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Dear Colleagues, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

First of all I would like to greet all the participants of our present meeting on behalf of the Russian G8 Presidency and also in my capacity as co-chairman of the Forum for the Future and, of course, the Foreign Minister of Russia. 

We are to sum up what has been accomplished since the previous meeting in this format a year earlier in Bahrain and discuss a program of joint measures under the G8-BMENA Partnership for 2007. 

We are satisfied with the achievements made in the course of Russia's presidency of the G8.  Its priorities are fully consonant with the vital interests of the peoples of the countries of the BMENA region, just as of all humanity. They are, first and foremost, ensuring international energy security, combating dangerous infectious diseases and promoting education. The political agenda of the G8 summit held in St. Petersburg in July was concentrated on countering international terrorism and on the tasks of nonproliferation of weapons of mass destruction and the settlement of acute regional crises and conflicts, primarily in the Middle East. 

One absolute priority of the Russian Presidency is G8-BMENA Partnership Initiative progress. The aim is to help create favorable conditions for sustainable development of the countries of the Middle East and North Africa across the board - in the economy, including energy, in the social sector, in the domain of education and in the strengthening of democracy. It is extremely important, however, to consider the objective reality, which is that universal democratic principles are realized in each country in its own way, proceeding from its traditions, historical experience and national peculiarities. Only in this case can external assistance really conduce to sustainable development, the promotion of a dialogue of religious confessions and cultures, formation of intercivilizational harmony and reduction of the still extremely high potential of conflict proneness. 

Among the most significant recent events along the lines of the Partnership Initiative implementation were the meeting of education and finance ministers in Sharm el-Sheikh in May of this year, and representative conferences on democracy, political reforms, freedom of speech and women's rights in Istanbul, Ankara and Sa'ana. A number of joint projects are being carried out in the fields of microeconomy, education, culture and assistance to political modernization of the region. Their effectiveness is largely determined by the extent to which they take into account local specifics and correspond to the expectations of the BMENA countries and their own perceptions about the character of necessary change. 

Russia is helping the region's countries in reducing their debt burden and training national personnel. Political contacts, including those at the highest level, are firming up. Our economic ties are growing stronger, and trade is increasing. 

At the same time the realization of the projects and programs really necessary for the region is delayed by lingering conflicts here. The threats of a regional arms race, WMD proliferation and humanitarian catastrophes remain acute. So far the tight knot of regional problems is not yet untied, nor has a comprehensive solution to key security and stability issues has been found; any innovative ideas risk being deformed. Hence the need to resume the Middle East peace process as soon as possible, not only on the Palestinian-Israeli track, but also in other sectors, involving all the key players on an equal basis. Otherwise a fair balance of interests, without which a lasting and comprehensive settlement is impossible, will not be found. We note with satisfaction the growing comprehension of this in the region. 

In closing I would like to assure you that, both in multilateral formats and on a bilateral basis, Russia will continue to assist dynamic and stable development in the BMENA area. 

