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In the first half of the 20th century Europe was a continent in the midst of the industrial revolution and the consequent urbanization as a result of the mass migration of its population from rural areas to the cities.  It was an area where social change was at its peak, an area which was the theater of two world wars with millions of casualties, with destroyed cities, hunger, misery, death; with death having countless faces, taking away not only millions of lives, but also culture, heritage, freedom, equality and faith.

In the middle of the 20th century, in the aftermath of the catastrophic mania of war, over 1000 representatives of cities from 16 European countries, of cities still trying to heal their wounds from war, gathered here in Versailles and adopted the European Charter of Municipal Liberties. This charter, in its subsequent course, proved a significant document, but more amazing were the phrases included in the addresses of our predecessors, as they outlined vividly and intensely their sentiments and their beliefs, and drew out the essence of their meeting which was recorded in the charter.

Pierre Trementin, President of the Mayors’ Union of France said: 

“For us Europe – as the land which stretches from the Atlantic to the Urals and the Caspian Sea – is not only a geographic expression but a human entity. And we cannot conceive this Europe having any solid foundation other than the municipalities, the primary cells of society.

But such a work can only live and grow with the breath of liberty and liberty is but a means to our supreme goal…. Peace”

In the words of Jacques Chaban-Delmas “to assure fundamental liberties for all one must begin with an effective decentralization which is not possible, if its autonomy is not financially based”.

Paul Henri Spaak, the Mayor of Saint Alles, stated:  “Among those who occupy themselves with political matters, no one exercises greater or more direct influence on the lives of their fellow citizens than the mayors. Let us all give the great battle for European reconciliation”.

Amadeo Peyron, the Mayor of Torino, said that Local Autonomy, the European Charter of Municipal Liberties, the rapport between municipalities and European institutions are some of the questions which unite and justify the importance of our actions.

In the decades that followed Europe lived breathtaking moments. A small European Coal and Steel Community developed into a European Community of 15 nations, followed by a European Economic and Monetary Union, which currently is a European Union of 25 member-states, with its internal structure of participatory institutions constantly growing through ongoing efforts to confront a democratic deficit, a European Union with newly formed political platforms, with European political parties, with the acknowledged need for a regional structure, having regional self-government as a goal.

It is obvious that the declaration of values acquires substance which is recognized as such with the passing of time, in the ‘test lab’ of life itself. And, through their application, either they are classified in the sphere of intellectual exercises of a particular era which remain an “empty letter”, or they are strengthened and acquire a greater relevance, having timeless vitality.

The European Charter of Municipal Liberties inspired a long campaign within the Council of Europe, which led to the European Charter of Local Self-Government in 1985; a Charter that has been ratified by 38 countries and signed by 41.

In the meantime we have reached the new era of globalization. At this point allow me to underscore what I believe profoundly characterizes our times, the information society.

The development of Informatics led to a new revolution of the same, if not greater, scale as the industrial revolution. The inconceivable speed with which information is transmitted tends to overturn established structures as well as established beliefs. Citizens become aware of events on the planet the minute they actually occur. Here arises the question of whether all people have equal access to information, but more to the point we are forced to re-assess the distinction between local and non-local matters.

The new era of Globalization tends to alter the cultural values of people, projecting life-style standards, supposedly easy to absorb, but in fact leveling our diverse cultures. And, of course, the answer of international institutions, whose purpose is to protect cultural values, is their declaration for the need to protect and enhance cultural diversity, the unique variety of colors which is provided by the pallet of different civilizations of the world. This can be achieved through acquiring knowledge of the unknown, understanding and thus accepting and reconciling with it, and in the end recognizing its value.

The new era tends to transform citizens from active members of society into non-participating spectators of world events from the security of their couches, cultivating a feeling similar to that of watching a movie, and fostering the conviction that all of that is far away and perhaps belongs in a movie scenario in which today’s viewer can never play a role. It distances the citizen from politics. The active and caring human being is turned into a passive viewer.

But even so, only one year and a half ago, in Johannesburg, the society of nations recognized that the best ally for the protection of the planet is an active society of citizens.

The new era has altered demographically the major urban centers of the wealthiest regions of Europe with mass migrations of people from areas ravaged by war, suffering under autocratic regimes, sinking into poverty and deprivation. For the receiving towns, as well, the painful phenomenon of legal and illegal economic immigrants creates new pockets of poverty and social exclusion and subsequently greater unemployment, xenophobia and racism in the urban centers. This phenomenon calls for policies of social integration from the cities in an attempt to eliminate the problems, which in fact only serve to conceal them. The migrations, as well, provoke declarations from European leaders for the need to patrol the European borders, which in essence is an ineffective alibi.

