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Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. Prime Minister, Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,

Truly, it is a great  pleasure and honor to be able to present to you our views, Croatia’s views, on some important issues: in the first place, on the future, on the perspectives and on the strategies to develop in order to foster stability and democracy in the region of Southeast Europe. In the first place I wish to express our sincerest gratitude to the organizers, to the Bulgarian organizers, to the Center for the Study of Democracy, to you personally, Ambassador Noev, and to our Bulgarian hosts, and also I think we all need to express congratulations to our Bulgarian hosts for hosting an important NATO meeting, a very successful NATO Мinisterial. Let me also begin with this fact—I think that the mere fact that such a meeting, a NATO meeting, a NATO Ministerial meeting, has been organized in the region demonstrates most clearly how deeply the region has changed. It is a region in which the countries have been either integrated into the Euro-Atlantic structures, or are on their way to accede as soon as possible. Also in that regard, I am lucky to be able to speak after Prime Minister Ceku, whose intervention, I think, has very clearly demonstrated how much the region has changed, how much the perceptions in the region have changed. The region has been burdened by so many crises and ultimately with violence throughout the 1990s. Now, we see a sea change in the region, we see military forces been developed not to fight each other but to participate in NATO operations, in the UN operations. 
And this is my first point with which I would like to start this intervention, to give you our vision, a ‘status Report’, of how the region looks like. Certainly, I wouldn’t like to sound too complacent, saying that everything has been resolved and that the region is facing no more problems or that there are no more obstacles to overcome. This is not certainly the case. But when we compare how the region looked like ten years ago, how the region looked throughout the 1990s, we see how much we have advanced, in a specific region, strategically important, linking Central and Western Europe to the area of the Black Sea, Central Asia, Greater Middle East. We see how this strategically important region has changed. And it has changed in a very positive way. It is demonstrated by the topics which we are discussing among ourselves, and with our partners from the EU and NATO. We are discussing our speedy accession to the Euro-Atlantic integrations, and this is what has changed, I would say, dramatically due to a variety of factors. I think that the first factor has been that an aggressive, violent policy of expansion, the one conducted by late President Milošević, has been utterly defeated, in the first place due to some internal developments and a changed balance of forces, but also very much, which is an important element also addressed by Prime Minister Ceku, due to a very successful, robust intervention by NATO, by the political and military involvement of major powers. 
So, in the region we live in a different world. The problems which we have yet to overcome are clear, but also I would like to stress that to all likelihood this year 2006 should be a decisive year in terms of resolving, of laying a firm ground, a firm base for resolving all the remaining issues, all the outstanding issues which are big (let’s not forget that), in a durable and just way. In the first place Kosovo, I will not speak about it extensively, the Prime Minister was speaking about it. Clearly, there are rules; there is a list of how this problem is to be resolved and this year, in terms of the Status Talks, in terms of finding the final settlement, looks very promising. The second issue is Bosnia-Herzegovina. Ten years after Dayton, the region, not only Bosnia-Herzegovina, has been very much pacified. A certain presence of international troops is still very much needed, but the war, an all-out war, is certainly not an option. A certain level of possible outbreaks of smaller-scale violence may exist, but it’s not very high on the list of possibilities, I would say. Certainly an all-out war in the region seems to be out of the question and I think what is very important is to take a look into how the respective defense reforms is working in all of the individual countries in the region, in terms of their defense strategies and in terms of development of their forces. No country regards any other country in the region as an enemy in relation to which it should develop its national security strategy or it should be directing its forces. The countries in the region, while they are developing their forces, are working in order to develop them to be interoperable with NATO, in order to be expeditionary forces meant to face the threats we are all facing, such as the threat of WMD proliferation, such as the threat of the spillover from certain crises in the world, such as, certainly, international terrorism. They are looking how they can contribute to NATO peace-support operations. So the entire philosophy in the region in something which is very important, which is the defense strategy, which is the national security policy, has changed, I would say, dramatically in all corners of the region. I speak, of course, on behalf of Croatia, but in that regard, I think, our analysis of the region is precisely the same.
