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I must explain immediately that although my first name, Misha, is as this audience knows a generic Slav diminutive for the Christian name Michael, I am three-quarters Anglo-Celtic and, as far as I know although family history is a little obscure here, a quarter Jewish. The one thing I am not is Slav. I was called Misha by my parents in order to differentiate me from my father, Michael, who was a translator of Russian literature, ergo Misha.

Nonetheless, as a young boy, I was unusually aware of Russia as our home in West London creaked under the weight of many tomes written in Cyrillic while prints of Tsarist and Bolshevik Russia stared at us from walls with their unmistakable ‘dare to survive the cauldron of history’ quality.

Of course for the Russians, or indeed for people like my father who devoted a large part of his life to the Russians, other Slavic nations were generally regarded as either irritating individualists who deviated from Muscovy’s great spirit of Slavdom, or as rather enchanting domesticated animals that loved their master unquestioningly. Actually, most commonly of all, they were not regarded at all.

So as eight-year old Londoners go, I knew a great deal about Russia and the Slavic soul but assumed them to be synonymous. Imagine my surprise then when I began to read of the ancient history of ‘Syldavia, a State in the Balkan Peninsula, which was conquered by the Bordurians in the 12th Century.’ At the time, I had no idea where or what the Balkan Peninsula was but I did know the Cyrillic script when I saw it. And Cyrillic was plastered all over the shops and street signs of Syldavia as graphic representations of this ‘small country, isolated until modern times because of its inaccessible position,’ clearly revealed.

Many years later, I noticed in the invaluable travel brochure, Syldavia: Kingdom of the Black Pelican, which I commend to you all, that minarets stood in the towns and villages - so unlike some Orthodox countries from where the Muslim population had long ago departed, Syldavia still maintained its Islamic centres of worship.

In the late 1940s, the Bordurians, those demons of the 12th Century, were up to their old tricks again. Led by the evil dictator, Müsstler, a curiously Teutonic conflation of Mussolini and Hitler, the feared paramilitary organisation, the Iron Guard (presumably named in honour of Romanian fascist movement) was planning to overthrow Muskar XII, the popular monarch of Syldavia, by stealing his sceptre. Failure to produce the sceptre on the parade of St. Vladimir’s Day, the national holiday, would force Muskar to resign.

Fear not, on this occasion the forces of dark totalitarianism were vanquished by the wreckless courage of Tintin. King Ottokar’s Sceptre, Hergé’s excursion into the cloak-and-dagger world of Balkan politics, is one of the most popular introductions to the imaginary Balkans. It is also rather a good one. Of course, Hergé cannot always resist the temptations that many West European writers on the Balkans fall prey too - very often he is less interested in cultural or historical veracity than he is with more parochial concerns regarding his own reputation or political philosophy. His decision to name the chief baddy, Müsstler, and the Bordurian conspiracy, the Iron Guard, was motivated in part to counter the unpleasant odour of collaboration that still hung around Hergé in 1947 when he wrote the story. In the new atmosphere of the Cold War, however, Hergé could not ignore Stalin’s bullying tactics in the Balkans and so despite its name, the Iron Guard is obviously structured like a Communist Party. The noble Muskhar XII looks to me like a thinly disguised King Michael of Romania, who is a rather decent man.

Byron began the vogue for using the Balkans as a backdrop for Western literature with the Childe Harold, an invaluable descriptive work. But the most influential piece of fiction that has shaped our perception of the Balkans was Dracula, published in 1897. 5 years before Conrad, Stoker’s novel is a journey into the Heart of Darkness. The Balkans is an unknown territory where violence lies, the Land of the Undead. Jonathan Harker becomes the evil Count’s unwitting agent, enabling Dracula to carry his disease into the heart of civilisation (landing at Whitby in Yorkshire of all places).

Seventeen years after the publication of Dracula, the prophecy was fulfilled when a group of mainly anarchic Serb malcontents (okay there was one Croat and one Muslim as well) challenged the European order by assassinating Franz Ferdinand. If Dracula has defined our imagination of the Balkans, Sarajevo in 1914 serves as a guide to the hard facts of history. In the 20th Century, we have become convinced, immutable conflicts that have been plaguing the peninsula since time immemorial felt compelled to make their dramatic entrance on the wider European stage. The 20th Century began in Sarajevo, we note shaking our heads, and ended in Sarajevo – so this is it…Balkan primitivism and nationalism are the agents of a Promethean curse cast upon the region – just as the economy and society are beginning to overcome the legacy of previous conflicts then these two violent scavengers undo all the good work in a short burst of nihilistic greed. Eating the liver is easy – growing it back requires a hard-won dispensation from the Gods.