50 years after the Charter of Versailles and 18 years after the adoption of the European Charter of Local Self-Government, the importance of decentralization as a profound democratic process has been re-affirmed in many ways. And, of course, it must be emphasized that the justification of those who had the vision and inspiration to formulate such a text of principles lies in the fact that, in the course of time, a differentiation was made between the concept of decentralization with self-government and the concept of the distribution of central state services and institutions. The cycle appears to grow larger as the then proposed view in favor of the participation of citizens in the decision-making process on matters which concern them seems to be re-approaching the Aristotelian definition of politics and the citizen. The demand, 50 years ago, for the active participation of the citizen in the level of government nearest to him is a requisite for better governance in the current local authorities of Europe. This requirement is met through the implementation of innovative ways of discussion with citizens, which are introduced in the context of e-government.

The adoption of the slogan THINK GLOBALLY - ACT LOCALLY by the elected representatives of the European Local Authorities brings closer the citizen of the globalized information society to the provisions of the Versailles Charter for democracy at the local level. 

Peaceful coexistence in the world is a global demand in the 21st century, as well as freedom, democracy and social cohesion. The outstanding political role that the authorities nearest the citizens are called upon to undertake, is no longer only to intermediate or to solicit, but also to educate citizens in democratic procedures. All of these combined the timeless dynamic of the principles of the 50-year old Charter. And this of course imposes a greater burden on the shoulders of the elected members of the local authorities family.

Because today through local authorities: 

· The decision making for public affairs is under social scrutiny.

· The management of public funds in conjunction with their distribution according to policy priorities can be realized through a composite process of negotiation. A process in which social partners can take part more easily and special interest groups can express their demands more readily.

· Decentralization faces fewer possibilities of reaction.

· Social solidarity finds common ground with traditional values of local communities and is reinforced through cooperation in community initiatives.

· The confrontation of problems created by social exclusion of vulnerable social groups through social re-induction becomes easier.

· The innovation and imagination of those in power are greatly enriched by their proximity to the citizens and the consequent diminishing of bureaucracy.

· Cultural heritage is a vital part of everyday life.

· International solidarity is expressed in many immediate, practical and effective ways, such as the support of cities in areas plagued by war or natural disasters.

· International rapprochement can be more direct through twinning or the exchange of good practices, students, specialties etc, which promote understanding, mutual respect and peace.

· International co-operation is strengthened through networking, which has produced many beneficial results.

· The dialogue for public affairs, as well as for public services, acquires a more pragmatic character and the proposed solutions have less possibility of failure, since the error-factor in the theoretical process is minimized.

· The management of citizens’ free time, the care for pre-school and school children as well as the elderly are in practice indicative of the cultural level of every city.

· The services responsible for the environment are under constant scrutiny by those who are the recipients of these services.

· The combined care of the urban and social tissue leads to regulatory decisions for every-day life based on a minimum framework of universally accepted principles and therefore must be a product of mutual agreement.

· The judgment of citizens for the goods and services offered to them is more immediate and decisive with regard to quality, cost and benefit.

· The recognition of regional convergence is an answer to uncontrollable urbanization and the recognition of international solidarity is a prerequisite to the elimination of the illegal immigration phenomenon.

· And most important: Care for public affairs is expanding beyond official duties, becoming the obligation of all, making the transfer or rejection of responsibilities all the more difficult.

What the 50-year course has recorded, has been, I believe, a gradual and yet spectacular realization. The ambitious goals of the elected local representatives during that period have been transformed, by the passing of time, into reality. The ambition of municipalities to play a significant role has been materialized, which has led to the recognition of jurisdiction to them from the central decision-making institutions of Europe. This recognition has led to the inclusion, with greater clarity, of principles of the charter into the new Constitution of the European Union, which was formulated under the Presidency of our President mr Giscard d’ Estaing.

The endurance of principles to time depends upon their content. 

What has given such content to our charter is its transition into the common conscience of Europeans these past 50 years and the demand of the citizens to ensure its enforcement, asking for greater participation and democracy.

We owe to those who gave life to the principles of our charter, to our citizens and to ourselves our dedication to the vision of direct democracy.

We dream of municipalities, where the problem of the reduction of the Amazon rain-forests will have equal importance for our citizens with what happens on their street. We dream for our citizens to be concerned about the poverty and repression throughout the world; to persist in their demand for the allocation of their money, for equality, freedom and democracy throughout the world; to insist upon greater participation; to demand a continuous decentralization and greater local self-governance.

We dream of municipalities that, as in ancient Greece, identify the concept ‘Demos’, or municipality, with the society of citizens who live in the city; that revive the triptych ‘polites/polis/politike’ – citizen/city/politics – and the identification of Demos with Democracy; which will lead to cities of better citizens of the world, who, in their passing, will leave a more beautiful imprint on Earth.

Paraphrasing Paul-Henri Spaak, after 50 years, I will conclude calling upon my colleagues:

LET US GIVE THE GREAT BATTLE FOR WORLD RECONCILIATION.

- 6 -

_1011431851.doc
�



�
















