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Cher ami Président Van Iersel,
Cher ami Président du Groupe des Etudes Demetriadis,

Monsieur le Rapporteur Baráth,

Messieurs les Modérateurs,

Mesdames and Messieurs,

Chers collègues et amis,

Je suis très heureux et honoré d’être parmi vous. Merci de l’invitation. Je suis très ému de continuer d’être associé à cette effort de voir fleurir les stratégies macro-régionales dans toutes les expressions géographiques de la vie de l’Union Européenne.
(Vous me permettrez passer a l’anglais)

1.Macro-Regional Strategies as a model for regional cooperation/impact
Macro-Regional Strategies have provided us with a new tool to effectively implement EU policies and address challenges customised to specific regions to boost their sustainable economic and social development. 

For me, Macro-Regional Strategies are the incarnation of the fusion between subsidiarity and integration, which is at the core of the essence of the European unification process, plurality and commonality together.

Taking into account on the one hand that administrative and funding capacities have certain limits and on the other hand the increasing interdependence between the various regional and global actors there is a clear need for a more focused integrated and inclusive way of dealing with things. 

As previous speakers have confirmed, in the Baltic Sea and the Danube Region we have already observed results. Through the strategies for these regions it has become possible to enhance regional cooperation and coordinate efforts to address challenges that can more effectively be faced collectively. They have facilitated at the same time cooperation with neighbouring countries.

The strengthening of multi-level governance in line with the principle of subsidiarity and the cooperation between national, regional and local levels and between public and private sectors created a sense of common responsibility amongst all stakeholders and became the driver for more active and effective involvement.

This new dynamic has initiated new projects of strategic importance for these regions. These became possible through the alignment of available financing instruments with the Macro-Regional Strategies that improved the use of existing funds and created the conditions to attract new funds by international investors.

The Strategies facilitated further integration of EU policies into national policies and vice-versa and have had a positive impact on horizontal policies like the Integrated Maritime Policy and the development of the Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-T) and the Trans-European Energy Network (TEN-E). 

The added value of the Macro-Regional Strategies for the above-mentioned regions have been acknowledged by both the Commission and the Council. They proved to be a good tool to tackle structural weaknesses, promote sustainable development and enhance territorial, economic and social cohesion in ways compatible with Cohesion Policy of the EU and EU 2020 Strategy.

2.Potential of Macro-Regional Strategies in the framework of a strategic planning for EU-wide impact
We need to take it one step further. Macro-Regional Strategies now have added value in the effort for a more effective implementation of EU policies in a single region. We have the opportunity to integrate that in a strategic planning, through a comprehensive and more coherent approach, exploring the advantages of synergies among the multiple players and factors involved. Furthermore, we are in position to bring out the specificities of each region and to build on their particular strength and special niches achieving better results, having more cost effectiveness and thus bringing enhanced benefits for the EU and Europe as a whole.

On the other hand, although they have a regional character, these strategies also have a greater impact, e.g. on the functioning of the Single Market. Enhancing cooperation between regional actors is positive, as far as it does not create unfair conditions for the rest.

Our efforts should aim to enhance the dynamic of EU integration and eliminate any risk of fragmentation. As the Council stressed in its Conclusions on 9 Oct 2014, Macro-Regional Strategies should not create new barriers in the EU.

In order to make that sure, we need a more strategic approach. One that will get all Member States and all regions involved. 9 Member States and their regions are totally excluded from any of these strategies. We all agree, I believe, that the overall objective could be much more effective if it were to include the Union as a whole. In conjunction with the aim to help neighbouring and partner countries to better relate to the EU and integrate in the framework of Enlargement and Neighbourhood Policy.

3.Mediterranean can play an interconnecting role between Europe, Africa and Middle East
Mediterranean is a highly evolving and often volatile region with enormous political and social challenges, yet huge potential. 

South Europe has been hit hard by economic and financial crisis. Their economies have come under acute strain and the way to recovery via rescue-deals has mostly focused on austerity measures. We need to expand our options and take on growth opportunities.

Middle East and North Africa have been in social and political turbulence for a period of time that is highly alarming given the rise of new wave of extremism. EU has not only a fair share of responsibility but also vested interest to continue its efforts to help social and political transformation.