During that time in the mid-eighties, when the world was still anchored in the certainty of bi-polarism, two American friends were hiking in a remote part of Montenegro. As they surveyed the ineffable beauty of the mountainous surroundings, the idyll was completed by the approach of a smiling shepherd boy, ten years old at most. The lad was in an evident state of excitement and keen to talk. Taking out an imaginary machine gun, he sprayed make-believe bullets in a semi-circle and delivered a message that echoed around the Dinaric peaks: ‘Uh-uh-uh-uh-uh-uh-uh-uh-uh-uh-uh-uh-uh - Blake! Krystle! All dead!’

The boy bore news from distant Hollywood: the elders of the Carrington clan, the central characters in the soap, Dynasty, had met a sticky end. The crime that induced shock in audiences across the United States had not been perpetrated by some crazed Vietnam vet of the  ‘I’m-gonna-hunt-me-some-humans variety.’ If only it had. Perhaps then Americans could have made some sense of the tragedy. But members and friends of Denver’s richest family had been gunned down by terrorists in the distant Balkans. The heinous act was carried out (in a house of God!) as Blake and Alexis’s long-lost daughter was marrying the Crown Prince of Moldavia. The subsequent episode saw most of the cast brought back from the dead by the insatiable desire of network ratings (as luck would have it, they were killed in Moldavia, just a hundred miles from Draculas castle). Only in the Balkans.

The television producer who decided to massacre the cream of Colorado society was Camille Marchette. ‘I'm responsible for Moldavia,’ she told America’s TV Guide in 1986, ‘I sat down one day and said, 'I'm only going to be on the show a year and I'm going to end it with a shoot‑out in Moldavia.' Responsible for Moldavia, maybe. But did she know that Moldavia was a real place that would gain its independence just five years after the wedding was filmed? Who dreamed up the name King Galen and why? Were the terrorists who imprisoned both Krystle and Alexis Communists? Nationalists? Romanian-speaking Serbs, perhaps?

The answer is, of course, it does not matter - provided you are writing about the Balkans. In her 1925 novel, The Secret of Chimneys, Agatha Christie depicted the London financier, Herman Isaacstein as being ‘dressed in very correct English shooting clothes which nevertheless sat strangely upon him. He had a fat yellow face, and black eyes, as impenetrable as those of a cobra. There was a generous curve to the big nose and power in the square lines of the vast jaw.’ Not even a full-blooded anti-Semite like Christie would risk publishing such a passage today. In the same book, she introduces a Herzoslovakian peasant, Boris Anchoukoff, with his ‘high Slavonic cheekbones, and dreamy fanatic eyes.’ He is, we learn, ‘a human bloodhound from a race of brigands.’ The stereotype of the Balkan peasant, the cutthroat savage from the mountains, remains a trusted image for Anglo-Saxon writers.

Can anyone remember big news stories in the West from the Balkans apart from the death of Tito or the assassination of Georgi Markov by the dastardly and peculiarly Balkan method of the poison-tipped umbrella?

No, of course not. But people do remember Sarajevo 1914; and they do remember the nastiness of the ustase; and the brutality of the civil wars in the Balkans whether Yugoslav or Greek. Isn't it funny how they don't remember the deportation of the Salonika Jews, the single most violent act throughout the war in the Balkans. The only people involved in that were the Nazis. Isn't funny how they don't remember that the Bulgarian authorities were the only members of the Axis who refused to hand over their Jews for deportation? I point this out wherever I go although because I’m in Bulgaria, I’m not going to let you off the hook completely – we do know, of course, that the Bulgarians did deport the Jews from those territories it occupied after the outbreak of hostilities in the Balkans. But the courageous stand of Tsar, Government, Church and People inside Bulgaria proper was not an example I'm afraid that a number of 'civilised' countries, and I mention no names, chose to follow.

In truth, Western perceptions of the Balkans over the past 120 years are distilled into just a few small moments of history before being extracted with an almost chemical precision from the larger solution of European and Global history. Whether consciously or not, the effect has been to exonerate the Great Powers from all responsibility for what has happened in South-eastern Europe over the last century.

Of course, the calamity of the last decade was self-inflicted although it is important to stress the critical point that these was were not Balkan wars but wars of the former Yugoslavia. But from a historical perspective they represent a near inevitable culmination of a pattern begun in 1878 that saw the West intervene with massive violence in the region in short bursts before withdrawing and leaving the region to deal with the consequences of that violence. It has been an especially difficult pattern for the Balkans to accommodate because of the complex demographic shapes inherited from the Habsburg and Ottoman Empires.

