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I want to thank Dr. Ofner for kindly welcoming me back to speak at your annual EU Club event.  It is an honor to share the stage with State Secretary Andonovski, Ambassador Fouere, and Charge d’Affaires Garcia de Lara, and to have this opportunity for candid discussion and dialogue.

Last year, we all looked ahead to what we were certain would be a difficult year, and we talked about the challenges Macedonia would face during 2009.  I recall that many in the business community were hoping just to break even or stay afloat.

Today, in discussing Macedonia in 2010, I would like to do so in the context of what Macedonia should look like ten years from now.  As we enter this new decade, think about an eight-year-old child in Macedonia today.  In 2020, that child will be entering adulthood - age 18 – the age that Macedonia as a country has already reached.  And the child as an adult will be making decisions about what path to choose, what education or skills to invest in.

The questions for Macedonia’s political and business leaders today are: What kind of country do you want your children to inherit?  What investments, changes, and efforts are necessary now to build that society?  What institutions are important to you and reflect your hopes and aspirations?

Regarding institutions, people talk about NATO a lot, but sometimes they forget what it means and what it is.  The North Atlantic Treaty Organization is, of course, an alliance formed for common security, perhaps the most successful alliance in the history of mankind.  But it is more than that today.  It is a community of nations with shared values that include stability, rule of law, respect for individual and property rights, democratic governance, and market economies.

Businesses recognize the value of NATO membership as a mark of stability.  Belonging to this essential community demonstrates a serious commitment to transparency and shared norms and values for which there is no substitute.  As long as Macedonia remains outside of NATO structures, investors and businesses will view this absence as a risk to be factored into credit ratings and investment decisions.  The economic costs to Macedonia of being outside the alliance are very real, though they may not all be readily measurable in denars, euros, or dollars.

While I will defer to my colleagues to discuss European Union membership, I will say this:  It matters that Macedonia is firmly on the path to European integration, and that there is national commitment, cooperation, and unity of purpose.  Given the extraordinarily high support for EU and NATO among the citizens of Macedonia, the public sniping and lack of unity among Macedonian political parties is particularly disheartening.  This year, 2010, we would like to see political parties shed their penchant for attacking each other, and take up with renewed purpose their shared goals of NATO and EU accession. Macedonia cannot afford to be outside these communities for another ten years.

One of the main themes that Secretary Clinton emphasized to me and other American Ambassadors when we met in Washington earlier this month was that the United States looks to Europe as a partner in responding to our common concerns and challenges.  We want Macedonia to be in that broader partnership.  But this can only happen when Macedonian politics is characterized by a unity of purpose that elevates hope over fear.  Only then will Macedonia realize its full potential as part of the America-Europe partnership that will respond to the international problems that today’s children will face as they become adults in an uncertain world.

Macedonia is showing that it can be an important contributor to solving these problems and dealing with crisis.  The successful deployments with us in Afghanistan contribute to making us all safer.  In another hemisphere, just this week, the Government has pledged $100,000 and City of Skopje has pledged 25,000 euros to support relief in Haiti, and individual Macedonians are also stepping up to assist in their own ways.  I commend this response to Haiti’s crisis.  Macedonia has its own experience of earthquakes, and I recently learned that USAID created its Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance, which has a leading role in our ongoing efforts in Haiti, in part in response to the aftermath of the 1963 tragedy here in Skopje.

As we know, the problem blocking both NATO membership and progress on EU accession is the name issue.  Typically, at events such as this reporters wait for me afterwards to ask for a statement on the name issue.  Since there are a number of journalists and pleny of cameras in the room right now, I invite you to take out your pencils for my statement. 

The United States urges that Macedonia and Greece work promptly to resolve the name dispute so that Macedonia’s Euro-Atlantic integration can proceed.

I know the follow-up questions too, so let me respond to those now as well.  The United States is not a party to the dispute, and our position has remained the same across every administration.  We want Macedonia and Greece to achieve a solution, and we fully support the UN mediation effort.

As we here and in Washington listen to the public discourse on this issue, the hyperbole, misunderstanding, misinformation, and fear is remarkable.  The issue is about what name will be used internationally and its scope of use, period.  We believe it is possible to resolve this issue without affecting such personal matters as identity and heritage.  In the first half of 2010, we look to Macedonia’s leaders to put this discourse on track and solve this issue that has dragged on now for more than 18 years.  There will never be a better moment than now.   As with other issues, at home and abroad, President Obama and his administration look for concrete actions and ideas to match words and sentiment.

