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Ladies and Gentlemen, distinguished guests, members of the U.S./Macedonia Business Council, President Petreski, it is an honor to speak you today at this exciting conference -- one of the largest in the history of the U.S. Business Council for Southeastern Europe. I want to thank everyone for coming today, and especially the Council and the Chamber of Economy for the work they've done in putting the conference together. I look forward to working with all of you to help to make this gathering a success. 

Experts say that one should begin a speech with a humorous anecdote, and I always like to follow expert advice. In fact, I'll start by telling you two different, but in some ways similar, stories. I want to begin my first story with a Baptist preacher in the southern part of the United States, who was preaching at a springtime revival. During the sermon, a thunderstorm rolled over the small church and it began to rain. The rain fell in such a downpour that the congregation became nervous and began leaving the church, because it was situated in a low-lying area near the river. 

As the congregation dwindled, the preacher fell to his knees and began to pray that God would deliver them from the rain -- but it continued to storm and soon he was alone in the little church. The river rose and began to lap at the front steps to the church house. The preacher, to show his faith, continued to pray. Shortly, one of the members of the congregation, fearing for the preacher's safety, came back to rescue him in a flat-bottomed boat -- the church by this time was completely surrounded by the rising water. However, the preacher refused his offer of rescue, saying that God would hear him and answer his call, and he then returned to his prayers. 

The next morning found the preacher on top of the pulpit, still in prayer, but with torrential rain still falling outside, and the waters continuing to rise -- now inside the church itself. A motorboat came by and again attempted to rescue the preacher. The preacher waded to the window only to say that he would not leave his church, that he had faith in God, and that his prayers would soon be answered. The police rescue craft reluctantly left in search of more reasonable flood victims. 

On the third day of the flood, the water had risen to the very rooftop of the little church, and by now the preacher was perched on the gable, fervently praying as the water continued to climb. At this point, a helicopter came upon the scene and, over a loudspeaker, the pilot began to beg the preacher to grab the rescue line and be pulled to safety. The preacher hardly interrupted his prayers as he waved the helicopter away. 

Well, this part of the story now comes to an end, with the preacher finally being swept away by the rising floodwaters and drowning. He then found himself at the Pearly Gates, before God-Almighty. The preacher fell to his knees and cried, " Why didn't you answer my prayers Lord? I trusted you, had faith in you and you let me drown. Why?" 

God said, " What are you talking about? I sent you three different rescuers and you just sent them all away." 

Now the second story. Behind the preacher, the next person in line to enter heaven was Hiam, a little old Jewish man from the Bronx. Hiam was a poor tailor, who had worked hard all his life just to make ends meet. He too, had a question for God. 

"God," he said, "I prayed every day for 40 years for you to let me win the lottery -- every day! I was a good man. I worked hard. Why didn't you let me just once win the lottery?" 

"But Hiam," God said, " you never bought a ticket!" 

The point I want make with the first of these two anecdotes is that, if, as businessmen from either side, you are waiting for some big sign from heaven that now is the time to make a move in the region, then you have to realize that it just ain't coming. If you continue to wait, you will be passing up opportunities and potential deals everyday -- opportunities that you should seize and capitalize upon now, because the future of the region, and of Macedonia in particular, looks better than it has in a long time. And if you continue to wait, someone else will get there ahead of you. 

The point of the second story is also simple. If you don't pay, you don't play. Here in Macedonia and the region, as in every other business environment, you won't get something for nothing. You simply have to take some risks to be able to have a real chance at winning the lottery. 

Since independence in 1991, Macedonia has had a difficult time -- more as a result of external problems than from its own flaws. Despite this, Macedonia has shown remarkable strength and resilience. And now Macedonia is clearly emerging from the storm, its reforms are taking hold, and those businessmen who are paying attention -- take the Greeks, for example -- are finding opportunities to trade and invest here, and they are benefiting from these moves. Macedonian citizens themselves are investing in the country, and since no one knows the environment better than those who live there, this is a clear indication that there's money to be made. The point is that Macedonia is completing its transition and is beginning to prosper based on a good foundation, built one deal at a time. We see that foundation growing more solid and substantial everyday. 

I want to talk now about what Macedonia is doing to build this foundation. 

Macedonia today enjoys a stable, freely elected democratic government, which is strongly committed to democratic process and economic liberalization, as well as eventual NATO and EU membership. As one example of Macedonia's determination to complete the reform process, the country recently submitted its Membership Action Plan to NATO, which plots the course for the complete makeover of the Macedonian military in order to become NATO-compatible. The plan has been very well received in Brussels. 

