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Summit on the Environment and Sustainable Development
in the Danube-Carpathian Region

Bucharest, 30 April 2001

Distinguished Presidents, Excellencies,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

I would like to start by saying how much I appreciate the possibility to speak at
this important environmental forum devoted to the region in which we live. Seen from
the above, the Carpathian mountain range reminds of a question mark. It starts with
West Carpathians near Bratislava, continues with the peaks of the High Tatra
mountains and East Carpathians, ending with South Carpathians. The Carpathian
wreath embraces fertile Danubian plains down to the Lowlands. The question mark
seems to ask: What is the life in this region of the world like? How do we preserve its
unique values? What do we do for the future?

The state of the environment at the threshold of the third millennium makes it
necessary for us and all the countries connected by the Carpathians to seek common
solutions to environmental problems. They should embody the principle of sustainable
development, defined at the UN Environment and Development Conference held in
1992 in Rio de Janeiro. Before the Rio Conference marks its tenth anniversary, it
would be appropriate to assess the state of the environment in the entire Carpathian
system, its bearing capacity and potential, take stock of the results obtained, and
identify common objectives for its improvement both as a whole and for individual
river catchments. This must be done also for the sake of the unique character of this
region with its rare and extensive ecosystems, and its exceptional potential of natural
resources. This also means that the region has an enormous potential for economic
development. This is why the issue of preserving and restoring ecological stability and
biological diversity, which is closely related to the mode of exploitation of natural
resources, is so important.

Ladies and Gentlemen,
the recent period has demonstrated the importance of taking an integrated

approach to sustainable development - not only by organizations involved in
environmental protection, but also in the framework of inter-sectoral integration. Only
this approach can guarantee a significant progress in complex environmental
protection.

Romania lies on the lower course of the Danube and, because of this
geographical situation, cooperation among all the Danubian countries is very
important for this country. Slovakia has taken a big step forward in such cooperation
by building highly effective waste-water treatment plants — not only municipal plants,
like those on both banks of the Danube at Bratislava, but also industrial plants, like
the one in the vicinity of the Slovnaft refinery. Because of them, and the waste-water
treatment plant near the Austrian refinery at Schwechat, world-famous scientist
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Jacques Cousteau (Kustó) was able to state that the Danube at Bratislava belongs
among the cleanest sections of the river. All the countries lying along the Danube
have therefore the common task to exert pressure also on other polluters and to turn
the words about environmental protection into concrete deeds.

Because of the growing frequency of environmental problems and catastrophes
it is necessary to build increasingly better early warning and alert systems. Equally
important is an effective programme for securing the supply of clean and safe water
and clean air for the inhabitants of the region.

Although water quality and short supply of water are worldwide problems,
Slovakia - thanks to its situation in the geographical centre of Europe and the
presence of the main European watershed between the northern and the southern
seas — has ample and high-quality water resources. We must admit that, in the past,
the cases of pollution and degradation of this immense wealth were not uncommon.

Slovakia is taking an active approach, based on the facts, research and
analyses, in the form of the initiative to implement a project on “Integrated
Management in the Carpathian River Catchments — Tools and Implementation”,
presented for the first time in 1999 at the meeting of the ministers for the environment
of the Visegrad Four group at Banská Štiavnica.

In the nineteen-eighties, but especially in the nineteen-nineties, the specialists
and later on also general public started to realise the consequences of global climate
changes, provoked by anthropogenic production of greenhouse gases. The latest
scientific research confirms the influence of anthropogenic factors on climate situation
in the 20th century, and this influence cannot be ignored in the forecasts of climate
development in the 21st  century. Global warming is expected to continue and to bring
in its wake an array of consequences for practically all the aspects of the
development of nature, ecosystems and human society.

Seen from this perspective, the problem of climate changes is the most
serious environmental problem that the modern human community has faced and will
face. It has its political, psychological, economic, social and professional dimensions
which evolve in parallel in the global, regional and local context Although the science
cannot predict, with sufficient precision and reliability, climate developments in the
near future, the problem of climate changes cannot be ignored in any plan or in any
activity. This applies also to supranational regional cooperation. It may be even
predicted that as the process of climate changes progresses, the importance of
regional cooperation will increase, especially as regards the implementation of
adaptation and remedial measures.

