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It is a privilege to be here among you this evening. 

It  is a pleasure to honour two distinguished Belgians and Europeans: Paul De Keersmaeker and Mark Eyskens. 

And I am all the more happy to honour them because they are both very good and longstanding personal friends!
All of us present share a great interest in American-European relations.

The industrial leaders amongst you, the ambassadors, politicians, journalists...

Currently we hear quite a lot of discussion concerning the state of the Transatlantic relations.

Let me say a few words about the subject, before coming to our two good friends.

My message concerning the EU-US relations is simple. 

We must be able to distinguish the wood from the trees . 
What do I mean by the trees?
The news worthy issues of the day.
- For example, we recently had a vote in the European Parliament about an important agreement between the EU and the US… (Swift).
- A week before that, there was the postponement of a Summit between the EU and the US by president Obama...
All this resulted in a lot of headlines.

However these issues are what I referred to as two trees.
And we should not mistake the wood for the trees.

The wood of Transatlantic relations as a whole looks very different.

And many of you here know this all too well.

The relationship between the European Union and the United States is very strong. It is by far the strongest link in world affairs, both economically and politically.

That is the wood! 

This relationship has a profound and long history. 

The Atlantic Community has produced the longest time of peace and prosperity in Europe. I think we Europeans seized the chance of the Atlantic Pact, of NATO, to develop our economies and societies.
It is my firm conviction that the Trans-Atlantic Community will also have an impressive future.

The global changing environment requires it.

We all know a global shift in wealth and power is going on.

From the West to Asia.

From the Atlantic to the Pacific.

However the end result is not written in the stars.

We, Europeans, we people from the Atlantic area, can and will find an economic and political response to that.

Economically, I know many of you in business are working every day of finding new ways, of being more competitive, more creative, more "cutting-edge". This is extraordinarily important. It is the only way to safeguard our "European way of life".

Politically, - on our side of the Atlantic - , we are developing a European foreign and security policy. 

This is because we want to speak with one voice in the changing world. 
(Or at least conveying consolidated ideas!)
This wish is of course one of the reasons I stand before you today as permanent President of the European Council…
However, it does not suffice to create a new institution to solve a problem. 
Certainly not immediately, and not in a field as sensitive as foreign policy. 
This requires time.

Luckily, our American friends know very well that institution building takes time.

It took you [them] almost a hundred years to go from the plural to the singular, from "the USA are" to "the USA is"…

And, to remind you of another interesting fact, after the war of independence, the US had a huge political fight concerning whether or not to keep their war currency… known as the dollar...!
So we are not afraid of a bad day for the euro. We have time on our side!

For us, human beings, processes of finding ones place and defining ones role, take time. 

It is only the goddess Athena who was born in full body armour, from the forehead of her father!
Maybe you can find a picture of her here in the Museum of Art!
As President of the European Council, good Transatlantic relations are one of my priorities.

There are many fields where we can work together.
On climate change and on global trade, for instance.
Such political alignment is of immense importance for the role of the Atlantic Community and in particular for its business community in its dialogue with other parts of the world.

I am not only thinking of a dialogue with China. 
I am thinking about those parts in the world which are not developing. Africa above all.

There, dire poverty and lack of perspective are still the order of the day.

This robs the South of development perspectives. 
It robs your industries of markets and a huge potential of human and natural resources. 
The Atlantic Community has yet to find a common approach. 
Maybe the business community can helps us, politicians, to create a more organic, viable and thus successful trade relationship with the South. 
I consider this a form of corporate social responsibility. 
This brings me to the two men I have the privilege of honouring here today….
I suppose I was asked here today because I am a friend of both Mark Eyskens and Paul De Keersmaeker.
They both belong to the "old" school of politicians: with a classic education, or an education in the Classics.

Simultaneously Fleming, Belgian and European, without being fanatic in any of the three, with friends in all parties, far away from narrow-minded and partisan thinking.
Both have had extraordinarily long ministerial careers. 

Mark almost 15 years and Paul 10 years, with each time a big influence on their domain. 

Mark Eyskens was, next to his brilliant political career, above all an academic.

He was my professor in economics.

In that field he was of the "old school" also: economics as a social science (one of the "sciences humaines"), not as a pseudo-exact science.
Paul De Keersmaeker was, next to his political career a business man and a respected manager and director of big companies. 

He was atypical. During his mandates in the private sector he remained an strong defender of the public interest.

Mark and Paul are both gentlemen, in day-to-day contacts and in political life. Only if you approach your opponent with respect, will you be treated with respect. You receive as much respect as you give.

Mark has many talents, including in poetry and painting. He could do anything! This  make him unique, not only in politics but outside also. 

Homo sum humani nihil a me alienum puto.

I am a human being, and nothing human is strange to me.

Paul not only is a "man of all seasons", but also some-one who is embedded in his own region, in his own "Pajottenland", in his village. In all senses of the word, he stands on firm ground.

He is a "man from here", just as he was once presiding over the board of a bank which called itself the "bank from here".

I am glad to be able to count these two men among my friends.

It is only possible because we are united through so many ideas and people.
I came here tonight, just to tell you this.
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