30TH PLENARY SESSION OF THE CONGRESS OF LOCAL AND REGIONAL AUTHORITIES OF THE COUNCIL OF EUROPE

ADDRESS BY MS LILYANA PAVLOVA, 

Minister of regional development and public works on behalf of the Bulgarian chairmanship of the committee of Ministers 
Mr President, members of the Congress, ladies and gentlemen,

Allow me at the beginning of my speech to refer to a pressing issue, which cannot wait. Having in mind what happened yesterday in Brussels, what was considered to be a question of present interest until yesterday lost its relevance. 

On behalf of the Bulgarian Chairmanship of the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe I strongly condemn the deadly terrorist attacks in Brussels on 22 March 2016 that took the lives of 31 innocent victims and wounded over 300 citizens. 

We offer heartfelt condolences to the families of the victims, to the National delegation of the Kingdom of Belgium in the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities, to the Government of the Kingdom of Belgium and to the Belgian people. 

With sadness and indignation we follow these tragic events in the heart of Europe which are a continuation of a dramatic sequence of attempts to undermine the security and stability in Europe and the world.  Such brutal acts of violence against innocent people should be uncompromisingly convicted and their perpetrators must be brought to justice.  

We have to be united in the fight against terrorism, violent extremism and radicalisation leading to acts of terrorism, as those acts roughly and brutally violate the fundamental human rights, in particular the right to life, liberty and security of person.

Ladies and gentlemen,

In this critical situation, it is a great pleasure, and a great honour, for me to address you here today, on behalf of the Bulgarian Chairmanship of the Committee of Ministers.  Our authorities have already had the pleasure of hosting a meeting of the Bureau of the Congress on 10 and 11 December, so some of you are already familiar with our chairmanship.
Today I should like to inform you of the progress made with regard to the priorities of the Bulgarian chairmanship, and of the Committee of Ministers.  For the most part, they also take precedence in the work of your Congress, as reflected in the agenda of your session.  The refugee and migration crisis, the fight against violent extremism and radicalisation leading to terrorism and the situation in Ukraine are some of these issues.  They are important ones as they can impact on democratic security in Europe and have raised questions with regard to fundamental rights and values, the protection of which is the primary mission of this Organisation.  
The refugee crisis has brought major humanitarian, political and economic challenges to member States of the Council of Europe.  As the Congress is aware, the Council of Europe has a full range of legal instruments applicable to migrants, refugees and asylum seekers. A well-developed system of monitoring bodies which focus on migration related issues is also in place.  The Committee of Ministers has reminded member States that addressing the current refugee crisis is a common responsibility and recalled the obligations falling upon member States under international law, in particular with regard to the protection of fundamental rights and freedoms under the European Convention on Human Rights.  It proffers assistance in its areas of expertise to those member States which so wish, using all the tools available to it.  This focuses on areas such as assistance in improving reception conditions and ensuring access to fair status determination procedures, fighting people smuggling and trafficking in human beings and protecting children as well as measures to promote anti-discrimination and inclusion. 

The action in many of these areas can be effectively strengthened by the contribution of local and regional authorities.  The debates to be held this week on “the integration of refugees at local level” and on “the role of local authorities in fighting human trafficking” are highly relevant. These discussions are important – for it is crucial to discuss frankly the difficulties and issues that are being encountered and which need to be addressed in this unprecedented situation.   When faced with demographic changes – be it due to an ageing population or migration issues – the socio-economic impact on local government can stretch its capacity to the limit, and undermine its ability to fully assume its responsibilities – be it with regard to providing health and social care, education, accommodation or other necessary infrastructures.  The sharing of experiences, good practices and other means of addressing specific problems can, from this perspective, only be of added value.
We consider crucial to ensure that the vulnerability of children and young refugees is addressed.  In this respect the Council of Europe has taken a number of initiatives. I would like to mention in particular the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings, which lays out specific rights for children and the Council of Europe Strategy for the Rights of the Child which addresses questions related to “migrant children and children on the move”.   We look forward to the outcome of your deliberations, particularly in the light of the heavy responsibility which lies with those towns and cities which are host to a high number of refugees, including children.
Ladies and gentlemen,

Action against violent extremism and radicalisation is a top priority for the Committee of Ministers.  As you will be aware, last May we adopted the Additional Protocol on foreign terrorist fighters to the Council of Europe Convention on the Prevention of Terrorism and an Action Plan against radicalisation leading to terrorism. The Ministers’ Deputies reviewed the implementation of the Action Plan in December and the initiatives therein will continue.  I can also inform the Congress that the Committee of Ministers has recently approved a set of guidelines to prevent the radicalisation of prisoners and people under probation, and rehabilitate individuals who have become radicalised. 
On this subject, I should like to congratulate the city of Aarhus and the Congress on the International Conference of Local Authorities on the Prevention of Radicalisation Leading to Violent Extremism held in Aarhus in November last year.  The conference conclusions highlighted the important role of local authorities and indeed the indispensable leadership required from locally elected officials in fighting violent radicalisation.  A number of responsibilities of local authorities were highlighted, including informing and educating, for example by backing initiatives to disseminate counter narratives; developing an inclusive narrative for their towns and cities and avoiding the stigmatisation of any population group, the need to avoid dividing communities, working with young people on building up resilience amongst youth or supporting exit programmes for individuals willing to leave extremism.  Some promising initiatives and practices were identified and I would like to encourage you to implement them and disseminate them widely. 
The projected follow up-action and events are a welcome contribution in addressing this difficult issue. Supporting locally elected officials is particularly important in this context. The Congress Strategy to combat Radicalisation at Grassroots Level, together with the Tool kit for use by local elected representatives when organising intercultural and inter-religious activities, will certainly be very useful tools for local and regional authorities.

