Mr President,

Honourable Members of Parliament,

It is with a great deal of emotion that I return in front of this Assembly.

It was February 2003, when I last had the honour to address you.  There was great hope, a lot of expectations.  I remember the commitment we had taken together: turn Macedonia’s dream of membership to the European Union into reality.  That dream had inspired and guided the action of President Trajkovski, to the memory of whom I would like once again to express my tribute.

Since then, many things have been done to transform that dream into reality.

The European Union has approved the Thessaloniki Agenda, which confirmed the decision to extend the enlargement process to the countries of the Balkans; the NATO military presence has given way to a police mission of the European Union; the Macedonian government has completed the package of political and administrative reforms foreseen in the Ohrid Agreement.

And in the meanwhile, many things have changed in Europe and in the Balkans.

The enlargement process of the Union has moved forward.  Ten new countries have become members of the European Union.  The space of peace, stability and prosperity of the European Union has widened to welcome countries with different histories and traditions; at the same time, the Union has decided, on the basis of a positive opinion by the Commission, to open the membership negotiations with Croatia. The political commitment of Thessaloniki has begun to take a concrete shape.  Enlargement has reached the Balkans.

My presence here, today, is a testimonial that this process does not stop in Zagreb, but wants to arrive in Skopje soon.  And I hope that, in a not-too-distant future, it can reach Belgrade, Tirana and Sarajevo.  Europe needs the Balkans.  We all need the Balkans.  Your absence from the European institutions creates a void.  It makes us poorer.

Mr President,

Honourable Members of Parliament,

Macedonia has worked hard in the past year to move forward the process of political, administrative and economic reforms that are necessary to start the membership process.  It has given proof of responsibility and determination.

I am glad to give the due credit for this to the political forces, the government and the people of Macedonia.

The road towards Europe is now clearly traced.  The objective of membership is concrete and reachable, in front of you.  All that is needed is the final effort to grab it.  The last mile is missing.

But I wouldn’t be a good friend of Macedonia – as I think I am – if I told you that the work is finished and that all that remains to be done is to start the negotiations.

That is not the case.  A lot remains to be done: difficult decisions to take; engagements to respect; reforms to be undertaken or completed.

I don’t intend to spell out here, with you, the list of things to be done.  In the meetings I have had this morning and will have in the afternoon, I have had and will have the possibility to go into further detail.  I will just stress that, both at the political and at the administrative level, there is a full understanding in Macedonia of what remains to be done. 

I would instead like to use this occasion to underline some points that I consider very important.

Mr President,

Honourable Members of Parliament,

Joining the European Union is not – and can not be – an exclusive goal of the government, whatever its political colour.  It is - and it must be – a goal of a whole country, all its political forces, all its citizens.  Everybody is called upon to contribute to create the necessary national consensus on a crucial stage in the history of a country. All its resources must be mobilised.

This is the lesson that we have learned in the course of the previous enlargement process.  Because the process is long and complex.  Because the adaptations and adjustments needed to approximate our legislations will be numerous.  Because the reforms that will have to be implemented or completed will have an impact on the daily life of the Macedonian citizens.

This is the reason of my presence in Skopje.  To tell you, to tell the whole country, all its citizens: Europe wants to have you with her.  Coming here personally to deliver the Questionnaire to the Macedonian government is not an administrative act.  It’s a political act.  It’s an expression of trust. 

I am convinced, deeply convinced, that this country deserves trust.  I am convinced that, together, we shall succeed in facing and overcoming the last hurdles that remain on the path of your membership in the European Union.

Mr President,

Honourable Members of Parliament,

I wish to share with you another issue that I consider very important.  I often hear people talk about conditions imposed from outside, rules “dictated” by Brussels.  I have never believed in this characterisation of reality.

Joining the European Union obviously implies some benefits, but it also foresees some obligations.  First and foremost, the obligation to share the same system of political and economic values.  I will frankly tell you that I do not see any imposition in that.  The European Union is not merely a free trade area.  The European Union is mainly a Union of values.  It is a big political project.

It is worth recalling that the origin of the Union has to be found in the will to overcome the divisions that, for more than one hundred years, had brought France and Germany to clash repeatedly, in a series of ever-bloodier conflicts. 

The far-sighted political project of a small group of statesmen was that of creating a mechanism of reciprocal interests so close and intertwined as to make the resurgence of armed conflicts all but impossible.  And that project succeeded.  Today, an armed conflict between European countries is unimaginable.  The European Union has become an area of political stability and economic prosperity that has no equal in the world.

With the frankness to which I am accustomed – the frankness that friends can afford – I would like to say that, somehow, Macedonia must face the same decisions that stood before the French and German leaders and statesmen fifty years ago.  That is, to move forward and build together a project of peace, stability and prosperity.  Or to remain stuck to the past and spend all energy in endless recriminations on wrongs received or inflicted. 

To make the right choice, what is needed is vision, ability to look beyond the immediate political horizon and the short-term interest of a political party.  One needs to think first of all of the State and to care above all for the future of one’s own country.

My impression is that, since independence, this long-term vision has prevailed in Macedonia.  The path has not always been simple and straight.  But in the crucial moment of decisions, Macedonians have been capable of looking towards the future and not turn back to the past.  The concern and the care for the future of the new generations have been the dominant elements in the basic political choices.

I sincerely hope that the decisions that will be taken within this Assembly by the elected representatives of the people, as well as those that will be taken outside this Assembly, directly by the Macedonian citizens, will still look towards the future.  Look towards the stability of Macedonia, its welfare, its prosperity.

I will be even more explicit.  Since 2001, the implementation of the Ohrid Agreement has represented a common political basis, which has allowed Macedonia to overcome a particularly difficult moment of internal instability.  That agreement has opened a new chapter in the history of this country.

It was based on a simple but extremely important idea: unity within the respect of diversity.  A principle that is, by the way, at the very core of the European construction, so much so that it has become its motto: “Unity in diversity”.

The Ohrid Agreement has been for three years a factor of force and national cohesion.  And also the decentralisation process foreseen by it represents a factor of force and cohesion.  

Decentralisation is not an instrument conceived to create fractures or jeopardise the unity of the country.  On the contrary, it is a way to give solid and deep roots to local democracy, to contribute to economic development, to ensure a better quality of public services.

A year and a half ago, in this same chamber, in front of You, I had spoken of the need to show a sense of responsibility on the great themes of European integration and the need to take your future in your own hands.

Today, I repeat those words.  With an even greater conviction.

It is necessary to have sense of responsibility on the great themes on which Europe has been integrated, like the respect of human rights and of minorities.  One of the descriptions of Europe that I share the most is that which sees her as a union of minorities.

Because no member state, no matter how big and powerful, can impose its point of view or its law upon the others.  This is a great guarantee of democracy.

And it is also necessary that you fully take your future in your own hands, choosing the path that you intend to follow.  Because it is not up to me to show it to you.

What is up to me – and I do it with the greatest conviction of which I am capable – is to tell you that Europe is there, it’s close, it’s within your reach.  I can tell you that our door is open.  And that also from an administrative and financial point of view we have created all the necessary conditions to welcome you.

But the decision to join is yours and yours only.  Only you can say if you want Europe, the Europe of peace, of tolerance, of justice, of solidarity.

We have said, and I solemnly repeat it once again today, that Europe wants Macedonia.

Thank you. 

