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Lord Sewell, Minister Irranca-Davies, Ladies and Gentlemen

I want to start my speech by welcoming you all to our seminar “Working together to Manage the Marine Resources of the North Sea Region” and a thanks to DEFRA and minister Irranca-Davies for their support to the conference. There are 120 registered participants from 8 countries for this conference, which demonstrates wide interest from stakeholders in working together to manage the resources of the North Sea region.
Who do I represent? NSC has members from 8 countries round the North Sea representing 76 regions.

The North Sea Commission was founded in 1989 to facilitate and enhance partnerships between regions which manage the challenges and opportunities presented by the North Sea. 
Furthermore, to promote the North Sea Basin as a major economic entity within Europe, by encouraging joint development initiatives and political lobbying at European Union level.

EU has launched their policy EU 2020, but what are the implications for us in the North Sea. All stakeholders must play a part in the implementation of EU 2020 if it is to succeed where Lisbon failed.  It is also important that the strategy takes account of the territorial cohesion agenda and can be adapted to help unique regions prosper and grow in a sustainable way.  Maybe we must make a North Sea 2020 to meet the challenges of EU 2020? Some important questions are; What are the important areas for cooperation? What are the obstacles for development? How do we promote innovation? How do we tackle climate change? How do we tackle the energy challenges?  

The North Sea Commission, in partnership with the Committee of the Regions, has for some time been exploring the benefits which a strategy for our region could bring.  We believe that through taking a bottom-up approach to developing a strategy, in co-operation with all relevant stakeholders, we can bridge the gap between the EU’s strategic objectives and on-the-ground implementation at the macro-regional level.  Early in the process we have highlighted five key themes to focus discussions; 

• Managing Maritime Space; The North Sea is a very complex and open marine ecosystem, providing a nursery for fish and a migratory and wintering area for many species of birds. It is also one of the most heavily-used seas, supporting fishing, shipping, trade, energy, sand mining, defense and recreation. Increasing economic activity in the sea, such as growing shipping traffic and the development of offshore wind farms, is leading to more and more competition between users of the sea.
• Increasing Accessibility and Attractiveness; North Sea ports are important hubs for the export/import of goods and provide access to business locations and Europe’s hinterland, stimulating economic development in our region. Further globalization of the economy and an increase in the global population is likely to increase traffic. It is essential to ensure free passage in the North Sea and a good flow to the hinterland.
• Tackling Climate Change; One of the main challenges facing the North Sea Region is climate change, with adaptation and mitigation measures required. Increased precipitation and flooding in the North, coupled with increased temperatures and aridity in the South will cause significant changes to both physical and human geography in Europe. Exhaustion of fossil fuels and the resulting increase in fuel prices will be another challenge for the region.
• Promoting innovation and excellence; The North Sea Region is a European stronghold in relation to other regions when it comes to innovation capacity and performance. The progression towards a knowledge based society and a strong research base have enabled excellence in sectors such as ICT, renewable energies, marine technologies and creative industries. The future challenges in this context will be to capitalise on the regions excellence and to promote and maintain innovation in existing and upcoming sectors.
• Sustaining liveable communities; The North Sea area is a diverse region offering both attractive natural and urban environments. The changing population structure brings with it a shift in demands which impacts upon the vitality and sustainability of communities. One challenge will be to continue to support and enhance the strengths of urban and rural areas and their mutual links on the macro regional level. In this way economic growth and attractiveness of the regions communities need to be promoted to sustain liveability.
This conference is the first of a series of conferences involving stakeholders to make these themes more concrete, and identify the priorities for the North Sea region. Today we start with the Marine Resources theme and would welcome your views as stakeholder as to whether we need a strategy at all, and if so, what should it focus on.
I wish you all a productive and interesting conference. 

Thank you for your attention.