May I draw attention here to the potential represented by experienced experts
on this and other environmental protection fields in Slovakia, which could be tapped
also in the framework of international cooperation on various projects.

Ladies and Gentlemen,
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At this point, I would like to come back to the proposal I presented in the first
part of my address — to build, with a view to creating and reinforcing the atmosphere
of confidence, a regional system at an optimum-scale for monitoring selected
environmental components, to be used for comparing the activities at the national
level, stimulating action at the regional level, and strengthening our capability for early
operational interventions in case of extreme situations.

In this connection, and especially in the light of recent environmental and
natural catastrophes, I would like to mention again the project of Integrated
Management in the Carpathian River Catchments initiated by Slovakia. It includes
also flood prevention and protection against environmental pollution.

I would like to stress again the need to cooperate in this highly sensitive area of
the environment, and to openly exchange information, because the environment does
not recognise any boundaries. We should create a mechanism for mutual control, be
it in the upper or the lower course of the Danube or Tisza rivers, in the Western,
Eastern or Southern Carpathians. Without this we would not be able to successfully
address the environmental issues even after we enter the European Union. The
question of confidence is thus very important.

1999 was the first year of implementing the initiatives financed from the
European funds (the Tacis project in particular), aimed at flood monitoring and
prevention. Stage one of the project will focus on the Ukrainian section, stage two on
the Slovak section, stage three on the Hungarian section and stage four on the
Romanian section of the Tisza river basin. The activities in this field have already
started and are currently at the so-called preparatory phase.

Other relevant projects include joint project “NATO — Ukraine, Preparedness
and Responsibility for Floods in the Carpathian region” launched in 2001. This pilot
project, whose name indicates its content, addresses it its initial phase the problems
on the Ukrainian section of the Tisza river, and should be later extended to the entire
Tisza river catchment. We are of the opinion that a comprehensive solution should be
implemented in the Tisza River as a whole.

The project on “Flood Management in Slovakia and in Ukraine”, supported by
the Danish Cooperation for Environment in Eastern Europe (DANCEE), has just been
launched.

The above overview indicates that, although a number of activities are taking
place, they are not coordinated. A competent institution (such as the Danube
Commission) should therefore assume the task of coordinating all the activities
carried out in the Tisza river catchment area. Another solution would be to initiate the
creation of a new intergovernmental body for “pentagonal” cooperation involving
Romania, Ukraine, Hungary, Slovakia and Yugoslavia.
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It is in the interest of all the countries lying on the Danube to further expand
international projects. The environment is not merely a local or a regional problem,
because an environmental catastrophe or long-term violations of ecological rules
affect many, if not all the inhabitants of the globe.

The disappearance of borders between the states and intensive neighbourly
cooperation are inevitable prerequisites for pursuing the common perspective of a
healthier and cleaner environment for the mankind, living in harmony with the fauna
and flora that had inhabited the Carpathian area long before the arrival of the man.
Member States of the European Union appreciate the existence of intact forests and
other ecosystems in the Carpathian region that provide the habitat for the life and
reproduction of animal and plant species that have become extinct in Western
Europe.

All these facts demonstrate the necessity to support all the initiatives and
proposals for cooperation in the Carpathian region. The new initiative leading to the
conclusion of a convention on the protection of the Carpathian region should pursue,
in the first place, the idea of an integrated approach towards the protection of the
environment in the Carpathian region.

In the conclusion, I would like to emphasise that we should follow the objective
of multilateral cooperation among the countries of the Danube-Carpathian region,
focused mainly on the following areas:

1. To build a common system for monitoring the state of hydrosphere and
atmosphere;

2. To coordinate water management plans, including flood control
measures;

3. To build and integrate national, alert and forecast limits for floods and
disasters.

I am convinced that this is the right time for the specialists to consider these
proposals and to transform them into concrete forms of cooperation.

What is at stake is the survival of life on our planet.

Thank you for your attention.


