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Dear Mr President, Dear Ministers, Ambassadors, Ladies and gentlemen,

It is a great honour for me to join such a distinguished gathering tonight to officially open the 2008 Danube Conference.

I am very pleased that you have chosen the Open Days to hold this event. As you know, I attach great importance to the Open Days and to the opportunity they offer to the regions and cities of Europe to gather and exchange experience and best practice, on themes which are crucial to the future of the citizens of the European Union. 

The title of your conference is well chosen. "The Danube - River of the European Future" expresses very precisely what this major river represents for us at this point in time.

With the accession of Romania and Bulgaria to the European Union in 2007, the Danube has become much more a European Union river, its basin a real European macro-region... 

If we want to make the most of the opportunities the River Danube offers and if we want at the same time to ensure more socio-economic cohesion throughout the Danube Basin, we will have to act together and work in partnership.

The 2004 and 2007 enlargements have transformed the Danube into a genuine European Union space. 

Transport-wise, the Danube represents a central piece for inland waterway traffic across the EU. It is marked as a Trans-European Corridor in its own right. It is now also part of the transport priority axis linking it to the Rhine corridor. Thus, shipping and multi-modality are made possible from the Black Sea to the North Sea, from Constanta to Rotterdam – an impressive 3,000km, of which the Danube stretch is 2,400km. 

Environment-wise, it is estimated that 5 billion tonne-kilometres of freight could be transferred from roads to waterways by increasing the Black Sea-North Sea axis' capacity by 30%. This will also contribute to a reduction in gas emissions. 

The Danube represents a treasure of bio-diversity: Danube wetlands hosts quantities of wild birds. Danube islands provide rich habitats for many species. Rare sturgeon spawns in specific areas which need to be preserved and the Danube Delta displays 70% of the world's population of white pelicans. This must be protected if we want to safeguard our environment and quality of life. 

From a socio-economic point of view, quite obviously, the Danube and its neighbourhood present a large potential for growth and competitiveness. Around 20 million citizens rely directly on the Danube for their livelihood. Indeed, proximity to such an important river offers regions and cities a great potential for economic development – access to transport and availability of water resources are attractive factors for businesses. 

Culture and tourism present great opportunities for development along the Danube. There is an identity shared by Danube countries and regions. The richness of the river offers great potential for attracting visitors. There are already many interesting cruises on parts of the Danube and I know that key tourism operators are considering developing a specific Danube "label". This will increase the visibility and attractiveness of the region. These initiatives should be encouraged and the necessary investments to improve facilities should be made.

Along the long course of the Danube, we find regions with widely differing development levels. Sustainable development must remain a central concept. But we should also be aware that there will be very significant differences in the investment and cooperation priorities that have and will be further identified and implemented for the Danube regions.

The European Commission already supports Danube developments. We offer support for Trans-European Networks. We offer support for the development of inland waterway traffic. European regional policy supports cooperation along the Danube through two transnational programmes. The "South-East Europe" and the "Central Europe" programmes both cover the area of Europe where the Danube flows. Both programmes offer assistance for projects in the fields of transport and accessibility, environment and risk prevention as well as socio-economic development.

During the 2000-2006 financing period, European regional policy provided support for a number of Danube-related projects, principally in the field of flood prevention. This work needs to be continued.

The national and regional programmes along the Danube are there to make a difference. The importance of a number of key EU policies for the future of the Danube is obvious. But if we want the Danube region to fulfil its potential, we must act together and pull in the same direction.

Allow me at this point to draw a parallel with the Baltic Sea. Last week in Stockholm we launched the first stakeholder conference for EU strategy for the Baltic Sea region. This is the first time in Europe that we deal with challenges and opportunities at this macro-region level. This event has triggered off a period of intense dialogue with the numerous partners in the Baltic Sea region namely the 8 Member States around the Baltic Sea, as well as the Russian Federation and Norway, the Regional and Local Authorities, the Inter-Governmental Bodies and NGOs who are very active in this part of Europe, representatives from the private sector which could bring a strong leverage effect to public policies and experts in their field like researchers or consultants. And this is the first time that all the relevant partners come together to enter in a dialogue with the European Commission. To make such a big undertaking a success, we need the support of all, of regions, of cities, of interest groups, of the private sector, and of the people themselves. 

We should give ourselves in the Danube macro-region the tools to ensure that future development plans strike the right balance between ecological, transport and socio-economic needs. 

Danube partnerships are already established: the Danube Commission has been operational for many years, more recently the International Commission for the Protection of the Danube River has also achieved concrete results, the Danube Cooperation Process is seeking to become more effective. At the regional and local level, the Danube Cities and Regions are currently considering establishing their own formal network.

But as the Baltic Sea Region experience shows, the proliferation of fora for discussion and analysis does not necessarily lead to more efficient action. The objective should be to ensure that the Danube partners think and act as one. To this end, we must take the time to take stock, exchange views and ideas, formulate objectives and devise action plans. This can only be done if all key players agree to identify common principles and objectives. A European Danube Strategy will provide the platform to do just that.

I therefore propose that we gather in the near future to set out a methodology to achieve this, to define a wide partnership and to agree an action plan. A Member State central to the Danube Basin, namely Hungary, will hold the Presidency of the Union in 2011... Maybe we can agree to present by then a first European Danube Strategy.

There is much at stake – a clean Danube sustaining less polluting transport, a more prosperous Danube Basin and increased cooperation between Member States and Regions, for the benefit of all.

Thank you for your attention.