More broadly, it is clear to us that for Macedonia to realize its full potential the country – the government and the people – must overcome significant deficiencies in rule of law.  Courts must be independent, and they must be accountable.  Attraction of foreign investment, and a healthy business climate overall, depends on reliable administration of justice.  The judiciary must meet the highest standards of fairness.  Not only the public but also the business community must see in the judiciary the guarantors of contracts, and providers of the level playing field that all seek.  Judiciary must be respected.

We are a long way from that now.  Foreign investors, business people, and litigants have all expressed concerns about the judicial system.  Public trust is low, and we hear repeated instances of judges facing numerous pressures in carrying out their important duties.

Action must be taken now, in 2010, to de-politicize the judicial sector, to make the courts financially independent, and to ensure transparency.  The people of Macedonia need an effective, independent legal system, and must not allow fear of public scrutiny or fear of the loss of political control to hinder achievement of this vital democratic standard.

I think we can all agree that healthy democracy is not based on unanimity.  The true test of democracy is not the ability to build agreement, but the ability to work together for the common good in spite of disagreement.  This means having an effective, inclusive, and constructive political dialogue.  In the mature democracy that we all hope today’s children will inherit, non-government organizations, interested individuals, , businesses chambers, interest groups and others that together comprise “civil society” play a vital role in shaping decisions.

Certainly from the American viewpoint, we see the participation of these groups as essential to effective governance.  Political leaders must listen to and engage with civil society, and citizens must get involved.  Political leaders should not feel threatened by criticism or questioning of the status quo.

In a multi-ethnic country like the United States,  indeed many of our European partners or Macedonia, improved political dialogue goes hand-in-hand with improving inter-ethnic relations.  Here, we all too often hear about people of different ethnicities living divided, separate lives, with politics being defined by membership in groups.  It is noteworthy that Dr. Martin Luther King, whose accomplishments we commemorate each January, never saw his role as being a champion of one group against others.  Indeed, Dr. King’s dream included ALL citizens of the United States of America.

A positive new development at the end of the last decade was the emergence of a political party and a presidential candidate who campaigned across ethnic lines.  For Macedonia to succeed in the next decade, this kind of thinking – across ethnic lines – must first become more common, and then become the norm.

Throughout this new decade, we will encourage the citizens of Macedonia to keep their sights firmly on reaching out not just across ethnic lines, but across borders as well.  Visa liberalization was a sign that Macedonia has made important progress.  The reforms that produced that outcome represent a major step forward.  But many others are needed, in education, in infrastructure, in the various political and judicial areas I mentioned, for Macedonia’s children to emerge ready to add their contributions to the wider issues affecting our world – from climate change, proliferation of nuclear weapons, terrorism.  I hope that in 2010 we see the citizens and government of Macedonia moving vigorously in the direction of greater engagement with the broader world.  Doing so will help tell Macedonia’s story, and bring important visibility to this country.

There will be real challenges in the new decade.  The United States, our Embassy and I personally, are committed to supporting Macedonia’s success.  Since independence, we have invested nearly one billion dollars in Macedonia, and we extended the USAID assistance mission, which was scheduled to end in 2010.  U.S. assistance will continue, but not indefinitely.  The goal is to build a self-sustaining, prosperous democracy.  By the time today’s children grow up, we expect that Macedonia will have graduated from American assistance programs.

Our strategic partnership should produce stronger bilateral engagement in the areas of security, people-to-people ties, and commerce.  Our programs to assist Macedonia’s continued development currently total around $30 million annually.  This money is not automatic – our assistance requires a willing partner, and we must explain to our Congress and our taxpayers why this is needed.  Moreover, we need to show how the Macedonian Government is using its resources to help in achieving our shared goals and what kind of priorities the Government has for allocating these resources.

We recently signed a memorandum of understanding with the Government of Macedonia to ensure that government employees trained with U.S. assistance are kept in place, and not moved for political reasons.

In 2010 and beyond, Macedonia’s economic success will depend on its ability to draw on diverse energy sources, including renewable energy sources, and to increase energy efficiency.  To support reform in the energy sector, we have contributed expertise to help Macedonia meet its obligations under the Energy Community Treaty.  We count on the Macedonian government’s commitment and full support for the changes necessary to meet those obligations under this Treaty.

Likewise, well before the end of the decade, decentralization needs to be functioning fully.  This means extensive coordination with the ZELS group of mayors and local governments.  The failure so far to divest control over land from the central to local governments looms large for investors considering Macedonia, and there needs to be real progress this year in order to produce an economic impact over the course of the full decade.

