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Ladies and gentlemen,

first of all I like to welcome you on behalf of the Governing Mayor of Berlin. I am very pleased that Berlin has the opportunity to host the third INTERREG III C Partner Search Forum this year.

My special and warm welcome is addressed in particular to our neighbours who will become the new member states of the European Union in a few weeks. 

The response from all over Europe proves that INTERREG III fulfils necessities within interregional cooperation and provides new instruments for an European wide exchange of best practices and networking  

We do have our own experience with “enlargement” and transition: it has taught us only too well that this is a long and sometimes rough road:

In connection with the reunification of Germany and its own reunification, our city has successfully dealt with an “enlargement,” with all its positive and negative implications. 

Unlike in previous enlargement rounds, several Central and Eastern European states will join the EU at the same time. 

A new regional area with enormous potential will emerge and will shift the Berlin-Brandenburg region from the eastern outskirts to the middle of the EU. 
Berlin is also located at the interface of one central European trade and economic axe: the East-West connection between Paris and Moscow, and, the North-South line of Scandinavia, Berlin, Prague, and Budapest.

However, unlike the case of the enlargement to the South, the disparities in income are far greater.

Experts nevertheless expect that a catching up and equalization process will take place in the long term in the new member states, which will in the end lead to an equalization of standards of living.

Small and medium-sized companies and the labor market require special attention so that they will be able to deal with the enlargement.

From Berlin’s point of view, aid and the granting of a special status for regions lacking in infrastructure, and that are on the external frontiers of the EU are especially necessary. 

With respect to this, a targeted improvement of the infrastructure and aid for the adjustment to the changed market situation for small and medium-sized companies are essential.

No one—and we know this from our own experience—can say how quickly the adjustment process will take place, what its course will be, and when it will be finished.

The equalization of standards of living will maybe take a generation. 

The European regional policy and the future role of cooperation in an enlarged Europe can provide an important framework and instruments for the future cohesion. 

Among the population and in companies one can nevertheless identify fears that are connected to the enlargement of the EU to the East, which should be taken seriously.

We can best respond to these concerns by making the process as transparent as possible. 

In particular, it must be presented to the citizens in such a way that they can understand what the goals of enlargement are and how they will benefit from it. 

Berlin’s advantage as a regional partner is what it has to offer in terms of the transformation process, professional qualification and education, and East-West consulting. 

Germany’s capital city therefore has the opportunity in the enlargement process to develop itself as a metropolis into a “European workshop,” in order to accelerate the transition process. 

For co-operation you will find ideal partners in the areas of traffic/transport, the environment, urban management, urban infrastructure and social/public administration.

Berlin has also a lot to offer in terms of citizens who have a command of the written and spoken languages of the Eastern European countries and who can bring their knowledge of the region and the culture to the opening of new markets.

This will contribute to new growth and increased prosperity for the entire region.

We are optimistic, and previous experience tells us we can assume that the bordering region of Berlin-Brandenburg will turn out to be a strong partner for interregional co-operation.

That’s what we want to work on.  Therefore, I am particularly happy that you have honored Berlin with your meeting and I hope you will have enough time to discover the bright sites of our city.
