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Ladies and gentlemen,

First of all, I would like to wish you a very warm welcome here in the House of the Province in ‘s Hertogenbosch! It is both an honour and a pleasure for me to address you this morning and I am sincerely happy that so many of you have found their way to our region. I have met some of you already yesterday evening, at the dinner in … (restaurant). It was heartwarming to hear and feel your enthusiasm for cooperation between European regions and I was really impressed with the many good examples and best practices that resulted from yesterday’s meetings. For those of you whom I have not had the pleasure of meeting yet: my name is Lily Jacobs and I am the regional minister responsible for Economy, Sustainability and Europe. I started in this position 3 months ago; before, I was a member of the European Parliament and before that, I was a regional minister in the province of Gelderland. 

Ladies and gentlemen,

You will not be surprised if I tell you that this is a really challenging time to be regional minister responsible for Economic development and European affairs. The economic downturn is hitting hard on our regional economy and to an ever greater extend, we are faced with its consequences, like the closing down of companies and the rise of unemployment. Brabant is well known for its open, high tech and innovative economy. Those qualities have made our economy one of the strongest in the Netherlands (and in Europe). However, now they make us also more vulnerable than other economies. Fortunately, our region is firmly committed to find a way out of the current downturn and has presented an ambitious stimulation package of up to 400 million euro’s. In our approach, we emphasize the necessity to keep Brabant’s windows open to the rest of Europe and the world, as we have always done. We do not concentrate solely on Brabant’s problems here and now, but we try to see them from a European if not global perspective. Our strong belief is that today’s major problems, like the credit crunch, the ongoing economic crisis, climate change or demographic change, cannot be solved by our region or the provincial government by itself. It would be absurd to think so. On the contrary, we believe that especially now, it is imperative to form strong alliances with the business community, with our knowledge institutes and also with our friends from other regions, in Europe and elsewhere. 

Here in Brabant, we have gained a lot of experience in just this kind of cooperation! Together with enterprise, knowledge institutions, partner governments and knowledge institutions,  we have created conditions that stimulate our economy and help our entrepreneurs to be successful. This Brabant approach worked when the economy was booming and I am sure will also work now that we are facing a crisis. 

Because Brabant has a reputation for seeking out sustainable solutions. We are committed to creating a smarter, cleaner and more competitive economy, striking a balance between the principles of People, Planet and Profit. 

Ladies and gentlemen,

As you probably know – and if not, I am proud to inform you now - Brabant has been very active in the European and international fields. In recent years, we have put Brabant on the map as an innovative province in Europe. Our ambition is to be one of the top-5 innovative regions in Europe. Our province is therefore financing innovative companies or ideas. And we support innovative new businesses with advice and risk capital. We try to attract as many European and national funding as possible. This provides an additional push so that companies or organisations with innovative ideas or projects can really get going. In other words, to reach a multiplier effect.

Also, we have engaged in partnerships with a number of European regions, such as South East England, Wielkopolska, Stockholm and of course with our neighbours, North Rine Westphalia and Flanders. Via our participation in numerous European funded programmes like Interreg and KP7, we have established good working relations with many more regions in Europe. Also, we are active members of both the AER and the Committee of the Regions.

I can assure you that these collaborations with our friends in Europe have contributed greatly to not only our European profile but also to the quality of our policies here in Brabant. Because European cooperation really pays off! Thanks to our European partners, we have been able to gather useful information, to exchange best practices on all kinds of policy areas and to mirror our performances with those of other regions. A good example of this would be our participation in the Interreg IVC project Innovation for Welfare, in which Noord Brabant, together with 5 other European regions exchanges best practices, develops new innovation projects and influences regional policies by stimulating innovation in the field of health and safety (‘welfare’). Noord-Brabant sees the Innovation 4 Welfare project as an international extension of its own Regional Programme of Innovative Actions: “Innovative Solutions for an Ageing Population”. This has been a successful programme (it has won the 2008 Innovation Award of the Assembly of European Regions) and it has led to a lot of new coalitions between the business world, knowledge institutes and the world of health care and welfare. 

Ladies and gentlemen

The message is clear: cooperation with other regions in Europe is a necessity for Brabant! It means that we have access to international knowledge and competencies that are not available in our own region. And that we can share the knowledge we have with our partners in Europe and elsewhere, in the fields of economy and sustainability, but also in the fields of innovation and healthcare.  

My ambition as regional minister will be to continue this open approach and to maintain and further develop our European and international cooperation. I am happy that these three days, yesterday, today and tomorrow, we are putting words and wishes into practice by addressing one of our major challenges - the issue of demographic change - together with all of you, our European friends. I wish you all the very best for your meetings and discussions today and I am confident that these will shed new light on this complex issue. Hopefully, they will be the first steps towards concrete answers and workable solutions in the future!

Thank you

