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Bangladesh and Europe: Facing Global Challenges Together

I am delighted to welcome you, on behalf of all the EU Heads of Mission and honorary consuls, to the annual Europe Day press conference. 
The theme of this year’s press conference is “Bangladesh and Europe: Facing Global Challenges Together”. Since we met here last year, the global outlook has darkened considerably, with dramatic fluctuations in food prices and the onset of a vicious financial crisis and recession which have implications for all regions of the world. Such developments underline the need for global solutions to global problems. All voices – from rich and poor countries alike – must be heard in the process. 
As the most advanced model of regional integration in the world, the European Union offers an instructive example as to how diverse sovereign states can learn to co-operate together to the mutual good, even in highly sensitive policy spheres such as security and defence.  Moreover, I believe that the principles underpinning the EU carry important resonances for the wider world, particularly at times of crisis such as this.

First, a fundamental tenet of the EU has always been the notion of solidarity -  that the richer member states stand prepared to allocate EU resources for the development of poorer regions of the EU. This is reflected in the EU’s structural and cohesion funds, to which a massive 350 billion euros has been allocated for the period 2007-2013. Just as the EU demonstrates solidarity amongst its own members, so – particularly in the present crisis – must the developed world look both to their own interests and to the interests of least developed and developing countries. The EU has a solid record in this respect, with the EC and the EU Member States together constituting the source of around 60% of global official development assistance. Similarly, when unforeseen events threaten less prosperous areas of the globe, the EU is often at the forefront of efforts to alleviate suffering. A good example of this is the establishment of a 1 billion euro EU Food Facility, with an initial € 314 million package of projects to support agriculture and improve the food security situation in 23 developing countries, including Bangladesh, announced in April.

Second, the development of dialogue amongst nations as the vehicle for delivering stability and prosperity. It is true that, with 27 nations within its fold, the EU is fast becoming the world champion of marathon negotiations and protracted debates. However, consider the alternative. 60 years ago the world was emerging from the century’s second global conflict originating in Europe. One answer to the present prevailing insecurity of many countries in South Asia is for the political leaders of the region to work more earnestly for greater co-operation within the framework of SAARC. For such co-operation to succeed in the longer term, tangible improvements in the daily lives of citizens must be delivered.  In the EU, the freedoms which have been vested in citizens to travel, work, invest and live in other EU Member States are a visible demonstration of the benefits of integration. 

As I set out during the DCAB Seminar on counter-terrorism last month, the EU has made careful efforts to balance the cultivation of such freedoms with proper and full regard for security concerns. Since the entry into force of the Treaty of Amsterdam in 1997, the EU has been committed to building an area of freedom, security and justice through closer co-operation. So, whilst it is true that there is visa-free movement within the EU borders, and no checks at frontiers as a consequence of the Schengen system, it is also true that the external borders of the EU have been reinforced, including through the operationalisation in 2005 of the new EU border agency, FRONTEX. Other legal and institutional measures which have contributed to the strengthening of collective EU efforts include the creation of a European Arrest Warrant, EUROPOL, EUROJUST and determined efforts to choke off the funding of terrorist groups, not least through EU legislation to suppress money laundering. 
Terrorism is the perfect example of a cross-border threat requiring cross-border solutions. Just as environmental pollution is not constrained by national boundaries, so terrorism spreads its tentacles across the globe. We have had reminders of this fact in the South Asian region only too recently with the attacks in Mumbai. Similarly, climate change is no respecter of political boundaries and demonstrates the logic and imperative of global co-operation. The terrible fact that Bangladesh is facing one of the starkest climate change scenarios on the planet – whilst also being one of the lowest per capita emitters of greenhouse gases – should compel action by all stakeholders at global, regional and local levels. The EU is playing a leading role in international efforts to broker a comprehensive deal on climate change at the pivotal UN conference in Copenhagen in December 2009 and is advancing the argument for effective mitigation of the impact of climate change and adaptation to its effects. Here in Bangladesh, the EU is supporting a range of climate-change related programmes, including through the establishment of a Multi-Donor Trust Fund (MDTF) on Climate Change. 
Third, shared human rights and democratic values are the glue which holds the EU together. The EU seeks to project those values in its external relations and, here in Bangladesh, we have a constructive and open dialogue with the government and civil society against the backdrop of our shared values. In 2009, the EU is placing particular emphasis in its global policy on the issue of violence against women and girls. Here in Bangladesh, there are significant problems in this area, including acid attacks and dowry-related crimes, and we look forward to working with our partners to identify how we can intensify our engagement on these important concerns.
Finally, Europe Day is an opportunity to recall the richness and diversity of the relationship between the EU and Bangladesh, a fact to which the various cultural activities underway this week – including the third Euro-Bangla fusion recipe competition and the children’s drawing competition – attest.

