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CONFERENCE OF TWINNED TOWNS
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“Twinning for Tomorrow’s World”

WELCOME SPEECH BY PRESIDENT HÄUPL
(Opening Session)
Mister Mayor, 
Ladies and Gentlemen members of the European Parliament, representatives of the European Commission, of the Committee of the Regions, and of the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe, 
Ladies and Gentlemen local and regional elected representatives, representatives of twinning committees joining us today from all across Europe, 

Dear Friends,

I would like to begin by expressing how pleased I am to be here today with you, in Greece, in Rhodes, for this conference of twinned towns of the Council of European Municipalities and Regions.

How delighted I am that CEMR chose Greece, the cradle of civilisation and European democracy, in order to recall the link between citizenship and twinnings.

Delighted that we come together here, in a city that is part of our world’s heritage, and whose history recalls the turbulent past of our European family.

Delighted to be with our friends from KEDKE our Greek section, from Rhodes – the Mayor Hatzis HATZIEFTHIMIOU, who I would like to thank for the warm welcome we have all enjoyed – its previous Mayor Georgios GIANNOPOULOS, whom I have had the great pleasure of working with as Vice President of our Organisation, and who has always provided a consistent and loyal contribution from Greece and KEDKE to the work of CEMR.

Delighted most of all to see how many of my colleagues have joined us here: 500 local and regional militant elected representatives, from 26 European countries.
Honoured, also, to be able to count here with us, Lucien SERGENT, one of the founding members of CEMR.
Delighted as well, to be able to welcome our partners and friends:
· The Parliament and the Commission, who provide a very precious support to our action, and with whom we have constructively worked in partnership for the development of twinning;

· The Congress of Local and Regional Authorities, whose immense contribution to local and regional self-government on our continent I would like to emphasise once again;

· The Committee of the Regions, with whom I am so pleased that we can cooperate, together furthering the cause of local and regional elected representatives across Europe.
Ladies and Gentlemen,
Dear Friends

This conference is the ninth major event organised by CEMR on the theme of twinning since our organisation’s foundation in 1951… Five years have passed since our last Congress of Antwerp.
The moment now is particularly opportune.

Europe is confronted by a crisis of uncertainty and of its common vision, and many of its citizens doubt its capacity to continue to be able to respond to their needs and expectations.
Concern faced with the consequences of globalisation, distrust of the institutions and their representative systems, the resurgence of nationalisms… there are many elements that bear evidence to this crisis.

Now as Europe is celebrating 50 years of peace, democracy and prosperity, never has the gap seemed so daunting between the European project and its perception by the citizens. 
For us, the militants of the European cause, the priority is thus clear: Europe must be brpigj closer to its citizens.

And are not twinnings a particularly appropriate tool with which to do just that?

· Twinnings facilitate direct exchanges between the citizens ;

· They let Europe become accessible to a greater number of its citizens, fighting against prejudices and bias;

· They allow for greater inclusion of the diversity of the citizens and of their cultures.

Yes, I believe twinnings, which contributed to European reconciliation following the war, have an essential role to play in the new motivation of Europe and of our citizens.

Moreover, I would like to underline the strength and vitality of this movement; with over 30.000 twinning links in Europe, is this not clearly the broadest citizen network of our continent?
It is crucial then – as you have understood and pursue this in your towns and municipalities – that this network be brought even closer to the daily life of the citizens! 
This is the aim of our conference which will tackle essential issues of citizenship, of twinning faced with Europe’s issues of tomorrow, and of strategies and instruments that should be pursued.
But we will not limit ourselves to the European perspective: twinnings have a larger role to play, beyond our continent’s borders, on the World stage, as they can build bridges of dialogue and peace in the Mediterranean, and because they can contribute to the implementation of real cooperation policies.
These are the topics that you are here to debate over the next two days.
Ladies, Gentlemen, 

Dear Friends,

You are, and we are actors of a Europe of citizenship, of local democracy, and of proximity.

We work to fight prejudice, intolerance, nationalisms.

We seek to build a stronger Europe and a better World for all the citizens.

Thus, whilst pursuing our commitment, we must realise together that the twinning movement will have to evolve in order to remain a primary instrument in Europe, and that this continent will be all the more respected and listened to as it becomes even closer to its citizens.
This is the heart of the message that, I hope, our debates here in Rhodes will convey.

Thank you for your attention.

CEMR
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