Ladies and Gentlemen,

it is a great honour as well as pleasure to be able to be here at such an important event. Important, because of the gravity of issues dealt with here and because of the number of most distinguished participants who present their views on them. In the last two days this forum has had an opportunity to hear a lot of most interesting ideas and proposals regarding the current security dilemmas of the Near- and Middle-East. However, when discussing those issues, we have to keep in mind that they also bear significant relevance globally, as in this interconnected and interdependent world it would be very difficult and even more so unwise to try to dissect a particular problem and treat it separately from its context. This inherent complexity will be certainly made especially apparent during our discussion that will focus on the role of Europe in the Middle East. 

This particular issue is of great importance, I believe, not only to the EU itself (if we grant her the representation of the European continent), but also to its partners elsewhere, precisely because “no one in our current day world is an island for himself”, to borrow the famous opening of the book of Ernest Hemingway. I would like to present at this forum today my brief assessment of the role the EU is taking in the issue of the Middle East peace process as an example of the strengths and weaknesses in the process, having direct implications towards the Europe´s role in the wider Middle East. 

At the beginning, allow me to share with you a brief personal remembrance. When the Czech Government was preparing for taking over the Presidency of the European Council for the first half of the last year, I had participated in the lively discussions on what would be our priorities during the European Presidency, what were the issues we felt that needed to be raised and what were the areas where my country could provide a distinctive input and substantive lead. Interestingly enough, but maybe not surprisingly for you in this audience, what we agreed upon very early was that we should strive for facilitating closer cooperation between the EU and the United States in their policies toward third countries, especially in the Middle-East. Confirmation of the idea that more attention to this region is needed came instantly after the Czech Republic actually assumed the Presidency. Right at the outset we underwent proverbial baptism of fire as we had to coordinate EU’s response to the Gaza Crisis. It is fair to admit that the response was not very eloquent or was even the most effective. It had clearly demonstrated the limits of the EU´s position in the region, as well as it pointed to the disparity between its aspirations and the reality of its political and diplomatic reach. This is even more disappointing when we realize what a huge economic and political potential EU has at its disposal. To transform this potential into effective tool that would assist other actors in the region in finding long term solution remains homework for the EU. 
To continue to explain the Czech Government´s approach towards this particular agenda of its presidency, I should not fail to admit that the State of Israel was very much in our minds during that time.

It is only natural when we realize that our two countries enjoy long and rich history of our bilateral relations which goes back into 1918, when Czechoslovakia almost immediately after her foundation recognized Jewish nationality and subsequently hosted two Congresses of the World Sionistic Organization as a sign of support for the desire of Jews to fulfil their dreams of an independent state - just as the Czech and Slovaks were able to fulfil theirs. In the same spirit Czechoslovakia was among the first countries that recognized the State of Israel de iure after its declaration of independence and supported it with arms and supplies during the War of Independence. 

The Czech Republic took up this tradition, forcibly interrupted during the Cold War, and in recent years various Czech statesmen repeatedly called for further upgrading of relations between the EU and Israel, a country we see as our natural partner, not only in the struggle against terrorism, but in lots of other issues also. During the Czech European Presidency and while serving our term of running the NATO Contact Embassy in Tel Aviv we worked very hard to promote further development of our relations with Israel, especially by supporting day-to-day cooperation so that it would naturally grow bottom-up. I hope I am not exaggerating when assessing we eventually managed to establish much closer cooperation between Israel and NATO, although the red tape we had to overcome made the process resemble some of Franz Kafka’s best novels.

Yet we must not forget at all to mention the engagement of the Czech Republic in the Palestinian Territories. Although perceived by many as biased and unbalanced in its policies, I insist that the Czech Presidency has applied different approach, one that has been at the end welcomed and appreciated by the Member States as well as the Palestinian representatives. We have engaged in firm support to the Prime Minister Fayyad and his reforms and to the strengthening of the overall security situation in the territories. Key issues for the Czech Presidency were the political dialogue, transparency and stimulation of economic growth. As a small country we have focused on the support of the humanitarian and developmental aid, in close cooperation with the European Commission, in which we have sufficient amount of expertise. In the same spirit of understanding the hardships of daily life in the occupied territories, many times we have preferred non-public diplomacy to the official statements, while engaging on personal level with the inhabitants.

In general, as a member state of the European Union, we have always placed a strong emphasis on balancing common European statements so that the cause and the consequence were clearly distinguishable and so that the outgoing statements fairly described the reality and avoided one-way, undue criticism.

