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Presentation of Slovak Deputy Prime Minister Dušan Čaplovič at the international Slovak-Austrian conference on the Danube Strategy
Vienna, 19 April 2010 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

As a representative of one of the organising states, I am truly honoured to address this international conference. I am taking this opportunity to convey to you the opinions and positions of the Slovak Republic on the development of the Danube region and, at the same time, draw your attention to the historical context and new opportunities. The Danube is a phenomenon. The diversity of the nature along its banks shaped also the social and cultural diversity of the nations living in the area. This area has a huge potential which, however, is not exploited in an even manner from the source of the river to its mouth. We perceive the EU Strategy for the Danube Region as a historic opportunity. An opportunity to not only boost the economic development, but also to remove the obstacles left as the remnants of the Iron Curtain. The biggest obstacle to a balanced exploitation of the economic potential of this major European waterway are the barriers stemming from the political programmes. These barriers are out of tune with the spirit of our times and are holding back the development of the European Union as an important global player. On balance, the Danube Strategy should reflect the interests of all Danubian countries. It offers an excellent opportunity to do away with irrational political prejudices of the past. What we need is a pragmatic European view of effective development of the Danube region. What we need is effective targeting of European funds and of the cohesion policy in the next financing period. And we also need joint as well national projects based on investments bringing additional multiplier effects.
Slovakia’s national position on the Danube Strategy strictly complies with the basic pillars of the Treaty on European Union as revised by the Lisbon Treaty, and represents practical implementation of its Articles 191 and 192. As set out in Slovakia’s national position on the Danube Strategy, the priority objective is to ensure navigability of the Danube so as make this transport artery serve as the most effective and ecological European transport corridor. We are convinced that the benefits of the widespread blue network of navigable waterways on the map of Western Europe should not be denied to other Danubian states and countries. 
The territory along the Slovak stretch of the Danube has great natural wealth. The south of Slovakia is the site of Europe’s largest underground reservoir of drinking water – Žitný ostrov (Wheat Island). Experts estimate its yield at as much as 20 m3/second. Its quality is evidenced by the fact that it can be used without practically any treatment. For us, the protection of the sources of drinking water and a full-fledged use of the Danube as an ecological European transport artery is a matter of priority! 
Slovakia is committed to making rational and sensible use of its natural resources in keeping with the spirit of the Treaty on European Union. The failure to exploit natural resources, especially renewable and sustainable ones, deprives Slovakia and the entire middle Danube region and the EU of a number of benefits. 
The building of infrastructure requires giving support to all modes of transport, including the development of a continuous Danube waterway and navigability of the Danube. This is extremely important! Moreover, Slovakia is keen on building its energy infrastructure and, in this context, promoting no-waste generation of renewable hydro-energy. 
Let me also highlight the importance of effective flood protection – an area where Slovakia has acquired considerable experience by building flood protection on its rivers. Thanks to flood-protection measures, flood situations on the Danube in 2002 caused no material damage – in contrast to the destructive consequences of high waters in 1954 and 1965.
The Slovak Republic will pursue the development of the Danube region by supporting measures that are compatible with the needs of environmental protection, preservation of biodiversity, and optimum use of its transport and energy potential. It will also promote the creation of preconditions for sustainable socioeconomic development in the region, and preservation of its unique cultural traditions and heritage. 
This is the only way to achieve the envisaged connectivity of other regions and states with this largest European waterway. Owing to their geographical location, Slovakia and the Czech Republic offer a chance to revive historic plans to connect the Black Sea with the Baltic and the North Sea. Slovakia has the necessary intellectual, scientific and professional capacities that it would like to put to the service of the European Union by participating in the management of these processes. Slovakia also stands ready to put in place the necessary technical backup.
Ladies and Gentlemen,
You will certainly agree with me when I say that if Europe wants to keep its competitive edge, it needs investment in productive sectors, knowledge society and economy. Economic growth is closely linked to cultural development. The advancement of knowledge is a precondition for sustainable development. 

For all Member States of the European Union, knowledge-based society is the core element of their development potential. Technically speaking, it should thus not be a problem to match improvements in the economic exploitation of the Danube and of the entire Danubian region with the protection of the environment. For over 15 years the Slovak Republic, along with the Republic of Hungary, have monitored individual components of the Danube’s environment. The results of this monitoring confirm that it is possible to achieve a symbiosis between the development of investment and a sensitive approach to nature. These are the two pillars that constitute the foundation of Slovakia’s national position on the Danube Strategy. 
The Danube region is the meeting place of different cultures, of different nationalities. This is yet another reason for the need to safeguard the diversity of cultural heritage, to protect cultural and historical monuments of the region, to promote cultural dialogue, mutual knowledge and understanding. The Danube must not divide us – it must unite us! 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 
I am confident that the action plans that will be adopted subsequent to the discussions at conferences on EU Strategy for the Danube Region will represent a historic chance for us all. They will set out new incentives and challenges for the development of the Danube region. We are confident that the Strategy will create a mechanism of shared responsibility for economic and social development of the Danube states and countries, while preserving their natural and cultural heritage. We are confident that the Danube Strategy has a potential to become the first large-scale European project that will bring the states, regions and communities closer to one another based on their needs and shared priorities. We are confident that this will be done through a common coordinated approach. After all, the problems facing the Danube and adjacent regions are our common problems. 
In the conclusion, I would like to stress that Slovakia considers it necessary and inevitable to apply an integrated approach to implementing the priorities of the Strategy. They must be pursued in compliance with the principle of equity, in the interest of all stakeholders. We must find the way of how to cater for the existing geopolitical, natural and development strategies of individual Danube states, countries and regions. It will also be important to involve the non-EU states. This is an inevitable precondition for the success of this ambitious European project.
The first step towards reaching this ambitious objective could be the project of a Transcontinental Transit Terminal in the area lying at the borders of three states: the Czech Republic, the Republic of Austria and the Slovak Republic, which we would like to present at this conference. This project for building the most comprehensive and effective hub connecting five modes of transport comprises integrated elements required. 
They include protection and development of ground water sources, use of the hydraulic potential of the river, creation of a quality navigation waterway between the Austrian project ending at Hainburg and the Gabčíkovo dam, building a Morava river navigation entrance, and construction of a flood protection system.
I am confident that the Danube states will propose in their action plans only those projects that will help to push the reflections about and the objectives of the development of the Danube region towards a constructive level and the implementation stage. 
Thank you for your attention. 
