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Madame la Secrétaire exécutive, 
Madame la Directrice générale, 
Mesdames et Messieurs les Ministres et Commissaire, 
Excellences 
Mesdames, Messieurs 
 
 
I am particularly happy to open this European Population Forum here at the Palais 
des Nations in Geneva. On behalf of the Swiss authorities, I wish to welcome you all 
and also thank the organizers: the UN Economic Commission for Europe (UN-ECE) 
and the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA). Let me congratulate them for their 
excellent preparatory work. Special mention should be made of the support given by 
the 18 experts' Advisory Group whose contribution has helped define the 
orientations, without omitting the various other experts who have provided other 
important inputs.  They all deserve a vote of thanks. 
 
Regretfully, H.E. Mrs. Micheline Calmy-Rey, Swiss Minister of Foreign Affairs cannot 
be with us today, although she would have very much liked to. She has asked me to 
replace her and to let you know that she is very much interested in the issues which 
we will be debating over the next three days and that she is looking forward to the 
outcome of our deliberations. This Forum comes at a crucial time, early in 2004, 
when the international community begins to review the first 10 years of the 
implementation of the Programme of Action adopted in Cairo in 1994 at the 
International Conference on Population and Development. This review takes place at 
a time when the World and Europe are faced with ever-evolving challenges in the 
fields covered at Cairo : sexual and reproductive health, demographic developments 
and migration, to mention just a few. 
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We are here to deal with these issues from a  European perceptive, i.e. in relation to 
what is happening in this part of the World, as well as with regard to  the relations 
between this region and the other regions  of the World. 
 
As the Forum is a meeting of experts, the organizers wish to remind those present of 
the following regarding the way we are to operate during the three days of the  EPF : 
 

• participants have been invited in their personal capacity; as such, they can 
express their views when the floor will be open for discussion; 

• others present, who are not invited participants, are most welcome to attend 
the presentations and to listen to subsequent exchanges among participants, 
but are kindly requested to refrain from asking for the floor; 

• more precisely, the Chairperson will not give the floor to others than panellists 
and invited participants; 

• further : invited participants will not be allowed to read statements on behalf of 
their government or organisation;  

• I very much count on your understanding. 
 
 
 
In the fields covered by the Forum Agenda as well as in many others, the vast UN-
ECE region has its own specificities but is mostly characterized by very diverse 
situations. The 55 countries which make up the ECE region cover a vast territory, 
spreading from Canada to Siberia. 
 
During these three days, experts from the various fields will deal with facts and 
situations common to all countries and their populations as well as with their 
specificities. . It is important to know where the divides are, if one wants to build 
additional bridges. Experts will also share views on what links the region with other 
parts of the of the World, characterized by increasing interdependences. 
 
For more than a decade under the "population and development" label, many 
important social, health, cultural, legal and behavioural issues have been discussed 
much more in depth and seriously than ever before. This is particularly true for sexual 
and reproductive health and rights, but also for migration.  
 
On the one hand, we will be dealing with the review of the progress achieved in 
implementing the Programme of Action approved at the International Conference on 
Population and Development in 1994 in Cairo. For the vast majority of the 
participants at the ICPD, this Programme is and remains very pertinent. 
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On the other hand, as we are meeting under the aegis of the UN-ECE, this Forum 
will also address the challenges met by the countries of the region. They fall into 
two main categories, as shown in the programme : on the one hand, the specific 
health and morbidity situation faced by countries in transition and, on the other hand, 
this one particularly important consequence of welcome societal evolution : the low 
fertility observed not only in the industrialized countries of Western Europe, but also 
in transition countries, probably for slightly different reasons. 
 
These important themes deserve attention and call for policy design. Fighting 
poverty, exclusion and subsequent precariousness would help improve health status 
in transition countries. Improving the general socio-economic conditions to enable 
choices for people to have and raise children while playing, particularly for women, 
an active role in the economy, could improve the situation in all parts of Europe. 
This is particularly important as low fertility rates combined with longer life 
expectancy affect the balances between generations and as a consequence have 
started jeopardizing the social security systems gradually put in place during the past 
century. We all know the fears which these recent developments are provoking. 
Higher life expectancy, gender balanced opportunities have helped us discover that 
progress in one field can generate problem in others. This Forum is to offer food for 
thought to decision makers to enable them to come up with comprehensive 
interdisciplinary policies, adjusted to both internal and external realities. Younger 
generations are awaiting a framework which would enable them to live autonomous 
and independent lives, as well as a family life with children. We are not to disappoint 
them: society and the economy should take these aspirations into consideration. 
 
This Forum is also to address the question of migration, a very important theme for 
the UN-ECE region indeed. My country (if I may use this example once) most of you 
know it was a relatively poor country two or three centuries ago with little natural 
resources. Many migrants found their way mostly to the Americas, forced by poverty 
or attracted by opportunities. Nowadays, there are still many Swiss making a living or 
undergoing training abroad. 
 
The European region has always been confronted with waves of migration, as long 
as history goes. This has particularly been the case during the 20th century, before, 
during and after World War II. Tens of millions of people left their homes (or had to) 
and, as refugees, have been seeking a new peaceful homeland to start life anew. 
More recently, new regional wars in the Balkans have provoked large migration 
flows. And simultaneously, wars, insecurity and poverty in other parts of the world (in 
Africa, in Asia and in Latin America) have led people to move to European countries. 
Other forms of forced migration should be mentioned here too, such as human 
trafficking for sexual exploitation, often involving minors. Finally, some brain-drain of 
trained individuals from countries in transition towards the western European 
countries should also be mentioned. 
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Migrations can have positive effects on the societies concerned. However, to 
manage migratory flows and to integrate migrants are very difficult tasks. Here again, 
governments and civil society (including the economy) have a crucial, joint role to 
play in particular to avoid discrimination and social exclusion. 
 
No doubt your debates on these questions will be rich and constructive. 
 
As far as the product (or outcome) from this European Population Forum is 
concerned, I would add the following : 
 

• Most of the above themes (such as health, gender issues or migration) are 
cross-cutting issues. 

• This Experts Forum is not an intergovernmental meeting, but we would wish 
its product to draw attention to the political nature of these issues. 

• The final product (a summary by the Chair) will hopefully be used to turn ideas 
into policies, strategies and  action plans susceptible to improve the lot of poor 
populations in all countries of  the UN-ECE region. 

• These proposals should enable policy makers to adapt their plans  and 
strategies, in consultation with civil society and the actors of the economy, to 
the reality and the specificities of their own country, taking however into 
account the big picture of the region. 

• Coherence is a master key word in this endeavour. How to ensure coherence 
in dealing with these cross-sectoral (and sometimes politically sensitive 
issues) while developing necessary synergies?  

• How to ensure that the results take on board the necessity to support the 
Millennium Development Goals ? 

• How to ensure that the EPF work does contribute constructively to the work 
carried out in other fo ra, such as in the field of migration, the Bern Initiative, 
and the creation of the global commission on migration ? 

 
In sharing these concerns with you, I wanted simply to stress that the outcome of this 
European Forum is meant to extend beyond the important jubilee year of the ICPD 
and the reaffirmation of the validity of its Programme of Action. This gathering should 
help make a difference in the ECE-region. 
 
I declare the European Population Forum open and wish you a very fruitful and 
constructive exchange of views. 
 
Thank you for your attention. 


