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Strategies and working tools for tomorrow’s twinning

 speech of the Chair, Mr Oldřich VLASÁK 
Dear Friends and Colleagues,

Let me first of all express to you my satisfaction that this conference seems to be a great success for CEMR, as I may judge from the debates on Thursday and Friday. And I can be pleased not only in my capacity of Executive President of CEMR, but also as President of the Union of Towns and Municipalities of the Czech Republic.
There is no need for me to speak about the origins of the twinning movement and its importance for avoiding war conflicts and the creation of a new Europe based on friendship and tolerance. Other speakers before me have developed this idea. I would rather say a few words about the organisation which I preside, the Union of Towns and Municipalities of the Czech Republic, and about the twinnings which the Union realises with other countries.  
The origin of the Union goes back to October 1907, when the First Congress of Czech Towns of the Czech Kingdom took place. It means that this year we  celebrate already one hundred years since its foundation. After the First World War, in 1920 to be precise, the Union of Czech Town’s activities were extended to Moravia and Silesia, and later on Slovakia. That was the origin of the Union of Czechoslovak Towns. Since that time its existence was interrupted several times. The constituent congress of the modern Union of Towns and Municipalities of the Czech Republic took place in January 1990.
A real break down in international co-operation of Czech cities was the year 1989. Since then we have faced a lot of changes which created suitable conditions for free and democratic international cooperation. It was the town-twinning movement that helped the Czech cities to re-establish international links that were cut off by the iron curtain. 
It was only natural that the interest to cooperate turned with preference toward EU member countries. The real boom in creating new twinning arrangements occurred during 90’s. In recent years, we can see a tendency to cooperate again more with municipalities in Central and Eastern European countries. This cooperation has been developing mainly with countries such as Serbia, Croatia, Ukraine etc.

Perhaps it would be possibly interesting for you to have some figures of the evolution of twinnings within the Union, where 440 Czech municipalities are involved in 1165 twinning arrangements (some towns have several  twinning links). 

The majority of twinning links were created with neighbouring countries of the Czech Republic. We have for instance 320 very good results also with other European non neighbouring countries, for instance 103 with Switzerland, 77 with the Netherlands, 55 with France, 44 with the UK and Italy. 

But it is time to return to the main theme of our conference, that is
“Twinning for tomorrow’s world”:

We can ask
· what are the strategies to follow in order to make twinning an efficient means to make a better world for tomorrow?
· what are the tools which can be used for this?

These are the questions this session aims to consider, and find some answers to.  I am pleased to introduce this session in which we will be able to listen to contributions from different actors from a variety of backgrounds, who will help us to have a variety of different views to consider and a broader perspective overall.

As a member of the European Parliament, I have followed and contributed actively to the preparations of the programme “Europe for Citizens”, whose official launch we followed in direct from Brussels during the opening session of our conference, and to which we – gathered together in Rhodes – are contributing with this major launching event as well.
The “Europe for Citizens” programme, as we have seen, will constitute the framework for town-twinning for the period 2007-2013.  Its aim is to build a Europe close to the interests, the needs, and the will of all of the citizens – a Europe that is able to determine efficient, common answers to the future challenges it will face.

In this context, it is clear that twinning offers a concrete means of bringing Europe to the reality of the citizens, and makes them central actors in the European construction process.   This, as we all know, was a key goal of Europe’s founding fathers.
The speakers of this morning’s session will bring their views from different backgrounds, and of course with their own different points of view.
We will listen first of all to Mr Laborderie who will give us a concrete example on how twinning is a way to bring Europe closer to the citizens, to help citizens to understand better the European construction process, its policies, the decision-making process, all helping them to better be able to participate in this process in which everybody has a precious role to play.  Mr Laborderie is the chair of the twinning committee of Saint Alban, a small town near Toulouse in France, and he will share with us his experience related to the initiative that the Twinning Committee of Saint Alban undertakes every year: the “School of Europe”.

We will then listen to Mr Jordi Llopart, from the Millennium Development Campaign of the United Nations.  In the year 2000, the United Nations decided to concretely put forward initiatives to tackle the severe poverty which affects so many regions in our World today.  In October 2002, the Millennium Development Goals Campaign was launched.  CEMR has entered into an agreement with the MDGs Campaign, and is working to raise awareness on these issues toward the European local and regional authorities.  Mr Llopart will show us how twinning can play an important role for development education, and help our citizens understand that poverty is a concern for everybody and every one of us can play a role to improve life for tomorrow’s World.

Twinning can indeed be a way to bring citizens closer to each other’s concerns and create a common sense of solidarity.  Twinnings let citizens of different backgrounds get to know each other better, helping them to share their concerns, exchange views, find common solutions and be able to discuss our common future in a constructive way.

For this reason twinning is a unique tool to prepare access to European Union. This was clearly demonstrated in the accession of the 10 member States in 2004.  It was also the case for Bulgaria and Romania, the most recent States to join the Union, this very year. In this context, we are delighted this morning to be able to hear the views of the President of the Association of Romanian Communes, Mr Draghici.

The European Commission had understood this potential perfectly well, and opened the programme to the candidate countries helping support these countries to set up exchanges with their neighbouring counterparts in the EU member States.

We are particularly satisfied in CEMR that after many requests, the European Commission has also proposed to open the programme of twinning to the Balkans and to Turkey.

We will be listening to Mr Ozegovic, President of the Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities, and Mayor of Novi Beograd in Serbia.  He will be able to share his views on the role twinning can play in the links of Serbia with the EU.  

Then, we are pleased that Mr Türel, Mayor of Antalya in Turkey, will give us his view on the importance of twinning for the future links of Turkey with the EU.

Lastly, Sandra Ceciarini, Head of Citizenship and International cooperation in CEMR, and responsible for twinning, will explain to us the role of CEMR in this context and the tools foreseen from our organisation to make twinning an efficient tool in European construction.
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