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Ladies and Gentlemen, thank you for joining us mark the Dutch Presidency 

of the Council of the European Union in Scotland, your support is most 

welcome. We at the EC office owe a huge debt of gratitude to you, Lord 

Provost for granting us the honour to mark the Dutch Presidency of the EU 

in the majestic surroundings of the City of Edinburgh's Council Chamber.  

12 years ago when the Netherlands last held the Presidency of the EU, it 

was rather a magical time. Magical-not least because the Dutch PM, Jan 

Peter Balkende who was in charge of the Presidency at the time was 

affectionately known in the press as "Harry Potter." In 2004, the divisions 

and hurt that had scarred Europe for the best part of half a century were 

healed when 8 new Members States from the former Eastern bloc joined 

with Cyprus and Malta to turn the European Union of 15 Member States 

into the EU of 25 Member States. 12 years on the magic of that momentous 

year sadly seems to have been dispelled. The EU of the 28 MSs of today is 

being severely tested. Europe's unity and ambition is being questioned as 

Europe faces the most severe refugee crisis since WW2 with over 60 million 

refugees displaced across the globe. 60 million in European terms is the 

equivalent to all the people in Italy being without a home. In 2015 alone, 

more than 1 million people arrived on the shores of Italy and Greece, 



fleeing war and oppression. We know that with all the underlying trends of 

poverty, climate change, war and instability in our immediate 

neighbourhood, people will continue to come to Europe, ignoring rough 

seas, walls and fences. We know that the refugee crisis will not end before 

these root causes are addressed in a definitive manner. On our Eastern 

borders too geopolitics appears to be making a comeback and the common 

European solidarity of 2004 is being threatened by division and 

fragmentation. And if this is all not bad enough terrorists born and bred in 

our societies are intent on attacking our way of life. 

Sadly there are no "Harry Potter" magical, quick and easy solutions to 

these problems and at this particularly challenging time it falls to the 

leadership of PM Mark Rutte and the Dutch Presidency to help the EU find 

common solutions. The EU though has demonstrated that when it comes 

together it is capable of achieving a great deal. In Paris at the COP 21 

climate talks last December, the EU wanted long-term tangible climate 

goals. The EU wanted 5-year reviews. The EU wanted a common, robust set 

of transparency and accountability rules. The EU wanted a fair deal on 

climate finance and support to help poorer countries cut their emissions. 

There were many sceptics who scoffed at what could be achieved; sceptics 

who said that countries x, y and z would never agree.  



Yet last December's historic, legally binding agreement on climate change 

demonstrated the EU's capacity for global leadership and proved that the 

EU is a strong voice for ambition. 

The Dutch Presidency has an ambitious plan for the first half of 2016, 

focussing on better regulation, innovative growth and connections:  

Reducing administrative burden for EU businesses, especially SMEs, 

citizens and MS governments.  The Dutch Presidency is working with the 

President Juncker's Commission to complete the Single Market, to build 

the Energy Union, to establish the Capital Markets Union and in the 

everyday reality of our interconnected Digital age to complete the Digital 

Single Market: A welcome plan for everybody right across the EU. 

Yet as the Dutch Presidency and as we all know the ambitions of this bold 

work programme pales when it comes to confronting the refugee crisis. 

Hence the first priority of the Dutch Presidency is to provide a 

comprehensive approach to migration and international security. 

Sadly walls that in our living memory once divided and scarred Europe are 

being erected again. Walls are being erected not just physically but walls 

are being erected in the minds of many of our fellow citizens'. We are seeing 

shadows from our recent European past, shadows that we never thought we 

would see again. 



Still Europe today in spite of the differences amongst its Member States is 

by far the wealthiest and most stable continent in the world.  

It is true that Europe cannot take everybody and it is true that Europe 

cannot house the misery of the world. But while the numbers of refugees 

are impressive-for some even frightening: Fear should not be our guide. 

There are many misunderstandings, questions and rumours.  

-About Greece being kicked out of Schengen – When the cost of non-

Schengen would be enormous, in societal, political, cultural and not to 

forget economic terms. 

 -About refugees being terrorists-When those coming to our shores, looking 

for protection are precisely fleeing terrorists. 

 -About let's face it, the role of the European Commission. When Member 

States pointing in the direction of Brussels are saying the Commission is not 

doing enough, is doing too much or is doing the wrong thing. 

But we are not starting anew. Since 2000, the Commission has persistently 

tabled legislation after legalisation to build a Common European Asylum 

System. And the European Parliament and Council have enacted this 

legislation piece by piece. The last piece of legislation entered into force in  



We have common standards for the way we receive asylum seekers, in the 

respect of their dignity and we have common criteria which our 

independent justice systems use to determine whether someone is entitled to 

protection. Today 380 people have actually been returned from Gr to 

Turkey. 

But clearly with 5 countries in Europe shouldering the responsibility of the 

28 Member States what exists on paper is still not routinely being put into 

practice by the Member States.  

This is why this Spring some important revisions, including a revision of the 

Dublin mechanism for asylum seekers will be presented: Establishing an 

EU wide system that provides orderly and safe pathways to the EU for 

people in need of protection but also to those who can contribute to the 

EU's economic development too. And why in addition to all the previous 

MS and EU funding, the European Commission has unveiled a plan today 

to allocate €700million/£525 million of humanitarian aid, so the EU can 

work with the UN and other agencies to provide humanitarian refugee 

assistance directly on the ground in Europe. 

Lord Provost, Your Excellency, ladies and gentlemen thankfully it is the 

Dutch Presidency that is spearheading efforts through the Council to find 



common solutions to these major problems as no country, can shut 

themselves off and handle this alone. 

Ultimately this is not about Schengen, or borders, or even the refugee crisis 

as a whole. This is about Europe, our Union and the values it is built upon. 

This is about how we will define ourselves and how we will be remembered. 

 

      

        


