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Your Excellency Mister President,

Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a great pleasure and honour for me to open the “Estonia-Luxembourg Business Seminar ”.  I would like to express my warmest gratitude to His Excellency President RÜÜTEL for being here this morning.

I also extend these thanks to the representatives of the Estonian business community: thank you for your interest in the business opportunities Luxembourg has to offer.

I would like, for my part, turn to the core subject of my intervention, which are the economic relations between Estonia and Luxembourg and their potential for development.

Why are so many Luxembourg businessmen interested in Estonia?  

There are a number of reasons why they consider Estonia to be an attractive market.

The good performance of the main economic indicators - in 2002 GDP grew by 5,8% - is an encouraging element, and I would like to congratulate your country and its people on this particular point. 

The perspective of Estonia becoming a member of the European Union in the very near future is of course a further explanation for the strong expression of interest of our companies. The ongoing process of approximation of legislation serves as a catalyst for contacts between economic players from both sides.

Estonia has set 2003 as a target date for the ratification of the Accession Treaty with the EU after the organisation of a national referendum. Luxembourg has always adopted a very open attitude towards enlargement and has supported Estonia’s accession to EU throughout the whole process. 

Mister President,

Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen

Let me turn now to the bilateral relations between Estonia and Luxembourg.

Estonia has three times more inhabitants than Luxembourg. Nevertheless, I think you wouldn’t mind me counting Estonia among the smaller states in Europe. But, as you all know, small states can be very competitive, especially with regard to economic performance and business development. So this is probably another, more specific argument for our private sector to turn to Estonia.

Trade between us has witnessed considerable growth during the last years. The bilateral trade volume in fact nearly tripled between 1999 and 2001. 

During the Luxembourg Economic Promotion Mission to Estonia headed by Mrs Lydie POLFER, Minister for Foreign Affairs and Foreign Trade, in 1999, about 15 companies got interesting and still ongoing contacts in your country.

But even if serious foundations have been laid and if the general trend is positive, there is certainly room for improvement. I expect the “Estonia-Luxembourg Seminar” to contribute to strengthen existing links and to identify new business opportunities.

The speakers following me will give you a detailed picture about all aspects of Luxembourg’s economy. For my part I would like to draw your attention to just a couple of features which are essential to understand the economy of Luxembourg.

The international orientation is a key element of Luxembourg’s economy and policies. Luxembourg has systematically supported efforts aiming at intensifying international co-operation in a multilateral context, and notably in the framework of the European Union. Being one of the six founding members and hosting several European institutions, Luxembourg has always been able to influence its policies and structures.

The multilingualism of its people, its openness to foreign cultures, the existence of a hard-working and highly skilled labour force are certainly other key elements of our performance. 

· Political and social stability,

· a competitive tax regime,

· a low unemployment rate,

· healthy public finances

· and a regular surplus of our current account

are the result of a clearly defined policy of strategic decision making and economic diversification over the years. Lacking natural resources and a large domestic market, Luxembourg has turned to providing international services very early on and has transformed itself over the years into a mainly export and service oriented economy.

In 2001 and 2002 economic growth slowed down very markedly, to 1%, respectively 0,5%, in response to the slowdown in the world economy and the turmoil on financial markets. Due to the large size of the financial sector the adverse impact of developments in financial markets was more profound in Luxembourg than in many other EU countries. 

The first months of 2003 show some tentative signs of a bottoming-out in the industrial sectors of activities. Banks appear to have been successful in reducing costs in 2002, but adjustments in many other sectors will continue over longer periods. Many challenges are ahead of us and we have to seize opportunities that emerge.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Let me finish by wishing you successful business contacts today. I expect them be mutually beneficial and to contribute to a further strengthening of the bilateral relations between Estonia and Luxembourg. 

Thank you for your attention.
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