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Elements for a statement
by the Chairman-in-Office of the Committee of Ministers,
Mr Halldór Ásgrímsson,
Minister for Foreign Affairs of Iceland,
to the 6th Plenary Session of the Congress of Local
and Regional Authorities of Europe (CLRAE)
(Tuesday, 15 June 1999, end of morning)

Mr President, Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a pleasure and honour to be able to address this Congress’s 6th Plenary Session.  It is an important part of the regular contact between the Committee of Ministers and your Congress, enabling a constructive dialogue between the two bodies. 

Southeast Europe - Kosovo
Mr President, Kosovo remains, very naturally, at the top of our agenda.  The Committee of Ministers, particularly through the GR-EDS (Rapporteur Group for Democratic Stability), has worked hard to prepare for the coming of peace, for we are all aware that cessation of hostilities is only the first step of many on the long road to establishing true peace and stability in that region.  I know that the Rapporteur Group had a useful exchange of views on 4 June with members of the Congress and with other organisations.  It is clear that, if we are to achieve results in this massive task, we must cooperate with each other to the maximum. The representatives of the Congress, along with other participants, provided useful information on current activities as well as indicating readiness to prepare more detailed plans for joint action, notably in the light of the German European Union Presidency initiative to convene last week (10 June) a ministerial Conference in Cologne.

The fields which have been identified as being particularly appropriate for Council of Europe action in Kosovo are:

-
first, the human rights situation and preparation for the return of refugees and displaced persons from Kosovo and assistance to all civilian victims of the conflict;

-
second, the establishment and stabilisation of democratic constitutional and institutional frameworks;

-
third, confidence-building, civil society and independent media; and

-
fourth, culture and education in an inter-cultural perspective.

I would especially like to congratulate you, Mr President, on your “Kosovo appeal” of last April directed at municipalities, cities and regions. A week ago, the Committee of Ministers, at Deputy level, authorised the opening of a special account linked with your appeal.  This appeal deserves to be publicised widely.

I  know that the Congress has already outlined its general approach in last year's Recommendation 44, which was appreciated also by the Council of Europe's Venice Commission for Democracy Through Law and was one of the documents taken into account during the Rambouillet negotiating process. I am also convinced that the Congress' practical work on the ground to promote local and regional democracy and civil society in Kosovo will now be of utmost importance.

In particular, I would like to mention the Local Democracy Agencies, which have played an important role in re-building confidence and trust between various communities. 

Before leaving the subject of Southeast Europe, I would like  to recall that, in April this year, there was an exchange of views between our Deputies and the three members of the Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina on that country's membership application.  In my capacity as Chairman of the Committee of Ministers I will follow this up this coming weekend with a visit to Sarajevo where, in the company of Secretary General Tarschys, I will address a joint meeting of the two Chambers of the Parliament. We will meet members of the religious communities, of the government and Alternative government as well as the Presidency itself. We will also hold meetings with representatives of the OSCE and the UN special representative.  I hope that this will encourage Bosnia and Herzegovina towards further progress in meeting the criteria for membership, so that this country, which plays a key role for regional stability, can accede to our Organisation as soon as possible.

Relations between the Committee of Ministers and the Congress

Our last ministerial Session in May also endorsed ongoing work on structural reform as a follow-up to the “Soares report” of the Committee of Wise Persons, transmitted to this Congress immediately after its presentation to our 103rd ministerial Session last November.

That report’s “Main recommendation 11” was that this Congress should be more widely consulted by the Committee of Ministers on issues falling within its responsibilities.  The Committee of Ministers, for its part, agreed that “every opportunity further to develop goal-oriented consultation will be taken”. Joint Committee meetings, like those that take place with the Parliamentary Assembly, would be one possibility, whenever subjects to be discussed were of sufficient importance.

And in this connection I recall that, last March, a most useful exchange of views took place under Hungarian Chairmanship, at a plenary meeting of the Deputies, with you, Mr President, and with the Presidents of the two Chambers, Mr Van Cauwenberghe and Mr Van Staa.

That exchange provided also a useful opportunity to raise the awareness of the Deputies for the concerns of this Congress. This includes matters on your agenda this week, like the reform of structures, as well as consultation procedures and a number of other important matters such as monitoring, to which I will return.  It also enabled our Deputies to express the unanimous view that the role of the Congress is very important.  The Deputies also felt obliged to issue a warning concerning the need for budgetary stringency.

This is one of the reasons why the idea of holding a second annual session has not found full support in the Ministers' Deputies. However, the idea of the election of a Head of Secretariat through the Congress did receive endorsement. But the Ministers' Deputies will, of course, examine carefully all the ideas put forward by the Congress on the reform of its status and Charter that you will adopt this week. 

Local and Regional Democracy

Mr President, this week the Congress will be debating the state of local and/or regional democracy in four member countries and the state of regional democracy in another.  The Committee of Ministers, as you know, selected “local democracy” as one of the themes for our cooperative, non-discriminatory monitoring procedure.

