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SPEECH BY LORD TRIESMAN AT A RECEPTION TO MARK THE ACCESSION OF BULGARIA AND ROMANIA TO THE EUROPEAN UNION

Lord Mayor, Your Excellencies, my Lords, ladies and gentlemen, I am delighted to be here today to mark the accession of Romania and Bulgaria to the European Union. I welcome Finance Minister Oresharski from Bulgaria and Finance Minister Vladescu from Romania to London today and, particularly as new and valued colleagues in the European Union.

The Ministers, if they have followed much of the UK media's coverage, might be forgiven for thinking that Britons care only about the impact of accession on migration flows. Let me assure them that there are many reasons why the UK consistently supported Romania and Bulgaria joining the EU in 2007.

Not least the very significant strides Romania and Bulgaria have made to strengthening democracy and human rights in their countries. Just as every Romanian and every Bulgarian citizen travelling to, or working, or studying in another EU country can enjoy fundamental rights and freedoms, so every British citizen and all EU citizens know that those same rights will be respected and democratic values shared in Romania and Bulgaria.

But today I want to concentrate on the strong economic reasons for the UK's unwavering support for Enlargement. There are three important groups who will benefit by the events of 1 January 2007: 

· Firstly, Romania and Bulgaria. 

· Secondly, British businesses who will have new trading partners. 

· And thirdly, by its enlargement, the EU can respond better to the challenges of globalisation. 

Transformation in Romania and Bulgaria

My colleagues from Romania and Bulgaria have my warmest congratulations. They also have my sincere admiration. It is no easy task to meet the standards for EU membership. And it is easy to forget how very far Romania and Bulgaria have come in a short period of time. 

We can all remember the dying days of Communism. Romania under Ceaucescu probably suffered more than any other Eastern European Country. We can remember the revelations of the greed of the Ceaucescu elite. And the social cost of that greed. The children abandoned to orphanages because their parents could not afford them. The food queues and lack of basic commodities like soap and washing powder.

In the 1930s Romania was known as the Paris of the East. Yet this proud European country was practically brought to its knees by Communist economic planning. 

Romania is firmly back on its feet. I salute Minister Vladescu. Because dealing with the enormous challenge of establishing a functioning market economy is not easy. Up until 2000, Romania was seen as one of the worst performing economies in Eastern Europe. About 36% of the population was poor, inflation was running at 54% per year and the budget deficit was virtually out of control.

Now the situation is transformed. In 2005, the country averaged a healthy 6% growth – a figure which many so called old member states would envy. Inflation is down to a single digit, and the budget deficit stands at 1%. The general poverty rate halved between 2000 and 2005. Unemployment is low at around 6%.

Some might argue that, once communism fell, this progress was inevitable with or without a perspective of EU membership. I disagree. North and East of Romania lie Ukraine and Moldova. They have not been able, so far, to move forward at Romania's pace.

South lies Bulgaria. And Bulgaria bears out my theory because it too has shaken off the communist legacy and is moving forwards. In 1996, over 13,000 loss-making state-owned enterprises remained in Bulgaria. Today about 90% of all state assets subject to privatisation have indeed been privatised. As a result 75% of economic activity is now in private hands. Bulgaria too has a healthy growth rate with inflation and unemployment firmly in check.

The EU accessions process can appear painstaking and bureaucratic. It concentrates on harmonising and implementing EU laws on competition or state aids. Critical though that process is to ensuring a level playing field and equal opportunity for competition and growth, we need to see more than changes to laws. We need to see how the business community exploits those new opportunities. Are entrepreneurs taking advantage of the changes the accession process brings? I believe that in Romania and Bulgaria we are seeing signs of this. In Bulgaria alone the number of students studying English, the international language of business, jumped by 60% between 1999 and 2003.

Opportunities for British business

I have no doubt that EU membership will benefit Romania and Bulgaria. But what will the benefits be for the UK? The UK Government is firm in its conviction that enlargement brings our businesses new trading partners. A bigger single market means more potential customers. When Spain and Sweden joined the EU, UK exports to these markets rose by over 25%.

I am glad to see that UK companies are already expanding their business with Romania and Bulgaria. British exports to Bulgaria increased by over 40% in 2005 reflecting the growing opportunities there. Opodo, the on-line travel company, rank Bulgaria as the number one emerging destination for 2007. Ticket sales of flights to Bulgaria have increased by 40% over the last six months.

UK businesses are not the only ones expanding into Bulgaria. FDI inflows in Bulgaria were the highest in the whole of Central and Eastern Europe in 2003 and 2004.

In Romania, UK business has invested $3.5bn to date. UK exports there tripled between 1996 and 2004. Nearly 2000 British companies, many represented here tonight, are registered in Romania. Some British investors, such as Vodafone and Marks and Spencer, are household names. But smaller companies are also grasping opportunities.

This gives me an enormous sense of optimism for the future. But it is after accession when we will really see whether the Bulgarian Government or the Romanian business community uses EU membership to its full potential. I would like to be able to say to my hardworking colleagues from Romania and Bulgaria that they should take a rest and enjoy their success in joining the EU. But, if you join on 1 January, hard work resumes on 2 January!

When Ireland joined the EU in 1973 the value of its exports to the EU were 1.1 billion euro. By 2005 this had increased to 88.4 billion euro. GNP per capita was, by 2003, more than three times the 1973 level in real terms. 

There is no reason why Romania and Bulgaria should not become the Ireland of the fifth wave of enlargement. What can they do to ensure this? What would the business people here today see as the magic ingredient to make a stunning success of their accession. I believe it would be further progress in the fight against corruption. UK business is sensitive about corruption. And it is a blight. It removes transparency. It messes up financial planning. And it is wrong. I know, as European Bank for Reconstruction and Development have recognised, that both Romania and Bulgaria are fighting the corruption in their countries. I would urge them to keep this up. Otherwise I fear that the interest that British investors show in their countries will not be maintained.

It is right to focus on economic potential but this does not tell the full story of EU membership. For centuries Europe was disfigured by wars. We knew each other as enemies. We habitually met on the battlefield. We needed little encouragement – almost any reason would serve. Competition over empire and foreign reach; religion killed as few plagues succeeded; totalitarian regimes were pitched against one another and tens of millions of innocent Europeans died.

For most of Europe, the World War with Nazism was the final straw although the 1990s again witnessed ethnic murder in the former Yugoslavia on a terrible scale. With American encouragement we forged in the last half of the last century a different way. More and more of us decided to share mutual security arrangements as an umbrella for mutual economic investment in one another. Of course national rivalries do not vanish easily but they are now insignificant compared with international cooperation. It is not for nothing that President Clinton described the new architecture of Europe as the greatest, most successful example of fixing in place peace and community. For me it is most remarkable by contrast with the centuries of mayhem it ended.

So it is a special pleasure to welcome newcomers to this club of peaceful neighbours, committed to democracy, the rule of law, honest trade and deep commitment to human rights. By sharing these attributes we underpin our prosperity, of course, by our resolution to base ourselves on the foundation of common values.

And finally, Lord Mayor, distinguished guests, 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 fifth 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.

I would like to thank the Lord Mayor for his invitation here this evening. And once again, well done to Romania and Bulgaria for this truly historic achievement! I am confident that under the stewardship of Dr Oreharski and Mr Vladescu, we will see yet more opportunities for our business communities to work together.

