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Mr Chairman,
Mr President, 
Prime Minister,
Chairman Parubiy,
Madam Deputy Secretary General, 
Colleagues,
Excellencies,
Ladies and gentlemen,

We are concluding today a historic session of the NATO Parliamentary Assembly in Georgia. By offering to host our Assembly for the first time, our Georgian friends have demonstrated once again that Georgia and its people have made a clear choice: Georgia belongs in the Euro-Atlantic community of nations. On each one of my visits to Georgia, I have been struck by how deeply this sense of common purpose runs among the population. The Georgian people feel that their fate and their future lies with NATO and with the European Union. I have witnessed this commitment again over the past three days. Our meeting has generated a remarkably high level of interest throughout the country. I have felt the Georgian pride of hosting the NATO Parliamentary Assembly. 

I am sure I can say on behalf of all of you that the NATO Parliamentary Assembly as well is proud to be meeting in Georgia. For the past 15 years, the Assembly has actively supported Georgia’s Euro-Atlantic choice and its path towards integration. We have worked with our colleagues in the Georgian parliament to create the political framework for membership. And we have built support within our parliaments and governments for Georgia’s membership.   

Georgia’s armed forces have demonstrated their outstanding professionalism and ability to integrate with NATO forces. Georgia’s contribution to successive NATO missions in Afghanistan in particular has been truly remarkable. Today, Georgia remains by far the largest non-member force contributor to the Resolute Support mission. I would like to take this opportunity today to express our profound gratitude to the Georgian armed forces for their contribution to our common security, and also pay tribute to those who have lost their lives in this effort. We are forever indebted to them. 

NATO is not just a defence alliance, however. As NATO’s founding Treaty makes clear, NATO is a community of nations united in their commitment to common values: values of democracy, rule of law, fundamental rights and the economic and social well-being of our citizens. 

There is no question that Georgia shares these values; the profound transformation it has undergone for the past 15 years is in many ways remarkable. I led the NATO Parliamentary Assembly’s delegation for the observation of the parliamentary elections last October. I saw the Georgian people’s attachment to democracy and the will to strengthen Georgia’s democratic institutions. Assisting Georgia on this path, working with majority and opposition towards this common goal, remains one of the NATO Parliamentary Assembly’s priorities. 

Continuing to support Georgia’s sovereignty and territorial integrity will also remain one of the key priorities of our cooperation. The Assembly has consistently condemned Russia’s illegal and unacceptable occupation of Georgia’s provinces of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Every day Russia seeks to grab a little more of Georgia’s land, and consolidate its presence and its control. I have witnessed it again yesterday during my visit to the Administrative Boundary Line. Russia’s creeping annexation is utterly unacceptable. 

The draft declaration we will be discussing later this morning is a strong statement of our support for a democratic and sovereign Georgia whose future belongs in NATO. I hope we can adopt it with an overwhelming majority, and thus demonstrate that our Assembly is fully united in its support for Georgia. 

In just a few days, Montenegro will officially become the 29th member of NATO. This is a major achievement for Montenegro, and I want to congratulate our Montenegrin friends on this historic step. It is also of course an important step for NATO, which has been at the forefront of efforts to integrate the Western Balkans in our common area of peace, stability and prosperity. But Montenegro’s accession is an important step for Georgia as well, and for all those other nations that aspire to join NATO. It sends a clear signal that NATO’s door is indeed open, and that no amount of outside pressure can prevent aspirants from pursuing their membership goal.   

Next month, Allies will have completed the deployment of the four multinational battalions which make up NATO’s Enhanced Forward Presence in Poland and the Baltic States. At the same time, NATO is increasing its deterrent presence in the Black Sea. These defensive measures provide a strong demonstration of Allied solidarity in the face of Russia’s threats. NATO also cooperates closely with its partners in both regions who are equally concerned about Russia’s aggressive actions: Finland and Sweden in the Baltic, and Georgia and Ukraine in the Black Sea. 

In the South, NATO provides surveillance to support international efforts to combat terrorism, assists partners in the region with capacity building, and helps manage the flow of refugees. And just a few days ago, at their meeting in Brussels, Allied Heads of State and Government agreed to increase NATO’s contribution to the fight against terrorism and formally join the global coalition against Daesh. I was honoured to represent the Assembly at this important meeting.  

