. It is up to us to provide it. But we must not allow any kind of exclusion, domination or discrimination that can turn into hatred, intolerance and conflict. I will strongly stand against this because I believe in the citizens of Macedonia, in my country, in which there is space, life and future for all.


In relation to the definition of the Republic of Macedonia as a democratic country, it is very important that the number and quality of media are continually increasing. I would like to emphasize that even the producers and distributors of information, and state institutions of course, have the duty to inform and convey the facts in a truthful, transparent and most of all honest way. This is the only way for the public to be served, and for democracy in the Republic of Macedonia to be improved. 


The development of the NGO sector is a basis to the creation of an independent civil awareness, out of the frame of the state but in cooperation with its institutions. The Republic of Macedonia in this respect can be placed among the countries where the civil initiative has reached a very high level. The sector of civil self-organization is going upwards.

Although the position of women has not changed a lot in the course of this year, we must agree that the voice of women to articulate their vision has increased. Their objectives have been partially achieved, but there are a series of obstacles and difficulties that prevent the equal representation of women in all areas of society.


Health care is not only a concern of the citizens, but also a permanent concern of the state. I think that the improvement of health of the citizens is possible only if health care and health policy transform in accordance with the capacities. The reforms of the health sector must produce better health care and more efficient use of resources we have at our disposal. 

Distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen,

It has been an honour for me to serve as President of the Republic of Macedonia this past year. Sometimes, the road has been rocky. At other times, I have been buoyed by our success. But the important thing to remember is that we must stay the course. This takes discipline, hard work and commitment and is not an easy task. I have noticed that there has been too much negative emotions and energy expressed by our people during the past year. This is not good for our morale as citizens, this is not good for the perspectives of the State. I hope that in 2004 we will see in every citizen a re-awakening of pride and a complete moral and spiritual re-birth of Macedonia. To complete this task, it takes discipline, hard work, strong will, and total commitment to the agreed objectives. It is really possible to realise our wishes if we work together, in an atmosphere of cooperation, tolerance and friendship. I am deeply persuaded that at the end of the next year we will be able to state that we live better and happier life than ever before in the independent Republic of  Macedonia.

