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Speech to the Plenary of the NATO Parliamentary Assembly 
by Bert Koenders (Netherlands)
Dear Friends and Colleagues,
Thank you very much. It really is a great honour and at the same time a very, very great pleasure for me to be granted the opportunity to serve you, the Members of this Assembly, as your next President.

This organization is - I am deeply convinced - first and foremost an organisation of peers, of equals, of democratically elected leaders.  We – as a group of peers - have an enormous responsibility to represent our people and to serve our countries to the best of our abilities in a world full of risks, of dangers, but also of great opportunities.  The President of this Assembly is there primarily to serve YOU, and to make sure that together with our magnificent Secretariat we make a real difference and we make this organisation even more relevant for our membership.  This is, and will be, my first priority.  The role of the NATO PA is to assist, through the best expertise and the most effective action, our national parliamentary decision-making and to make sure we enhance the collective accountability of NATO.  We are there to reduce ANY democratic deficit and we should realize – all of us – that NATO cannot be taken for granted.  We don’t have that luxury.  We are here as Members of Parliament with all our different political views and great national traditions to redefine NATO. That, first and foremost, is the role of democratically elected representatives of the people! We must lead public opinion in our countries on matters of our collective security. A public opinion that seems to be more inward-looking and to forget about the rest of the world.  But I am an optimist by heart: I see also a new generation of young politicians whose ticket is to build global links of solidarity. 
And we, as Members of the NATO PA, can be optimistic as well: We have a great tradition to build on. This makes me more confident in being your New President. We bring together considerable experience, expertise and knowledge.  And we have a great political past: From the Fifties and the Cold War to the Fall of the Berlin Wall and our subsequent efforts to reach out to the people in the former Warsaw Pact - we stood at the forefront of change. 

And now together as parliamentarians of NATO countries and our new Members and Associates – a new fascinating, but also large and complex group - we have to make sure we do the same in a fractured and dangerous world.

Where business, governments and NGO’s often work in the 21st century, parliamentarians often stand in the 20th century when it comes to effective and forceful international cooperation.  That is MY concern. But again, there can be an important exception: And that is our Assembly.  I want to make sure that, during these two years, this Assembly remains at the forefront of the transatlantic security debate. In the spirit of cooperation, in the spirit of trying to find common ground, in a spirit of solidarity among our nations.  

So let us talk action immediately:

My first task as President will be to represent this Assembly at the NATO Summit in Riga at the end of this month. 

In my presentation to Alliance leaders I intend to convey our concerns and preoccupations at the current state of the Alliance.  Concerns which were already laid out in the declaration agreed by the Standing Committee and sent to the NATO Secretary General and contained in resolutions adopted here in Quebec.  They deal with all the important aspects of creating a more political NATO.  They refer to the urgent need for more NATO-EU cooperation and the end to institutional bickering.  But we also wanted focus.  And the focus is Afghanistan, because Afghanistan stands for – exemplifies – all issues related to the debate on NATO. 
I AM very concerned that in Riga there will be no political initiative and no sense of urgency - particularly over Afghanistan. That would be a great mistake. The mission in Afghanistan is critical.  Critical, first and foremost, to the future for the Afghan people and their chance of a decent future.  But ALSO critical because it stands for more: the credibility of NATO and its aspirations to play a substantial role in dealing with contemporary challenges. And thirdly, because Afghanistan is critical to our role as Alliance parliamentarians. 
This operation goes to the heart of our parliamentary responsibilities.  It is, after all, national parliaments who authorise defence budgets and deployments.  Even more significant in today’s security environment, it is OUR responsibility to explain and justify to our voters why we are asking the men and women in our armed forces to risk their lives in “far off” places.  As the Canadian press has graphically reminded us this week in Quebec, the issue of public support cannot be taken for granted and must always be fought for.  This is very much our business.  