Yesterday the conference saw a whole panel devoted to “Battle of the Narrative” and I do not want to double what was said on this topic then. Yet I would like to stress the vital importance of getting our narrative right as a precondition to getting our actions right. Here lies the critical importance of this conference and other events like this one, where experts can debate and think-through various arguments presented, hopefully arriving eventually to a more coherent and shared perspective as an enabler for common action. I also believe that the Czech Republic has done her best in regard of setting the record straight and correcting one-sided interpretations during the time of her European Presidency and we will continue to do so in the future as well. 

And here I come back to the issue of the complex relations between the international actors engaged in the Peace Process. I believe that in the sphere of physical reality the close proximity of Europe, America and Israel, our interests and shared values of genuine democracies are non-contentious. What sometimes divides us are competing interpretations of this or that particular event. Nevertheless such divergent narratives might have very tangible and unfortunate consequences indeed. Therefore I think it is very important for us politicians in Europe to make clear what kind of problem, or rather a complex set of problems, are we facing, how our partners in Israel and America view them and how then we can act together on the basis of what is undisputed and how to harmonize our views where we differ. 

What I would see as a recipe for certain disaster would be to overlook the vast array of shared values, interests, and policies that actually exists, in favour of negativist concentration on the very visible, yet very few, divisive topics. As some of you may know, before I entered the realm of politics, I worked as a neurosurgeon. During those years I have witnessed many cases that seemed fatal and beyond any hope of cure, but after a careful consideration and rightly chosen combination of medication and surgery a patient was brought back to life seemingly lost. What was needed and what I took as my duty as a surgeon was to never prefer inaction before action, never cease to do my best even if it seemed futile and the odds overwhelming. This is not to imply that I would consider the Near-East conundrum such a hopeless case. On the contrary, as I have said earlier, I perceive a rather large and solid ground for common effort toward lasting peace and security for Israel, the whole Middle-East and by extension for Europe and North America also. We should therefore embrace the common ground and use it as a foundation for our much needed action.
The best way to get to the common ground, I would suggest, is by going back to the basics. First, The State of Israel is the most important ally Europe and America have in the Middle-East. That bond must be preserved and strengthened no matter what. Second. Israel has legitimate and historically well justified security concerns that have to be understood and heeded by us, people living in countries with different security environment. Third. On the other hand the present condition of Palestinians is unbearable; for them, but for the Israelis also - especially in the long run. Therefore a Palestinian state has to be established and the sooner the better. 

But to make it possible to happen, Europe and America have to first convince our Israeli friends that this would not be to their detriment. That we are willing and able to provide sustained, concrete and coordinated support for the Palestinian peaceful state-building effort and that we will in all cases support Israel by all means at our disposal against any external threat. However, not only Europe, America and Israel are those to act, there are other players in the field. Palestinians have to unite in their recognition of Israeli State. As long as Palestinian elements questioning mere existence of Israeli statehood exist, Israelis cannot genuinely trust in existence of peaceful two-state cohabitation, which everyone must understand. At the same time, Israeli politicians must tackle the uneasy question of establishing the Palestinian state vis-a-vis the unavoidable costs for their own society. 

Nevertheless, it wouldn’t be correct from me to teach others when there is still homework outstanding for us, Europeans. Several red lines exist which Europe, and the EU in particular, must learn to reiterate again and again. Europe must make clear that any threats to erase Israel from map or to expel Israelis into the sea are unacceptable. Europe herself contributes to the impression of certain tolerance towards similar views thanks to its incoherent and often imbalanced policy. Europe must send signals that any questioning of Israeli statehood is intolerable jointly, strongly and unambiguously. Current European approach towards the Israeli/Palestinian issue is not far from improvisation. Europe must come up with viable long-term common foreign and security action/policy, core of which would be willingness to help the region actively and vigorously. Importantly enough, the main grounds of such common policy must be discussed and agreed in advance, before setting the foot on the theater with concrete proposal. Unity of action is the key to the trust of partners and success in negotiations. Finally, the EU’s manifestation of resolve to implement such a policy is no less important.

Resolving this in the midst of probably the most painful and visible of the Middle East struggles, Europe might find a pattern to partially follow in its other respective goals in the region. 

To conclude my opening speech I would like to express my gratitude to the organizers for the invitation to this conference and to those many eminent speakers here for bringing about this unique forum for exchanging ideas in the quest for peace and security in the Middle East and by that also security in Europe and North America. Thank you!

