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Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen,

1. It is a great pleasure to be able to participate as speaker in the Forum on “Competing in a Changing Europe”. Let me warmly thank our host, UNECE and its Executive Secretary Ms. Schmognerova and their staff, all of whom have been instrumental in the successful preparation of this conference. The UNECE is giving a remarkable contribution to economic cooperation in Europe and in the framework of the CEI-ECE Memorandum of Understanding has offered us its expertise in basic analysis on SME development as well as in organisational services both for CEI and joint events.

2. The topics under consideration are most appropriate and timely. Just a few days ago a larger European Union made up of 25 Countries has emerged, with 450 million inhabitants, a GDP amounting to over 10,000 billion euro and more opportunities of economic prosperity, essential for long-term stability in this continent. At the same time, the enlargement brings the new Union-bordering countries closer to the European Union it self.

Since its inception in 1989 the Central European Initiative has encouraged dialogue and cooperation in the region, well beyond the EU border, as the more effective means of avoiding the creation of new dividing lines and bringing its non-EU members closer to the European dimension.

To some extent CEI activities have anticipated the” Wider Europe/New Neighbouring Policy” prepared by the EU Commission in Bruxelles

After a fifteen-year experience the organization is facing a new situation: currently out of 17 Member States 7 are EU-members. The centre of gravity of CEI mission is shifting accordingly and underscores the importance of multiplying efforts primarily in direction of Member States that for some years to come need to concentrate on a reform process and upgrade their institutional capacities. This also means that five members that few days ago joined EU and have been till now recipients of CEI support shall provide fresh help to the member States still out of the Union borders.

To this purpose we are promoting new arrangements between enlarged EU and its neighbouring countries, both parties to CEI.

Furthermore the Initiative is more focusing on specific, project-oriented activities such as technical cooperation and development programmes aiming at supporting growth and in particular the institutional and economic enhancement of countries in special need. A number of projects and international events, co-sponsored by the CEI through its Funds, are implemented in a variety of fields.

Indeed, the two Funds available to us – the Italian Trust Fund at the EBRD and the Co-operation Fund – have already demonstrated their usefulness. A recent report on the CEI Trust Fund at the EBRD (EUR 27 ml contributed by the Italian Government since 1991) has highlighted a group of priority projects where a CEI grant value of EUR 4 ml has facilitated (by Technical Co-operation) EBRD investments worth EUR 360 ml. With regard to its Co-operation Activities more then 100 projects have been approved since 2002. CEI’s total contribution amounted to EUR 1.4 ml about 13% of a total cost of co-operation projects amounting to EUR 10 ml.

The Project Secretariat and the related Trust Fund are the main instruments for this purpose. The mission of the Projects Secretariat is to assist the transformation of strategies and project ideas into bankable projects or fundable programmes. The CEI Trust Fund at the EBRD is available for this purpose. It is used to support technical co-operation (TC) linked to investment projects, such as feasibility studies, technical assistance and project supervision. It is also used for promoting a favourable economic and institutional, environment in Member States, by organising training programmes, workshops, know-how exchange, advisory services etc. under the heading of development programmes and Cooperation Activities. Another area is the promotion of “project ideas” through matchmaking of investors with financial and technical sources, using the CEInet database, paper documentation (e.g. Project Guide), and meeting opportunities. All, these activities have a main point of convergence, in space and time in the annual Summit Economic Forum.

The regional focus is central in our mission. Since economic prosperity is essential for a long-term stability in the region, CEI provides assistance and support to the privatisation process; it promotes SME development and helps create a business environment conducive to private economic activities and foreign private investment. Programmes and projects are mainly carried out in cooperation with other regional initiatives, international organisations, IFIs and recently NGOs.Activities, regarding growth and competitiveness, concentrate on promoting industrial outsourcing, know-how transfer (tool: Know-how Exchange Programme - KEP), match-making of investment project ideas (tool: Networking System) and generally on fostering private sector involvement (tool: Annual CEI Summit Economic Forum (SEF), linked with the Summit Meeting of the Heads of Government and with the Round Table of the Ministers of Economic Sectors). The SEF is a major opportunity for the whole Central European region to establish business contacts and to offer or request co-operation on projects. In previous years, this top economic event attracted approximately 1300 participants (industry leaders, senior government officials from the 17 member countries, national/international organisations, financial institutions, other regional initiatives together with businessmen and senior experts) and addressed issues linked to the European Enlargement and regional cooperation through projects and programmes for institutional and business development in Central and Eastern Europe. This year the Summit of Heads of Government and SEF will take place in Portorose, Slovenia on 24-26 November, under the Slovenian Presidency.SEF main topics will be infrastructure & energy, the financial sector, institutional & business development, and SMEs. There will be an interactive business area where business meetings and networking of all participants will be arranged as well as an exhibition area. A Round Table of the Ministers of Economic Sectors will be part of the closing event. Compared to previous years the number of sessions will be reduced and focused on the SEF main streams. Special attention will be given to attract speakers of recognized professional capacity.

3.    As for trade and enterprise, the creation of a wide pan-European market, based on compatible or harmonised rules and on further trade liberalisation will bring           considerable   economic advantages to CEI-EU and non-EU members.

However, the benefits of the enlargement do not accrue automatically, nor do they apply evenly across countries, sectors and local communities. Policies of countries themselves will determine their ability to benefit fully from the European Union enlargement.

In the new CEI-EU members, the incorporation of the European Union standards into the relevant domestic legislation will consolidate the institutional structures and thus will offer better guarantees for enterprises and investors. In the remaining CEI countries, the completion of reforms in order to provide fresh impetus to the market economy and to the privatisation process, to business, know-how and manufacturing technique transfer is needed.

4.  Regional financial institutions could accelerate growth and competitiveness by providing Technical Cooperation support (grants) together with investment operations, credit lines for SMEs with specific facilitation programmes, support trade and outsourcing. A significant contribution from regional financial institutions could concentrate on promoting institution building and a policy dialogue to develop joint solutions with governments. Looking at the CEI-EBRD experience, regional financial institutions could develop co-operation with regional organisations. This cooperation generally adds a considerable regional dimension to IFI investments by widening the “demonstration effect” and know-how transfer potential of projects: countries in the region (different from the project country location) usually involved as observers in the project development directly benefit from best practices and lessons learned. 

5.   Finally, we need to forge a stronger partnership between and among Governments, businesses, regional organisations and the civil society in order to take full advantage of the most recent EU enlargement. This is a task that no entity can accomplish alone. For our part we are committed to working closely with multilateral and business partners to share experience through dialogue to enhance the role of the regional approach as a catalyst for growth and development and for a greater and quicker integration of all CEI countries into the changing European economy.

In this contest CEI will host on 14 June 2004 in Trieste a meeting of regional initiatives with IFIs to promote the creation of more synergies in securing financial assistance needed for implementation of investment projects.

I thank for the kind attention and look forward to your discussion.
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