I would like to take this opportunity to pay tribute to the Canadian forces who, together with the Dutch and British, and the forces of many other countries, are bearing the brunt of intense fighting in southern Afghanistan. 
At present, 37 nations are contributing, albeit in very different ways, to the mission in Afghanistan. 
Yet despite these endeavours and the parallel efforts at reconstruction we are in danger of losing the all-important battle for “hearts and minds”. Offensive operations to provide security should be much better balanced with reconstruction and development for the women and men in Afghanistan. 
Failure in Afghanistan, we tell ourselves, is not an option.  It would condemn the Afghan people to a miserable fate and place a large question mark over the long-term future of the Alliance.  Much progress has been made and we should commend our forces for their difficult and brave work. Yet if we are honest, we have to admit that we have not yet passed the test. 
I believe, therefore, that we must call on our governments in Riga as a matter of urgency in the context of such a political initiative: 
(1) To deploy the required capabilities. One hundred percent means one hundred percent. (Lower levels simply mean we cannot reach our goals). 
(2) To synchronize security and development and establish a better balance between offensive operations and reconstruction.

(3) To ensure an equitable sharing of risks and costs and much more common funding. 
(4) To reduce national caveats which impede the use of NATO forces.  During a very good debate here in Quebec we built a unique consensus on this issue, far ahead of our governments. 
(5) To insist on better cooperation between NATO and the UN and the EU. 

(6) To emphasize the need for respect and adherence to humanitarian law and the Geneva Convention. 
(7) To agree on an effective drugs policy and the creation of alternative livelihoods. 
I shall convey these sentiments to Alliance leaders as a strong appeal from this meeting based on our Resolutions. 
With regard to the work of the Assembly and my own Presidency, Afghanistan will obviously continue to be an important element. As I said, in fact Afghanistan provides the link and STANDS FOR our other IMPORTANT priorities in the coming years.  
Let me name just a few in order to save time: 

1) During my Presidency, we will continue our own unique selling point: investing in new partnerships; 
· providing assistance to countries in transition;
· the focus on countries of the Balkans where much remains to be done and where the “Adriatic three” are next in line for NATO membership; 

· Intensify links with our three partners in the Caucasus based on our core values of democracy and freedom; 
· Intensify our work with partners in the Mediterranean Dialogue.  

They form an integral part of our work. 

2) 
I also place a high premise on our relations with the Russian Federal Parliament and I hope we can put in place a framework of cooperation to the satisfaction of all concerned.  We need to deepen our critical dialogue on security cooperation, human rights and neighbouring countries. 
3) 
Likewise, I think it is important to continue to work with Ukraine as it decides its future orientation. 
4) 
I shall continue the efforts of my predecessor, Pierre Lellouche, to make our own work more effective and I thank him for the work done.  We have put in place a system that gives a more comprehensive oversight of our various activities and ensures that these match our goals. My goal will be to prioritize more – we simply cannot do all – and to make fewer activities more politically relevant. 
5) 
I would like to develop further our links with national parliaments and with NATO authorities to the greatest degree possible. I stand for a good political dialogue with the NATO Council and I want to make sure more Reports will be discussed in our national parliaments. 
6) 
I would also like to address the very obvious gender gap in our membership.  I want to make sure more women parliamentarians feel at home in our Assembly and rise to higher positions. 
7) 
And finally, let me re-state the obvious.  We are a transatlantic organization and I shall endeavour to maintain the centrality of that principle.  The participation of our Canadian and American delegations leaves me in no doubt as to the vitality and durability of this cooperation.  In the US we see a new political wind which will also influence the transatlantic partnership. And it needs to be so. Because if there is one lesson we have all learned in the last few years, and is evident in Afghanistan, it is that no one can tackle contemporary challenges alone.  We are in this together and we have to talk.  George Robertson used to say that the future of NATO depended on “Capabilities, Capabilities, Capabilities”, to which I would add “Cooperation, Cooperation, Cooperation”. 

Let me end with a personal note. I come from Arnhem in the eastern part of the Netherlands, which was liberated by Canadians, Poles and Americans.  As a schoolboy, in a major event every year, I walked past the cemetery - past the graves - of those forces to whom I owed my liberty. In fact my mother is buried on the civilian side of a cemetery where many Canadians are buried. Solidarity with Canada is something I learned very young.  Canada has shown me, and Canada has shown us what solidarity means in the course of history. 
And, of course, it is no accident that a Canadian, Senator Wishart Robertson, was the first President of this Assembly. 

It is in that tradition that I am looking forward, with great enthusiasm, to working with you all over the next couple of years. 

THANK YOU. 

________________________

