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Madam Speaker,
Ministers,
Secretary General,
Admiral,
Excellencies,
Colleagues and friends of the NATO Parliamentary Assembly,

A:
Six months ago at our Warsaw Session, I addressed the plenary sitting as the President-elect and I talked about the guiding principles for my Presidency, and themes that I considered as my priorities.

The guiding principles are dialogue, cooperation and communication.  
The themes are collective defence, operations in Afghanistan, cyber-security, relations with Russia, the High North, the implementation of NATO’s New Strategic Concept, human rights, and communications.


B:
1. 
However, as is often the case in politics and in life as well, events take place, and force us to adapt. You know: Life is what happens, while you are making other plans. 
The past six months have seen a number of dramatic events, many of which came as a surprise.  The world is changing and it is changing fast.  
And it is up to us to be at the forefront of these developments.

Everyone was surprised by the wave of popular unrest that has swept through North Africa and the Middle East.

The winter of dictatorship was followed by a spring of freedom - the Arab spring. The growing dissatisfaction with the injustices and stagnation of authoritarian rule and the wish for freedom, democracy, education and self-determination has already swept aside the old regimes in Tunisia and Egypt.  Libya has descended into civil war, and continuing popular protests in other states could still become popular uprisings.

The outcome of all these events cannot be foreseen but there is certainly hope that some new regimes will emerge which are committed to democracy, individual liberty, and human rights.  


This hope means that we, as an Assembly based on shared values, now have the opportunity  – and in my opinion, the duty – to assist if we are asked.   We should embrace and seek to support those forces that aspire to democracy and freedom.  We know from our own recent history that we can assist nations in making the transition from authoritarian rule to parliamentary democracy. We stand ready and are prepared to respond positively to any requests for such assistance. From the very beginning, it has been my conviction that our Assembly should again do all that it can to help the seeds of democracy to take root and flourish.
We discussed this intensively at the Joint Committee Meetings in Brussels in February, and at its meeting in early April in the Azores, the Standing Committee looked at how to bring our expertise to bear so that we can act quickly if the need arises.





The Assembly’s Mediterranean and Middle East Special Group has been at the forefront of the Assembly’s efforts to engage nations in North Africa and the Middle East, and it has already held a very successful seminar in Athens in early March.  							

I am also planning visits to Tunisia and Egypt involving the Bureau and the officers of the Mediterranean and Middle East Special Group so that we can discuss new avenues for cooperation with new leaders in those nations.

Meanwhile, in Libya, aspirations for change have been met with unacceptable violence. Our Assembly has supported NATO’s decision on March 27 to embark upon Operation Unified Protector, under the clear legal mandate given by United Nations Security Council Resolution 1973.

For me personally, the fact that the Arab League asked NATO to act is very important.

For now, the Alliance is engaged in this operation to protect civilians and civilian-populated areas under threat of attack.  But the way forward for Libya is a political solution.  


2.
As the world is changing fast, so must our Alliance.  And it is. Six months ago, NATO Heads of State and Government gathered in Lisbon to outline their vision for the Alliance in the next decade. The Lisbon Summit was a major milestone for our Alliance. The New Strategic Concept and the Lisbon decisions have reaffirmed NATO’s enduring relevance and importance, and spelt out an ambitious vision and roadmap for our Alliance in a changing world. 

The adoption of the New Strategic Concept was a necessary and positive exercise.  It has strengthened the consensus among Allies on a range of fundamental questions, 
· it states the collective defence as the Alliance’s greatest responsibility,
· it reflects new and emerging security challenges and 
· it highlights the importance of working with partners,


And it has provided a unique opportunity to foster public debate on NATO. I am proud that our Assembly played its part in contributing actively to this public debate.

As parliamentarians, as elected representatives of the people, we have an important responsibility to explain to our publics the requirements of our collective security. 

Communication: This is one of my guiding principles.
   
One important aspect of this debate is naturally the NATO-led International Security Assistance Force in Afghanistan. 

Let me say a few words about that because 2011 will be a critical year in that operation which began almost eight years ago.

Our strategy aims to build up Afghanistan’s capacity to govern itself and take charge of its own security.  This requires action by many players in the international community. For NATO this action has involved a new approach to counterinsurgency operations − a renewed emphasis on protecting the population and training a greatly enlarged number of Afghan National Security Forces.  This has entailed a large build-up of forces which will reach its peak just a few weeks from now.

This year will therefore be a year of transition as ISAF increasingly hands over the lead for security to the Afghan National Security Forces.  If everything goes well, this process could be completed within about three years.