As a result of a thorough discussion in the special in camera meeting devoted to this subject last October, our Deputies adopted a number of decisions, including several mandates to the Steering Committee on Local and Regional Democracy (CDLR).

Where the Congress is concerned, the Deputies:

-
first, agreed that future activities organised under the aegis of the ADACS (Activities for the Development and Consolidation of Democratic Stability) programme will take account of the results of the monitoring conducted by the Congress in addition to the results of monitoring undertaken by the Committee of Ministers, which is of a confidential nature;

-
second, invited the Congress, in view of its Resolution 31 (1996), to continue its work on the preparation of country-by-country reports on the situation of local and regional democracy in all the member States;

-
third, urged it to step up its efforts to ensure that the principles of the European Charter of Local Self-Government are observed effectively by all the member States; and

-
fourth, expressed the wish that the local and regional democracy dimension be reinforced or, where necessary, included in the joint programmes between the European Union and the Council of Europe.

I will not give a detailed review of events in the Committee of Ministers since your last Annual session.  This can be found in (CM/Inf(99)1) issued for the first time in a “consolidated edition”.

I would  however, like to highlight one or two matters.  The Hungarian Chairman was very pleased to participate in the 5th Conference on Mediterranean and Black Sea Basins in Marmaris (25-27 February 1999).  I believe you have scheduled a debate on this matter for tomorrow, in the Chamber of Regions, 

This also enables me to welcome the fact that since April, when Georgia became our 41st member State, the whole of the Black Sea Coastline belongs to member States of the Council of Europe.  

Transfrontier cooperation

I fully endorse the fact that the Hungarian Chairmanship of the Committee of Ministers took advantage of the opportunity to emphasise one of the political messages of the “Vienna Declaration” from the First Summit of the Council of Europe, held in the Austrian capital in 1993.  There it was stated that “the creation of a tolerant and prosperous Europe […] also requires transfrontier cooperation between local and regional authorities without prejudice to the constitution and the territorial integrity of each State.  We urge the Organisation to pursue its work in this field and to extend it to cooperation between non-adjacent regions”.

I would add that my Hungarian predecessor expressed great satisfaction, which I share, at having co-organised with the Council of Europe last April in Sárospatak (Eastern Hungary) a European Conference on Transfrontier Co-operation for the promotion and protection of the cultural and natural heritage in Central Europe.

The Council of Europe has tried to facilitate such activities by adopting the European Convention on Transfrontier Co-operation between Territorial Communities or Authorities concerning Interterritorial Co-operation. Through Protocol 2, the Convention applies also to co-operation other than transfrontier co-operation. I am pleased to inform the Congress that, on behalf of Iceland, I will sign this Convention and its two Protocols later today.

Global interdependence

Mr President, I would like to recall that the Committee of Ministers, by deciding to organise a campaign on “Global interdependence and solidarity: Europe against poverty and social exclusion”, launched last September in Lisbon, recognised that Council of Europe Member States have a moral duty to promote international co-operation to ensure that the fruits of globalisation are fairly distributed, and that this globalisation does not lead to a more divided, unjust and unstable world.

The message of this Campaign is particularly important for the Mediterranean and Black Sea regions, which are natural areas of collaboration between Europe and its nearest neighbours.  There is a strong and recognised interdependence, based on proximity, intercultural influence and dialogue, shared problems like issues of development, migration, or the environment, which you will be discussing.

European Charter of Local Self-Government
In this context, let me state that we highly appreciate the work of the Congress to promote the basic principles of the European Charter of Local Self-Government in the Mediterranean area, as well as the setting up of an Observatory for Mediterranean migration. The work of the Congress to support a World Charter on Local Self-Government as it is examined during this session, will also provide a specific input into the Campaign just mentioned.

We will equally soon examine the Congress' proposal of a European Charter of Regional Self-Government, after receiving the opinion of the competent Steering Committee.

Mr President,

Enlargement

A last word on the subject of enlargement.  An important ambition of the Council of Europe is enlargement to include all those countries which belong in the greater Europe without dividing lines.

The Ministers for Foreign Affairs of Armenia and Azerbaijan – now with the example of their Georgian neighbour to inspire them – took part in an informal exchange of views with the Committee of Ministers last November on the eve of the 103rd ministerial Session.  Both these countries clearly have a future in the Council of Europe, and I look forward to rapid progress as regards their applications.  We will continue to work in a positive spirit on the application from Monaco. I have already informed you of developments in relation to Bosnia Herzegovina. 

The work of the Congress to examine the situation of local democracy in these countries also provides a good basis for the examination of their applications.

Mr President, following the Budapest Declaration, adopted by the Committee of Ministers on the occasion of the 50th Anniversary, I know that we can count on the Congress to continue to work for our common ideal of a “Europe without dividing lines”.  The role of local and regional authorities in such a project is indeed indispensable.

Mr President, I wish this Congress well for its most interesting Plenary Session, and am naturally ready to answer questions.