I mentioned Bosnia-Herzegovina. Just recently we had the pleasure of hosting a meeting. Let me just use this as a symbol for what has been achieved in Bosnia-Herzegovina, despite all the problems, all the political uncertainties, all the political problems which still remain to be resolved. Recently we had a meeting of the so-called Sub-Regional Consultative Commission which is meant to discuss Annex 4 of the Dayton Agreement. This is the Annex dealing with arms control. We actually got together in order to change the Annex in a way to reflect the advancement, the big progress which has been achieved in Bosnia-Herzegovina, due to the fact that Bosnia-Herzegovina now have one defense ministry and single armed forces, we actually changed the document in order to give Bosnia-Herzegovina one voice, one position instead of three, which was the position of the Dayton Agreement. So, if you take a look into these ten years which have passed, we see a shift towards a major political advancement in Bosnia-Herzegovina. We see at this stage the discussions of the constitutional reforms, we see certain political problems. But what we see in the first place is a country which has been, I would say, thoroughly pacified and which, looking into some important elements of the stabilization, gives us a lot of reasons to be optimistic. 
Also, the third issue I would like to emphasize for the purposes of this intervention is the issue of the settlement of the situation of the state union between Serbia and Montenegro, which is also on its way to being resolved one way or another, following the Montenegrin referendum happening very soon. So what we see is the forceful effort to resolve all the remaining problems throughout this year and this is due to the, I would say, internal dynamics in the region, in the countries in the region, wishing to have a better position to start finalizing their Euro-Atlantic dream without the burden of some issues which were remaining unresolved for years. 
What we in the region are very glad to see is a forceful engagement of the international community, putting, in order to resolve these matters, all the necessary weight on the resolution, either through the European Union, through NATO, through Contact Group, or bilaterally by some important international powers, such as US in the first place. So we see circumstances changing for the better, we see a drive to resolve all the remaining issues and, as the common denominator of it all, we see a shared wish to accede to the European Union and NATO. And, to me, it looks rather encouraging. 

In that regard I think of some examples in the region, and I have a great pleasure of starting using our host country Bulgaria as an example. We see some countries in the region, the countries which have not directly been involved in the crises, in the violence in former Yugoslavia, which were countries of the region, nevertheless, being success stories, being true success stories in terms of acceding either to both the EU and NATO, such as for example Slovenia and Hungary, or having acceded to NATO and being one step from acceding to the EU, such as the case of our Bulgarian friends and of our Romanian friends. So we see a lot of positive developments in the region. I am using this opportunity to present a more optimistic view. This is not to say, again, that I would like to sound complacent. I think that we would be able certainly to dedicate an entire conference on discussing the problems which remain and which are big. But what I see, what we see at this stage, is certainly, in terms of observing what we may call decisive trends, are some very positive perspectives.
This is for the introduction of my intervention, to give a certain vision of how we see the region at this stage. Let me now develop this into telling you something more about what we think are the measures undertaken in order to develop certain promising political strategies and plans for the region. Within the region which was formerly burdened by political and military problems, the region of former Yugoslavia, we certainly see a full development of bilateral ties which are certainly underpinning normalization in the region across the full spectrum of issues: political, economic, social, police cooperation, cooperation on any given issue. Let me use a couple of examples. One of them is certainly dealing with a very important political, economic, but in the first place human issue. This is the process of return of refugees dislocated, expelled by the consequences of war. In that regard we have the so-called Sarajevo Declaration signed by the three governments—of Croatia, Serbia and Montenegro, and Bosnia-Herzegovina. The aim of this document, which has been followed by a full range of action plans, road maps and implementation measure, is to close down the refugee chapter, the bulk of it, by the end of this year. This is a very ambitious plan and when one thinks about it, throughout history such a plan has never been completed, there were hardly any situations in which we had such a high level of returns, although one cannot be complacent until every refugee wishing to return has actually returned. But if we are talking about the numbers and about the trends in the region, we see a very encouraging situation. Speaking on behalf of Croatia, we are very proud of having achieved a very high level of refugee returns. The expenses were almost entirely, in the case of Croatia, our own, our own money was stimulating the return. And not only stimulating the return, but ensuring the right circumstances for the returnees to live normally and, more than that, to be able to start anew their life—to give them all the money necessary to rebuild their houses, to rebuild their lives, to start businesses, to develop employment, establish a culture of tolerance and dialogue, equal rights and some specific national minority rights. So we see an encouraging process, however difficult and complicated, of crisscross return of refugees happening between Serbia and Montenegro, Bosnia-Herzegovina, and Croatia.