What is dispiriting is that it is not only the West that has developed a consistently negative perception of the Balkans that obscures the historically complex truth; the region itself has to a large extent accepted a miserable self-image. How often do all of us here excuse some failure or other with the explanation that it is the product of a different mentality – a mentality, of course, that implies simultaneously indolence and an unpredictable predilection for spite or even irrational violence.

The point here is not whether that mentality exists – I am not going to pretend that habits in this region do not have the capacity to drive the individual stark raving mad on occasions. The point is that there are two significant caveats…a) there is much in the region that is good, and b) change is possible. Take a look at Sicily – just ten years ago, it was in the grip of a mafia that could murder the highest guardians of the legal state at will. But a society mobilised against that mafia and the result has been spectacular – take a look at Sicily now and you will see a thriving state with inward and Foreign Direct Investment and a booming tourist industry, and no murders at the behest of organised crime.

Take a look at Ireland – within a decade, one of the most astonishing social revolutions of the 20th century has taken place. Gone is the overwhelming oppressive influence of the Catholic Church; gone is the mass rural poverty and unemployment; gone is the incessant flow of emigration. In their place, we have a confident young European country that no longer suffers from its dreadful inferiority complex viz a viz England and, indeed, it is importing manual labour from Newcastle and Liverpool in order to underpin its construction boom.

And take a look at Greece. Twenty-one years after its absorption into the European Union, Greece’s reputation has been improving rapidly in recent years. Far from being regarded as a central part of the problem in South Eastern Europe, Athens is now applauded in Berlin, London, Paris and Washington for its constructive and innovative role in South Eastern Europe and the Eastern Mediterranean. Dynamic young Greeks who study at Harvard and MIT no longer stay in the US to make their gazillions – they are beginning to return to their country of origin.

But let me be even more radical – take a look at Tirana. if you labour under the illusion that Albanians are either congenitally lazy or incorrigible criminals, go and see the extraordinary development in the Albanian capital. Its mayor, Edi Rama, is one of the country’s most gifted painters, who has brought a unique and inspiring artistic vision to a programme of thoughtful urban development that takes as its starting point the needs of its citizens. He has cleared the mafia from the centre of town and replaced their ugly kiosks and gambling joints with green spaces and multi-coloured residential houses and offices. At the end of last year, Mr. Rama was in New York to receive the UN’s Poverty Eradication Award for 2002 for what he has done with Tirana. Go to Tirana and see the transformation take place before your very eyes.

Edi Rama is frequently critical of the policies of the international community in all its forms towards Albania. But instead of just moaning and criticising, he does something about it without, I might add, irritating the international community in the process.

Change is possible. What we understand to be the Balkan mentality in its negative sense is not written in stone. But it will require some powerful cleaning agents – such as policies that create jobs and strong state institutions – to erode it from the political process. That change is possible is a philosophical question. Will it happen? That is a complex political question that depends both on the international community in its multitudinous forms throughout the region. Above all, it depends of the political will of local political forces.

Let us first of all look on the plus sides. First and foremost, Romania and Bulgaria – both countries stand on the brink of NATO membership pending ratification. In the mid-1990s Romanian TV organised a live phone in with the reformist President, Emil Constantinescu, who pledged to fight for Romanian membership of NATO. A soldier from Brasov called in and said ‘Mr. President – I have been in the army for six months and I still have boots with holes in them. How can we join NATO if the Romanian army doesn’t have proper boots?’ Less than ten years later, the Romanian military has accepted painful but valuable reforms and its boots now match the NATO standard. This is real progress. And for its part, NATO is saying that the Euro-Atlantic partnership is serious about its commitment to South Eastern Europe.

Both the current administrations in Bucharest and Sofia seem admirably clear that they will not abandon the western Balkans not only as members of NATO but also in a few years time if they are granted EU membership. Both understand that it is in their vital interests that the rest of the region stabilises and prospers. And that region will thus have a louder and more articulate voice in both European and Euro-Atlantic structures. While looking on the plus side, let us not underestimate the profundity of the breakthroughs in relations between Greece and Turkey in recent years and in the burgeoning cooperation between Greece, Turkey, Romania and Bulgaria – not well advertised outside these countries but effective.

The progress of Romania and Bulgaria cannot obscure other difficulties but throughout the western Balkans as the former Yugoslavia minus Slovenia plus Albania are now called by policy makers, throughout this region the macro-economic trends look exceptionally positive. Very slowly but perceptively, outside investors are dipping their toes in the supposed shark-infested waters of the Balkans and finding them much more temperate and to their liking than they expected.