The EU has indeed developed the structures for cooperation through Euro-Med, UfM and the Southern dimension of the European Neighbourhood Policy. Yet results are not satisfactory. We need to recalibrate our approach. We need more flexible and customised schemes for cooperation with southern partners that could revive momentum for deeper integration and multilateralism in the Mediterranean. The heavily institutionalised structures should be bolstered with a set of more agile, targeted partnerships. 

This is where Macro-Regional Strategy approach has added value. Creating a framework where all stakeholders can engage actively and effectively. To facilitate a more cohesive and coherent involvement of European institutions and organs, e.g. the EESC, the CoR, the EP, the Commission, the Council, the EIB, the EBRD to name just a few. 
We need also, at last, a real bottom-up approach to accommodate capacity-building, participation of civil society and synergies between local, regional, institutional, national and supranational authorities along with the private sector at all levels. The latter being in position to play a pivotal role in exploring the potential of the region as a new economic space in global markets and international trade. Mediterranean is a region par excellence where the private initiative can work miracles in the face of constant political adversity.
To create the space for the development of transport networks for improved sea and air connections and a hub for safe sea-borne trade through the Suez channel and Gibraltar straights on the other end. To leverage North Africa and Middle East market potential by connecting to the expanded EU and global economy. To give a boost for a growth momentum in Europe as the gateway for European business towards North Africa, the Middle East and beyond. Mediterranean can integrate the business interests of both shores to their mutual benefit. To this direction, there are private initiatives in the offing. I will mention just one I know of; the Mediterranean Growth Initiative, based on market driven indicators for North Africa. Right now, it looks like North Africa and South Europe synergies are private sector led, yet backed by the French, Italian and African development banks and governments. What they still need is the European institutional dimension.

To attract and leverage investments in the region and increase capacity for innovation and entrepreneurship. To provide indicators for a more tailor-made approach to the “more for more” principle that will have a real impact on the societies of the partner countries. This will at the same time prevent brain drain and reduce drive for economic migration with illegal means and fatal consequences. Instead of brain drain we can establish a new environment for brain circulation in the region and the EU.

To create the conditions for the full exploration of the potential of Blue Growth by investing in efficient use of marine resources with respect to the environment that will in return contribute to the sustainability of those resources and the promotion of cultural activity, tourism, and enhanced economic activity.

To facilitate the creation of energy infrastructure and networks, the exploitation of newly discovered natural gas reserves and renewable energy sources and contribute as a new energy hub to EU energy security and diversification. 

A Macro-Regional Strategy can strengthen the existing institutional structures and contribute to the establishment of the necessary framework of stability, reliability and predictability for economic actors and investments. They can contribute to peace, security and economic development in the Mediterranean region.

Island-nation Member-States can play an important role. Due to their geographic position and historic relations with neighbouring countries, they can be the main structural elements of the connective tissue. At the same time, they have the potential to become a platform for important economic partners and hub for investment in the region. 

4.Importance of strategic thinking and comprehensive vision

We need a comprehensive vision that would turn the Mediterranean into fertile ground for cooperation and allow economic development and smooth political and social transition. The Mediterranean should not be seen as a sea which divides but one that unites. A cultural and economic space of great potential. Its expansions do not know the same geographical limitations that we have north, west or east. A Macro-Regional Strategy in the Mediterranean encompassing the southern shore could channel the resources and the know-how acquired through new, more focused and result-oriented partnerships, fully factoring a constant osmosis between the local and the bigger picture.

At the same time, the sought-after efficiency and effectiveness of the use of resources could prove easier by dividing administratively Mediterranean into sub-regions, in the example of Adriatic/Ionian cooperation and implementing strategies customised to each one of them. Securing that this will be part of the overall strategy with common vision and objectives in the region.

Cooperation, coordination and synergy are key as well as seamless coexistence of vision and strategic thinking with a bottom up and inclusive approach bringing to the forefront the local needs and realities. 
Now is the time to act! The idea to create a Macro-Regional Forum for the Mediterranean accommodated by the EESC and the CoR to promote full involvement of all institutional actors, the private sector and civil society is a good start to build-up on the huge potential of the region.