The second important process, on top of resolving the refugee issues and the issue of cooperating very energetically bilaterally, is a process of multilateral regional cooperation. In that regard I would like specifically to emphasize the importance of the Southeast European Cooperation Process (SEECP), which will have its Summit in Greece next week. Now it is under the Greek presidency and after the Summit next week Croatia will be taking over the chairmanship-in-office. This is very much a process involving all the countries from Southeast Europe, actually replacing some previous instruments which were used by the international community to help stabilize the region. What I’m trying to say is that basically with this particular process the region is clearly demonstrating that it is able to take care of itself. I think it is a good example of the regional ownership and the cooperation within the Southeast European Cooperation Process (again our Bulgarian friends are prominent members of this cooperative framework) aims to enable the individual countries in the region in the first place to be able to cooperate more efficiently, but the first aim as we see it is to enable the countries to accede to both EU and NATO as soon as possible. So cooperation along the shared wish to accede to the Euro-Atlantic integration underpins this cooperation, which is working smoothly and which has been extended in a variety of fields, such as traffic, such as  police cooperation, culture, sports, medicine, basically all affairs, energy as well, energy very much. So in a variety of fields this demonstrates to be a very effective, very efficient regional cooperation group. 
Another one, very much related to NATO, is the US-Adriatic Charter encompassing Albania, Croatia, Macedonia, and the U.S.  Also attached to that cooperation we have Serbia and Montenegro and Bosnia-Herzegovina. The aim is to enable us to implement our Membership Action Plans more effectively, to exchange views and to cooperate in any field in which we are able to cooperate in order to pursue our NATO candidacy and also in relation to other countries (Serbia and Montenegro, Bosnia-Herzegovina) to help them, to support them all the way we can to join Partnership for Peace as soon as possible, which we think is a very important element in helping democratize and stabilize these two countries.
With this small overview of the situation in the region and of the measures we think are being implemented I would like to reach the conclusion of my intervention, Mr. Chairman, by ending with something which is maybe one of the most important elements and this is—to keep the inclusion and enlargement policy alive. It refers both to the EU as well as to NATO and I think this is the fundamental part of helping stabilize this region and of helping it become a full-fledged member of the community of Euro-Atlantic democracies, meaning that the inclusion is a process which fosters the reforms most efficiently and also, in terms of keeping the open-doors policy in both cases—EU and NATO, it’s of a vital importance for us in the region not yet members of both organizations to have the certainty of accession once we do our homework, which is clearly of big use, in terms of that we know what remains to be done. But having this option very much realized, in that regard we were very glad to listen to Minister Kalfin’s yesterday’s remarks on the deliberations during the NATO Ministerial, which were referring to the NATO enlargement, saying that the ministers were thinking in line of outlining the option of having the next round of issuing invitations to start accession talks, if all goes well, most probably in 2008. And this is exactly what we would like to keep alive, to keep in a very concrete way alive. This is the most clear possible perspective of enlargement, perspective of being able ultimately to accede both to the European Union and NATO. I think it is by far the most important driving force of normalization, democratization, stabilization, prosperity and security of the region.
Mr. Chairman, Ladies and Gentlemen, thank you very much for your attention. It was a pleasure being here, many thanks again to our Bulgarian hosts. Thank you very much.
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