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Dear Secretary of State

Ladies and Gentlemen

It is a great pleasure and honour for me to open the first meeting of the EU–Croatia Civil Society Follow-up Committee.

I wish to warmly thank and congratulate the Croatian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and European Integration as well as Mrs. Sigmund regarding the agreement reached between our Committee and Croatian Civil organizations on 11 October 2006.

I am absolutely convinced that this follow-up committee will provide the right opportunity to the Croatian civil sector to actively participate in the already existing Stabilization and Association Process as well as to correctly canalize the European acquis in its citizens' everyday life tailoring it upon their needs, expectations and concerns.
Secondly, I wish to point out that the role of the civil society and more particularly its presence and impact at this moment regarding Croatia’s accession to the EU is and must be crucial.
In Croatia, citizens' civil engagement to solve individual and community problems has not been a common practice among the vast majority of citizens, even if we must admit that significant progress has been made in the last ten years both in shaping and organising civil society.

Government representatives have already begun to emphasize the importance and the significance of civil society in their public appearances.

In the government's "Strategy of Croatian development" the importance of civil society, the principle of subsidiarity and partnership with civil society organisations were recognised as important steps of modernisation and civil society development in Croatia.
The civil society must be more engaged with public policy issues, to attempt to be established as a strong parameter in the country’s policy-making process and collaborating not only with the citizens of the big towns but also with the small communities, towns and rural areas.

The civil society must also learn how to correctly canalize the dissemination of information to its citizens being also communicative, thus proning its importance and impact towards the European path as well as to the Croatian one.
Civil society has an important role to play representing the so-called "bridge" between people and their national institutions on the one hand and the other Member States, together with the European institutions and political bodies on the other.

Croatian people must understand and be correctly informed that they are the sole responsible to tailor the European acquis and to transpose it to their own reality and everyday life.

I know very well that the applicant countries face a dual challenge: while striving to completely overhaul their political, economic and social systems, they are at the same time required to adjust immediately to the European acquis.

Croatian people must consider the European acquis not only as a reality but also as a mental state.

I once heard a Croatian woman saying: ‘Croatian people are first interested to satisfy their basic needs and the ones of their families and afterwards they may be engaged in the Civil Society organisations. 
Civil society organisations are not to be seen or considered as an accessory but rather the appropriate way to give voice to the citizens' needs, expectations and daily concerns.
Participating and being an active member of one’s country's civil society you transform entities to CITIZENSHIP.

But, once more, we are talking about information and communication.

It seems to me rather necessary that if the citizens do not know exactly for what they are fighting,

They cannot fight appropriately.
Croatian citizens must be informed about how the organised civil society can positively affect their lives.

It is absolutely necessary to provide systematic and appropriate communication and clear mechanisms of cooperation.

Croatian civil society can and must play a very predominant role in the Croatian, and consequently to the European, reality.

It can represent, metaphorically speaking " a strong web" uniting all the different cultural, political and religious groups, promoting values for a better European and Croatian integration .

You know very well that Europe is passing, I would not say difficult or critical period, but rather a constructive period in order to carry on and to tailor itself according to the new parameters since its foundation.

The vital element which had always been primordial and nowadays more than ever came into surface, is the European citizen.

The citizens like us, who are looking for solutions to everyday problems, seeking a decent quality of life.

Citizens represent the vital component in carrying forward the European venture, the raw material of Europe and they are more than ever the inspiration and purpose of the European action.
I consider that the role and the value of this Follow-up committee is a major one as much as for Europe and Croatia.
It is the only route corresponding to the Croatian reality, thus permitting the citizens to better understand what is at stake being European and to colour this already European acquis with the Croatian hopes, beliefs and expectations.

Now more than ever we must persuade citizens to be involved in European decisions and activities.

Now more than ever European civil society is particularly welcome and necessary in the continuing construction of what we call Europe.

Now more than ever we must bring Europe into the homes of every European citizen so that they can assess, understand, discover and transform it and this is your most important role and challenge
We must invite the Croatian citizens to be represented by a strong organised civil society, to have a strong presence in their country but in Europe too.

Finally, I want to frankly wish all the success to your Committee as well as to your country too and to assure you that the European Economic and Social Committee will always be at your entire disposal in order to strengthen the links between the Croatian organised civil society and Europe as well as with the rest of European and World organised civil societies
As I am always saying,
"Europe" is not located in Brussels but in the heart of each civil society.
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