In addition to addressing challenges in the East and in the South, NATO also continues to project stability from Kosovo to Afghanistan, and assists Allies to address the modern threats of cyber attacks, disinformation, hybrid warfare, and the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and missile technology. 

As this long list shows, in a particularly dangerous and unpredictable world, NATO is and remains, for all Allies in Europe and North America, the cornerstone and indispensable guarantor of our common security. 

However, the temptation re-emerges inside our nations to take this protection which NATO provides for granted. Severe cuts in defence spending in past years have eroded national capabilities and widened the gap between Allies. Our friends of the American delegation have warned us for years about the corrosive effect of this trend on the transatlantic relationship. I am confident that we are finally on the right track to address this imbalance. 

We have committed to increasing defence spending to 2 percent of GDP by 2024, and many of our nations have already taken concrete and significant steps to move towards this goal. Just as importantly, we must ensure that this increased investment translates into actual increased capabilities and a fair contribution to NATO missions and operations. So we need cash, capabilities and contributions, as our Heads of State and Government agreed in Brussels. 

As parliamentarians, we have a direct say over these matters, which is why I wanted our Assembly to be on the frontline of discussions on burden sharing. This has been a key topic of all my discussions with NATO and Allied leaders since starting my mandate as your President last November, and I will make sure that we continue to monitor progress at each one of our meetings. We must explain to our citizens that the defence and security costs are an investment for our future, and that as the Americans say, “freedom is not free”.

There is much more we can do among Europeans in particular. In the past couple of years, thanks to the outstanding efforts led by NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg and our good friend, the EU High Representative Federica Mogherini, NATO and the EU have taken major leaps forward in their cooperation. This cooperation has a huge potential, and I am determined to ensure that our Assembly plays its full part in encouraging and supporting it. I have already discussed a number of concrete proposals with Eva Kaili, with the President and other colleagues from the European Parliament. 

There are 51 delegations represented here today. To me, this indicates in the clearest possible manner that today’s security is global, and must be addressed in close cooperation with others. This is why another one of my priorities is to develop our Assembly’s cooperation with other international organisations. Starting with our traditional friends from the OSCE and the Council of Europe. Tomorrow I will be addressing the Standing Committee of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe on this subject. 

We must also develop our political dialogue with the United Nations and its agencies. The United Nations provide the essential political and legal foundation for NATO’s operations, and in turn NATO is the United Nations’ most valued partner for peace enforcement operations. Our Assembly can complement NATO’s own growing cooperation with the United Nations by giving it a broader scope, extending to all aspects of crisis prevention and management.  

Similarly, the Assembly can usefully complement NATO’s own cooperation with the main regional organisations in Africa and the Middle East – the Gulf Cooperation Council, the African Union and the Arab League. Several members of these organisations are represented here today, and I very much hope they will support us in this effort. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]In November last year, you entrusted me with the responsibility and the great honour to serve as your President. Since then, I have travelled to Brussels, Washington, Brunssum, New York, Sarajevo, Zagreb, Kyiv, Prague, Ljubljana and Oslo. Everywhere, I have heard positive feedback about the important role that our Assembly plays in support of our common security. I heard this same message again last week from leading NATO civilian and military officials and Allied Heads of State and Government in Brussels.  

All of them recognise that we provide the indispensable voice of the Alliance parliaments and citizens. As elected representatives of the people, we also embody the Alliance’s values, and have a key role to play in defending those values against the growing number of those whose purpose is to undermine the foundations of our democratic systems. 

History has taught us that we should never take our democracy or our security for granted. Our duty and responsibility is therefore to ensure that our populations today and future generations tomorrow understand and value the democratic principles upon which our societies are founded, and the security they enjoy, and understand and value NATO’s role in defending both. This is why I have suggested the creation of a Working Group on Education and Communication about NATO within our Assembly, and I am delighted to see strong interest from many of you in its work. We will be working closely with NATO’s Public Diplomacy Division and the Atlantic Treaty Association on this initiative. 

Seeing the Georgian people’s – and particularly Georgia’s youth’s – enthusiasm for NATO over these past three days has been a source of inspiration for all of us. We have been inspired by your sense of independence, national identity and your determination to affirm Georgia’s place among the Euro-Atlantic community of nations. 

Thank you again on behalf of all of us for Georgia’s exceptional contribution to NATO and the NATO Parliamentary Assembly, and thank you to all of you for your attention.