Finally, I should like to welcome the fact that the 2016 European Local Democracy Week will be devoted to the theme “Living together in culturally diverse societies: respect, dialogue, interaction”.  This is another example of how the Congress can bring its contribution to the global action undertaken by the Organisation.   Would like to mention in this context the Action Plan on Building Inclusive Societies (2016-2017) recently finalised by the Committee of Ministers and the guidelines to member States  recently adopted by the Committee on how to ensure effective  implementation of human rights in culturally diverse societies.  
Ladies and gentlemen, I will now mention one other area which is of particular importance to the Bulgarian Chairmanship and that is the protection of vulnerable persons.  I am pleased to inform the Congress that on 2 March, the Committee of Ministers approved two important texts with regard to vulnerable groups, which are of particular relevance to the Congress.  The first is the new Council of Europe’s Strategy on the Rights of the Child 2016-2021.  The five Strategy priorities include equal opportunities for all children, participation in policy-making processes, and a life free of violence for all children, child- friendly justice and the rights of the child in the digital environment.  

The new Strategy will be launched at a High Level Conference in Sofia on 5 and 6 April, again in the framework of the Bulgarian Chairmanship of the Committee of Ministers.  As local and regional authorities are often those which are entrusted with the implementation of child protection policies on the ground, the Committee of Ministers will appreciate the support and co-operation of the Congress in the implementation of this Strategy.  The Chairmanship is particularly pleased that the Congress will be represented at the Conference in Sofia by its Rapporteur for Children, Mr Johan van den HOUT of the Netherlands.    
The other important text approved at the beginning of the month is a new four year thematic Action Plan for Roma and Traveller Inclusion, with particular emphasis given to empowering Roma and Traveller women and girls and protect the most vulnerable groups. The Plan (2016-2019) will include awareness raising activities, mainly at a local level, in order to help curb early or forced marriages, domestic violence, trafficking and forced begging in Roma communities. It will also aim to foster school attendance and help prevent early school-leaving and absenteeism, particularly of girls.  Once again, the involvement of local and regional authorities in such activities, along with Roma communities themselves, is primordial and the Congress has a major role to play in promoting the Action Plan. 
Ladies and gentleman,

I shall now turn to the situation in Ukraine which remains a serious concern for both the Committee of Ministers and the Congress.  It is another example of where the two bodies can work in synergy within their respective competencies.  In this respect, I should like to express the satisfaction for the work of the Congress in its implementation of the local and regional dimension of the Council of Europe Action Plan for Ukraine. The observation of the local elections in October last year and the Forum which recently took place on “Decentralisation road to self-governance in Kyiv region” dedicated to the fight against corruption, and in which over 500 councillors and mayors of Kyiv region took part, are concrete and welcome examples of coherent action in this respect.
This leads on to my final observation regarding the importance of Ethics and Transparency at Local Level, the theme given to this year’s Congress sessions.  With the many issues that are weighing down on our towns and cities today, not least the matters to which I have referred today, it is clear that sometimes a climate of doubt, of questioning, if not fear, emerges. The social cohesion and inclusiveness of our societies can be put to the test.  And in such a sensitive context, it is crucial that there are functioning democratic processes and elected representatives in which citizens have confidence.   Rules of ethics, transparency and accountability are therefore essential – and should not only be adhered to but also seen to be adhered to and fully respected.   I therefore welcome the fact and consider it highly appropriate, particular during these difficult times, that these democratic values are being addressed on your agenda.
Allow me a final remark, informing you about one more important event in the framework of the Bulgarian chairmanship of the Council of Europe -  the International conference “Good governance at local level – challenges and prospects” to be held on  March 31st in our capital Sofia. The conference is organized by the Bulgarian Ministry of Regional Development and Public Works in co-operation with the European Committee on Democracy and Governance. The Secretary General of the Congress of Local and Regional authorities, participants from member states, Bulgarian government representatives and members of local authorities will be an important part of this event. A special emphasis will be laid upon the Strategy for Innovation and Good Governance at Local Level in which implementation Republic of Bulgaria has a leading role and a significant experience. This Strategy is an effective instrument for improving governance at local level as well as for stimulating citizen participation in public life. 

I would like to accentuate on the fact that the recent ratification by the Bulgarian Parliament of the Additional Protocol to the European Charter of Local Self-Government on the right to participate in the affairs of a local authority coincides with Bulgaria`s Chairmanship of the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe.  

Ladies and gentlemen, I thank you for your attention.[image: image1]
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