PAGE  
2

ROMANIA AND BULGARIA EU ACCESSION (10/01/07)
Event: Reception to mark Romania and Bulgaria EU accession

Location: London

Speech Date: 10/01/07

Speaker: Geoff Hoon

Ladies and gentlemen, I am delighted to welcome you all to the Grand Locarno Room this evening to mark the accession of Romania and Bulgaria to the European Union.

I'm particularly grateful to my colleagues, Bulgarian Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, Evgenia Koldanova, and Romanian Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, Valentin Naumescu for travelling here today.

Successive UK Governments have consistently championed EU enlargement and I know that my warmest congratulations are widely shared. So too is my admiration. It is no easy task to meet the standards for EU membership. And it is very easy to forget how very far Romania and Bulgaria have come in a short period of time.

Both countries have made dramatic progress since the EU invited them to begin negotiations in 1999. They have a free media, hold free and fair elections and benefit from thriving civil societies. Economic growth has recently averaged 5% a year. Unemployment is falling and inflation is low. Standards of living have dramatically improved.

But it is not just those coming into the club who benefit from enlargement. We all do. Across Southern Europe – in Greece, Spain, Portugal – we are no longer bordered by unpredictable dictatorships but by stable democracies. To the East our neighbours are not stagnant Communist states, but dynamic and free nations.

Each successive wave of enlargement has provided all of us with new jobs, new markets and new opportunities for investment. The 2004 enlargement added 74 million consumers, making the EU the world's largest single market and the economies and workers of these new members are boosting growth right across Europe.

That's good for all of us. I am glad to see that UK companies are already expanding their business with Romania and Bulgaria. UK exports to Romania have trebled in a decade. Our exports to Bulgaria were up 41% last year. Better governance and a stronger judiciary, makes our investments in both countries less risky, more transparent and more competitive.

This gives me an enormous sense of optimism for the future.

And, Ladies and Gentlemen, there is absolutely no doubt that EU enlargement, including the accession of Romania and Bulgaria, is critical to the EU's future competitiveness. Each enlargement of the EU has seen our prosperity grow. The 5th wave of enlargement has brought the EU close to US levels of GDP. A strong, competitive Europe is vital if we are to continue to grow and prosper in an increasingly globalised world with ever tougher competition emerging, particularly from across Asia.

Formally that is the economic and political case, but this is a personal triumph for those countries.

I would like to thank you all for coming this evening. And, once again, to congratulate Romania and Bulgaria for a truly historic achievement!