The United States supports the competitiveness of Macedonian businesses.  USAID projects help Macedonian companies to establish a presence on regional and global markets; introduce industry standards and quality certifications; and support investment in new technologies. The beneficiaries range from small start-up companies to established industry leaders. I think we all would agree that the Macedonian Government has done well in urging investment in Macedonia, but to be more convincing it needs to do more and much better in terms of “after-care” for potential investors, both domestic and international.

Macedonia has legislated modern legal and regulatory frameworks in many areas.  These reforms need to be fully implemented.  We help facilitate this through projects such as the e-Government initiative, which provides easier and faster access to government services to businesses and citizens.

This is a significant, ambitious list of issues to tackle in 2010 and the coming years.  And Macedonia has solid grounds to be ambitious.  In my official capacity and with true affection for this country, I hope to see a return to the spirit of enthusiasm and optimism I experienced here a decade ago, and the triumph of hope over fear.  Toward that end, I emphasize again that Macedonia’s actions in the first six months of 2010 are absolutely critical to determining the outcomes that this society will achieve over the course of this new decade.  The people of Macedonias can achieve their goals, and the United States is here to help.

Thank you.

---

Q&A Session - After the Panel Remarks
 
Question from Alfa TV:  To what extent is speculation true that the United States, which has been considered a strategic partner by two thirds of the citizens in Macedonia, has put Macedonia aside from its agenda – if not forgotten about it?
 
Ambassador Reeker:  First and foremost, the obvious answer is no.  The United States remains a partner   and best friend of Macedonia.  That’s very clear to me, having dealt with this country and this region, in my professional career and my personal life for over 15 years.  There is an obsession in this country about yourselves.  I suppose that’s natural, that’s a human inclination.  But the words of my remarks today and what I always try to say is that we must all look at bigger issues at hand.  And the question should not be some emotional response – is the United States giving up on Macedonia.  Of course not.  The United States is a country of 300 million people with the largest economy in the world, the greatest military power in the world, has enormous responsibility and enormous challenges, and we must all work on those things together.  
 
We have established a series of relationships, institutions and deep partnerships in which to deal with these challenges.  One of those partnerships is the strategic partnership and the Declaration of Strategic Partnership and Cooperation that was signed with the Republic of Macedonia less than two years ago.  That’s still very much in existence; it outlines the goals and the ideals of what we want to do to work together.  In the entire existence of Macedonia as an independent country, the United States has supported this country through aid and assistance to advise when asked, and we continue to do that.  Don’t miss the point.  The U.S. tax payers have spent about a billion dollars in money to help the people of this country and the institutions of this country to develop and evolve because we saw in this country the hope and an ideal for what we see for all of Europe.  We saw in this country, as I’ve often said, perhaps a small microcosm of our country –a multi-ethnic, multi-religious, dynamic, complicated and rich history of many heritages, cultures.  We want to support that, we continue to support that.  In fact in 2009 we had a budget of 24-25 million USD to support the activities and programs that go across the spectrum of building the economy, helping build institutions for democracy and governance, military reform - all of the things that were in the European Union benchmarks - that we have designed in cooperation with the Government, the successive governments of Macedonia to help Macedonia meet those goals – and our mutual goals.  That’s what partnership is about. And as I point out this year, 2010, we expect that to increase by about 20 percent. I expect about 30 million USD.  That does not suggest to me that the United States is forgetting about Macedonia.  
 
So, I think you journalists and everybody else who whisper and gossip in this country need to think about the real issues at hand.  Think about what we are saying.  Seize the moment now when you are 18, going on 19 years old, as other countries deal with the issues at hand which will be important to their children – now – so that when they are 18 and 19 years old they will have the kind of country and the kind of future that I believe all of us share and want to happen. And we remain your partner in doing that.  President Obama, in the whole world, looks for actions, looks for deeds, looks for initiatives and ideas that match the words, rhetoric and good causes.  That’s what we have to work on.  We do look at things like resource allocation and your own decisions and what you demonstrate to be your own priority, because in a partnership we have to work with a partner to decide what their priorities are.  That spirit of friendship and advice is very strong.  Our Embassy is a symbol of that. Everything, from our cultural programs to our engagement with business forums, to our engagement with the highest levels of the government is a part of that relationship – and we intend to see that relationship go forward.  As I stated when I ended my remarks today, the United States is here to help you make progress for your objectives.