But let us not fool ourselves, there is one immense political challenge facing the region that cannot go away and this is the issue of final status. By this I do not mean just final status for Kosovo although this is central to an overall solution. But we have a cluster of states and territories in the middle of the Balkans which one friend of mine refers to as the Provisorium – states and territories over whose ultimate shape and form question marks still hang, by which I mean Serbia, Montenegro, Kosovo, Bosnia and Hercegovina, and Macedonia.

Final status is horrible to contemplate as it conjures up the image of endless political wrangling, encouraged doubtless by unscrupulous political opportunism. But it is now time to begin this task albeit in a gentle and discreet manner at first. Because as long as Kosovo cannot function within a democratic framework in which local people take responsibility for their future, and in which a secure foundation of economic progress exists, as long as that eludes then, how can I put this, there will be further attempts to kidnap David and Victoria Beckham’s family by Balkan mafiosi.

The image and indeed the substance of South Eastern Europe are ultimately a matter for the people of the region themselves. The international community does not need to do more. It needs to do less but what it does, it needs to do it better. This applies in particular to the European Union. The implications of what now faces the EU with the impending enlargement in 2004 are immense.

Ten new members will join a Union that will extend not only deep into what were once the front line Warsaw Pact states but even into the periphery of the Soviet Union. This will change the face and the interior of the EU – the Union will become significantly more rural; it will have a greater incidence of poverty; it will multiply the Babylonian bureaucracy of Brussels and Strasbourg. But it will also become the largest and most affluent single market in history; it will mark to a considerable degree the end of many of the imperial conflicts born in the 19th century. Make no mistake – this is a magnificent achievement.

It is also an achievement that will stretch the Union’s administrative capacity to breaking point and perhaps beyond. The issue here is digestion – the absorption of such a vast dish…well - it may give our continent new energy, new ideas and new muscle tissue. But it just might give us a mild heart attack.

Along with enlargement, we have the Laeken process, led by former French President and general troublemaker, Valerie Giscard D’Estaing, which will determine the constitutional future of the Union at the conclusion of the IGC. It is hard to say whether this will end in the consolidation of a new vision of Europe’s future, or whether it will be another carefully coordinated exercise in the great European art of muddling-on-through, precisely documented in 22 languages.

One issue that straddles both digestion and Laeken is the Common Agricultural Policy. I don’t think that there is much disputing that this is a system that works very well…well, let me be precise – it works very well for a few agroconglomerates in northern France. But for the overwhelming majority of EU citizens and the rest of the world, it is a disaster, a scourge and, together with the protectionist agricultural policies of America’s free-marketeers, it makes a mockery of globalisation by ensuring that the playing field is set at 45 degrees in favour of the haves.

I mention this only partly to get it off my chest. The main reason though is to warn everyone here of what the European agenda looks like after 2004 – South Eastern Europe is going to be well down the list of priorities. This is the real meaning of enlargement for our region.

Now at first glance this frightens – while the Poles, the Czechs, Hungarians, the Balts and those masters of reinvention, the Slovenes, have docked in the modern port of Brussels, it is business as usual or the absence of business as usual here in South Eastern Europe as the region drifts further from the mother ship and towards the treacherous waters of underdevelopment, corruption and crime.

The main reason why I am confident that for its part the EU will rise to the challenge and act as pilot for South Eastern Europe to escape these dangers is that it has to. In the crude terminology of cold war geopolitics, this is Europe’s backyard and Europe has to play the major international role in cleaning it up. Let me be frank here – our continent has real policy differences with the United States but the European voice will never be heard in the Middle East nor can we persuade the world, including the US, of the need for urgent measures to combat the devastation wrought by pollution around the globe, if we cannot deal with difficult but manageable house-keeping tasks at home. Sometimes I despair at Europe’s collective inability even to find its way out of a paper bag. But it must learn and learn quickly because with regard to the Balkans, we do not have much time before the region itself becomes thoroughly disillusioned with a prospect of European integration that appears to recede into the distance as one marches towards it. This has become all the more important since the emerging divisions within Europe and within the Euro-Atlantic alliance have begun to squeeze the countries of New Europe in a distressing and uncomfortable way. I do intend to address this issue in the current paper but am quite happy to discuss it during questions. 

I do feel most strongly, however, that the European Union is the most important institution in attempts to secure the long-term stability of South Eastern Europe. This year offers an especially valuable opportunity as Greece and Italy, two countries whose have a concrete interest in promoting stability and prosperity in the region, hold the presidency of the EU. I do not think that the future of South Eastern Europe is secure but with commitment, intelligence and hard work, we all have the capacity to identify the historical bridges across which the forces of recidivism march, we have the capacity to destroy those bridges and to concentrate instead on the absolute priority of economic prosperity and political stability.

