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Speech / Bulgarian School of Politics / 26 May 2016  

“Changing Neighborhood: Can the EU and Maghreb Countries Find Common Solutions to 

Pressing Topics?” 

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

Dear Friends,  

It is wonderful to be back here in Pravetz at another Summer Academy of the Bulgarian 

School of Politics. The school is continuing with its excellent and committed work on the 

promotion of democracy and freedom, this time with our friends from the 

Mediterranean region. Let me add my words of welcome and wish everyone a 

thoroughly interesting and useful week here in Bulgaria!  

It is particular pleasure and privilege to see our friends from two countries in the region 

that have made notable strides towards creating and building democratic societies. I am 

certain that you are aware of the support that the democratic uprisings of some years 

ago enjoyed both among Bulgarian society and government! This is no coincidence! We 

still treasure the memories of our own transition and the sense of jubilation that 

freedom brought. We hold this dear as we continue to deal with various legacies of the 

communist past and with the numerous challenges that democratic consolidation and 

globalization bring. Bulgaria will remain a firm supporter of the democratic dreams of 

people as they endeavor to change, democratize and open their societies! I think that the 

summer academy is testimony to this conviction and commitment.  

Allow me to say a few words on the overarching theme of your week-long seminar, 

democracy and education. I am certain that you will discuss at great length not just the 

importance and role of education in creating and improving democracies, how it needs 

to be done, its various forms and instruments. So, I will not go into that but rather 

emphasize two points have important relevance. The first one is on the importance of 

conversation, or dialogue in more conventional discourse, between the members and 

actors of the democratic polity. This on-going, respectful conversation between equally 

empowered individuals and groups is central to democratic life. Without making it a 

habit, a daily political disposition, it is impossible for a democracy to take root and 

flourish. The second point is on the importance of institutions. Yes, their creation is 

guided by principle. They are instituted by constitutions and other laws and norms. But 
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in order for democratic institutions to last and to remain legitimate, they have to be 

willed into existence! This means that all citizens need to make them work, by their daily 

choices and commitment, by their never-ending effort to persist in organizing political 

life along democratic values. I think these are particularly useful lessons from our 

experience as we perhaps invested too much expectation in the more formal aspects of 

institution-building in our own democracy.  

Dear Friends,  

Building democracies and developing multi-faceted relationships require basic stability 

and security. I realize that this somewhat self-evident truth is well known to an audience 

such as this one. From a European perspective, it is particularly important to have a 

deep understanding of the changes occurring along what we habitually call ‘the wider 

neighborhood’. There is no need to do a lot of that here today but it is clear that we are 

facing a situation of long-term structural instability. Economies are having to adapt to an 

ever more unstable and often disruptive global environment, citizens are increasingly 

questioning their political elites and demanding more rights, societies are changing fast 

with information technologies. Further, terrorism is rearing its ugly head in more and 

more places, conflicts and wars are also spreading, inflicting more and more deaths and 

forcing people to leave their homes. Borders are being questioned and decades-old 

political systems are collapsing. This environment has implications for all of us! I am 

convinced that the remnants of some attitudes whereby the West can somehow isolate 

itself from the growing regional and global instability are slowly fading! In any case, 

Bulgaria is among the countries that have been persistently calling for common action 

and responses, for dialogue with and support for neighboring states, for greater 

engagement in solving an expanding array of conflicts in various parts of the world. Let 

me assure you that this will continue to be the case as far as the Mediterranean region is 

concerned!  

This situation poses an important question. Given the increasing range of matters and 

common interests between Europe and the Mediterranean region, how do we prioritize, 

how do we order our efforts and the work of the available institutions? I am certainly 

aware that there is a temptation, particularly on our side, to sometimes focus 

predominantly on the security challenges. This is understandable and, as I have already 

mentioned, important for both sides. But in my view, there are at least two other main 
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levels where we need to improve our engagement and cooperation: economy and 

society. Let me say a few words on all these. On security, I think cooperation has to be 

taken forward in a variety of dimensions. At the more international and diplomatic level, 

we all need to be even more involved in seeking solutions to the war in Syria, the 

continuing uncertainty and growing risks in Libya, the spread of the so-called ‘Islamic 

state’ and the proliferation of various other risks such as illegal immigration, trafficking, 

etc. But there is also a dimension that has to do with the institutional cooperation and 

strengthening of various security and law-enforcement of the states in the region. In my 

view, EU member states have a great deal to offer in this regard even as we upgrade our 

own security and law-enforcement apparatus. Given the magnitude and longevity of the 

instability I have described, it is in our common interests to invigorate this type of 

interaction and cooperation.  

But this is by no means sufficient! In a global world, political relations and cooperation 

are never going to be enough to deepen ties between nations. We must do our utmost to 

open markets, create economic partnerships, stimulate entrepreneurs to enter each 

other’s markets, establish joint companies, etc. From a Bulgarian perspective, this is 

increasingly important. For many years since the fall of the ‘Berlin wall’ and the 

accession of the country to the EU, our businesses and entrepreneurs have naturally 

been focused on the EU and regional markets. This is now changing in response to 

globalization but also to the economic crisis of 2008. We are seeing greater economic 

activity with the US and East and South East Asia. In my view, the economies of the 

Mediterranean are also quite accessible and I am sure that economic cooperation will be 

increasing in the coming years.  

Bulgaria’s approach has also been to encourage building and strengthening relations 

beyond politics and economy, as important as they are! I believe that people-to-people 

contacts are increasingly important in a more globalized world where individuals have 

so many opportunities to travel, explore, meet and engage with other societies and 

cultures. We have been integrating this approach into our policies for years now and it is 

beginning to bear fruit in South East Europe, Asia and hopefully increasingly in the 

Mediterranean. Cultural exchanges, civil society cooperation, tourism, contacts between 

local authorities and communities, these are all building – blocks of creating intensive 

and fruitful relations between peoples and societies. As you know north Africa has 
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always had a special place in the minds of Europeans, with its mystique, hospitality, rich 

culture. I am convinced that the next couple years will witness the gradual widening of 

our relations and the public institutions in the country will do their best to encourage it.   

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

As we are all aware, good intentions need good institutional frameworks. And the EU 

and the countries of the Mediterranean do have sufficient institutional means for regular 

and intensive dialogue and cooperation. The Union for the Mediterranean provides 

ample opportunity for debate and cooperation. Yet, in my mind, we need to go further. 

Not so much at the EU level but regionally. As I already outlined, the EU and your 

counties have an increasingly wide array of common interests and challenges. At the 

same time, often smaller and tighter formats of cooperation provide better 

opportunities for finding solutions. This view is already reflected in our approach to 

cooperation in South East Europe which we have tried to make more flexible and 

attuned with the challenges of the day. In this context, I firmly believe that we need to 

focus on greater cooperation between the Mediterranean countries and the states of 

Southern and South Eastern Europe. I know that this is a view shared by many 

colleagues in Europe.  

Dear Friends,  

You have taken upon yourselves an admirable task! To further democratize and open 

your societies, to create more space and opportunity for your citizens to pursue their 

dreams and live a happy and fulfilling life. We all know the obstacles that have to be 

overcome and the challenges that have to be met. Let me then pay tribute to your 

commitment and courage to persevere with your ambitions and dreams! Your example 

is recognized and appreciated! On our part, you can be assured that Bulgaria will remain 

a friend and partner keen to provide support, advice and a helping hand. This current 

seminar is just one example of what we can do together and I am sure that more will 

follow. Once again, I wish you much success in your worthy endeavor!  

Thank you.  


