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________________________
Mr President distinguished guests, dear Colleagues,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a great honour and a great pleasure for me to speak on the occasion of the 30th anniversary of the Belgian Association of former parliamentarians 'Pro Lege'. I am all the more pleased because the meeting takes place at the heart of our Association, not only because our administrative headquarters are located in the Belgian Senate, but also because our history begins here, at the Belgian Parliament, which was behind the creation of our European Association with the friendly complicity of our French, German and Italian friends. 

The memory of Hubert Leynen, a pioneer of yours but also of our Association, is still alive as well as that of Gabi Vandeputte and Fernand Boey who was the first Belgian president of our association. Nor should we forget that our Secretary General who has been watching over the orderly flow of our work since the very outset, is also Belgian. On behalf of the Association, I greatly thank the Association Pro Lege for having organised this magnificent anniversary which will certainly go down in the history of our Association.  

We cannot forget the major role played by Belgium in European construction. For us, countries of the south, Brussels is the Voice of Europe and is identified with Europe and its future development. Moreover, isn't it Belgium which today presides the European Council? This shows, if that was necessary, the political importance of small countries which often find the necessary compromises and know how to reach the road to consensus. 

Belgium cannot therefore be dissociated from the European project and that's why today's meeting takes on special importance. The European Association of Former Parliamentarians, which I have the honour to preside, would not represent very much, in actual fact, without the support of the national associations. Each of these associations provides us with its support according to its means and according to its culture and traditions. 

The Belgian Association Pro Lege has a special place as a founding member and, thanks to its numerous activities, contributes greatly in promoting friendly contacts between former parliamentarians and in analysing topical issues. One of its originalities is certainly the organisation of meetings in the Belgian provinces. This example of decentralisation of our activities should, I feel, be followed by other associations, as the role of former parliamentarians is to inform themselves of societal changes as closely as possible.  

Our work concerns not only the harmonisation of the status of former parliamentarians at European level, but also extends to the expertise we can contribute regarding civil society issues. For instance our next colloquium, to be held at the beginning of October in Kiev, will address the highly topical issue of “Migration and Integration in Europe” and the means to be implemented to reach fair and satisfactory solutions for the countries of departure and also the host countries. These colloquies, and in particular the texts adopted at the end, form an important instrument to reach our goal of promoting the European ideal and contributing to European construction. 

Mr President, dear colleagues, 
although we are no longer parliamentarians in office, we can contribute to making public opinion aware of European democratic values because we remain key players of civil society.  

I think, dear colleagues, that it is extremely important to continue to draw the attention of political leaders and public opinion  to the essential role that former parliamentarians can and must play in European construction at the national and also European level. 

I am convinced that the European Association of Former Parliamentarians provides an enriching framework for us because, at each of our meetings, we observe that we don't merely have our national or- regional identity, but we are also part of the large European community of which we share the common values in a spirit of understanding and cooperation.

On behalf of the European Association of Former Parliamentarians, I wish to congratulate the Belgian Association on the occasion of its 30th anniversary and thank the President Gaston Onkelinx for inviding us at this remarkable event.  

I also wish to sincerely thank the Senate and the Belgian House of Representatives for the great reception extended to us. 

I reassure you that our Association will deliver what is expected of it, in other words it will act as a contact link between former parliamentarians, maintaining friendly ties and fruitful cooperation with national parliaments. 