At that point, ISAF’s combat role should end, but – and that is important for me to underline - this will not mean the end of NATO’s commitment to the security of Afghanistan. We will still be doing our best – through economic assistance and education - to help the Afghan people to live their lives in peace and dignity.

Our countries will also still be involved in the vitally important role of training the Afghan National Security Forces.  We must therefore emphasize that we are looking at a transition from a combat role to a supporting role, and – as I have said before - which must be coupled with a substantial programme of civilian assistance to build up Afghanistan’s economy and capacity for self-governance.

Afghanistan remains a key focus for our Assembly.  During this critical year, all five Assembly Committees have reports on various aspects of operations there, and we will have a special Rose-Roth Seminar on Transition in Afghanistan which will take place in London in November.  We are also planning two visits to Afghanistan for small groups of members.

All this will help us to be fully aware of events in Afghanistan and the Alliance’s role so that we can play our part in helping our public understand our goals, aspirations, and commitments to this key NATO operation.


I want to thank all those servicemen and women in Afghanistan and in other NATO operations who continue to risk their lives to protect those of others and to defend our Alliance and values it represents. We must never forget their sacrifices both in body and soul.


3.
I mentioned that the past six months have seen dramatic changes: the successful operation against Osama Bin Laden at the beginning of this month came as a surprise to many, yet it was not by chance. It was the result of ten years of active and determined efforts, and I would like to pay tribute to American authorities and to the military and intelligence personnel responsible for the successful operation on 2 May.  Bin Laden, through Al Qaeda and its affiliates, caused the deaths of thousands of innocent people all over the world – World Trade Center, Pentagon, London, Madrid, Istanbul, Bali, Baghdad and elsewhere.

It is through such determination, courage, and resolve that we can help defeat the scourge of international terrorism, and prevent the horrors of terrorist attacks from ever occurring again. 

Much remains to be done in our common fight against terrorism. But: No challenge is too big for people who stand together. And, ladies and gentlemen: We will stand as one!


4.
Sadly, the past six months have also seen devastation, lives lost, and homes destroyed by natural events beyond human control. We will hear in a moment from our friend and colleague Honorable Matasaka Suzuki about the current situation in Japan. I have invited him as our special guest to our Spring Session here in Varna. And I would like once again to express our heartfelt condolences and support to the Japanese people as they continue to cope with the aftermath of the horrific earthquake and tsunami of 11 March.   


5.
Let me now say a few words about some of the other priorities I have identified for my Presidency.

I am sure that we all stand in admiration of the Alliance’s founders who in 1949 established an organization with the focus of those days challenges but also flexible enough to adapt to security challenges which they could not even have imagined.

a. 
The most obvious example is cyber-security.  The cyber challenge knows no borders and is highly asymmetric.  Our military assets and our civilian infrastructure present an enormous array of potential targets which could be vulnerable to critical attacks requiring remarkably modest resource. Thus, already early in my presidency I set a signal . 

In February, I visited NATO’s Computer Incident Response Capability Technical Centre in Brussels, Belgium, and in April the Cooperative Cyber Defence Centre of Excellence (CCD COE) in Tallinn, Estonia - both impressive facilities, being run by dedicated experts.  These visits underlined my conviction that we must ensure that all our nations develop the skills and facilities necessary to protect themselves against cyber threats.

I encourage and fully support our Committees which will continue their good work in examining this subject and raising awareness of the problems and their possible solutions.


b. 
Another of my priorities is the NATO-Russia relationship.  NATO pressed the restart button during the Lisbon Summit. 

Cooperation is not just an option, it is the only alternative. We acknowledge that we have differences and we should discuss these frankly and frequently.  But we should not let them prevent us from working together in those many areas where cooperation benefits us all:

Missile defence as well as the fight against international terrorism and piracy. Or NATO’s mission in Afghanistan, to mention just a few.

Later in the year, I plan a visit to Moscow together with members of our Bureau.

Ladies and gentlemen,
Our Assembly underlines the fact that our Alliance is a community of democracies, united by shared values.
 
Let me close by thanking you all once again for the confidence you have shown in entrusting me with the Presidency of the NATO Parliamentary Assembly. You are the heart of our Assembly, and it is through your excellent work the Parliamentary Assembly enjoys such global significance.

With your support, I am sure that our NATO PA will continue to play its part in ensuring that our Alliance deals with the security challenges we all face.

We all know: Peace is a bridge that needs to be built and rebuilt every single day. I have no doubt that we will be able to enhance stability by building and rebuilding bridges instead of walls. 

Albert Einstein may have said it best: “Peace cannot be kept by force; it can only be achieved by understanding.”

Thank you very much!


_____________ENDS_____________