In the nine-year history of the country, it has never missed a scheduled election, and power has transferred peacefully between parliaments, and to successive presidents. All major political parties -- those in opposition and those in government -- share a common vision of Macedonia as a modern European state. Ethnic minority parties have been members of every coalition since independence. In the current government, for example, the minister of Justice and the deputy ministers of Interior and Defense are ethnic Albanians. The recently-elected President is a Methodist. 

As I mentioned earlier, the greatest challenges of recent years have stemmed from external regional instabilities, resulting in embargoes on trade and flows of refugees into Macedonia. Nevertheless, the government has made great progress in improving relationships with its neighbors. Its relationship with NATO has also advanced considerably due to its support as a staging and transit corridor for KFOR troops entering and departing Kosovo. Macedonia continues to provide essential "rear" support for both KFOR and humanitarian organizations active in Kosovo -- deriving economic benefit in turn. 

Macedonia recently began negotiations with the EU on a Stabilization and Association Agreement, which is intended to provide closer political dialogue, promote regional political and commercial cooperation, as well as foster closer trade ties with the EU. The government has also accelerated WTO accession efforts. 

With the assistance of western states, Macedonia has prioritized reforms in the public sector, labor markets, normalization of the business climate, fighting corruption, and completion of the privatization process. The Prime Minister has called the year 2000 "the year of reforms." There are on-going restructuring efforts in the industrial sector, and reforms are being implemented in the banking sector, public sector, court system, local administration and business law, among others. 

To go back a bit on the economic side, when Macedonia introduced the Denar in 1992 and gained fiscal and monetary independence, it did so alone -- without assistance from the international community. This remarkable feat proved two things -- that this little country has the ability and strength to identify the right course and to pursue it and succeed; and it showed that Macedonia is entirely capable of instituting dramatic reform, with or without outside help. We all know that Macedonia's macro-economic record since 1994 has been a shining example for all transition economies. With this act alone, Macedonia proved that it has what it takes to be stabilizing participant in this part of the world. 

Now we see similar determination being applied by the leadership here to the challenge of completing the reform process. This time the international community is helping. Our own contribution to this effort in terms of technical assistance alone is now running at around $30 million per year. There should be no doubt, Macedonia's reform efforts are succeeding. 

On the economic front, with a population of 2 million, Macedonia has a GDP of over $3.3 Billion a year, which is projected to grow by a healthy 6% this year. In fact, even the crisis year of 1999 saw positive overall economic growth of around 2.6 percent. Free trade agreements with five of its neighbors (Croatia, Slovenia, Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, and Turkey) extend Macedonia's market to over 100 million consumers -- a condition that remains to be exploited by international investors looking to establish a presence in this region. 

Foreign Direct Investment in Macedonia has lagged because of regional problems, averaging only $50 million a year from 1997 to 1999. However, with projects that have already been realized or are in the pipeline, investment is projected to grow to near $200 million this year. Privatization of Macedonian Telecom where 51% is on offer, slated for later this year, will boost FDI further when banked in 2001 

From 1996 to 1999, exports averaged about $1.6 billion a year, outpacing imports by over $200 million. Interestingly, the United States typically ranks among the top three largest export destinations for Macedonian products and, by the end of this year, we expect the U.S. to become the number one recipient of Macedonia exports. Germany is consistently among the key trading partners. As relations have improved, Greece and Bulgaria have also recently become more important partners. 

With a strong record of macro-economic performance, Macedonia has had generally good relations with the IMF and World Bank. Though negotiations were put on hold in 1998 due to presidential and parliamentary elections and the Kosovo crisis in early 1999, discussions have resumed and agreements with both IFIs are expected in the next few months. As I noted before, in addition to managing relations with International Financial Institutions, the independent Central Bank has acquired an excellent international reputation by maintaining currency convertibility, low inflation, and stable exchange rates. In fact, Macedonia would meet many of Europe's requirements for monetary union, if it were currently at that stage of its relationship with the EU. 

The investment climate is also improving and many sectors have current investment potential. For instance; Agriculture, Construction, Mining and Metal Processing, Hydro- and Thermal Power Generation and Transmission, and Vehicle Assembly and Automotive Accessories all offer opportunities. Projects we expect to generate significant procurement opportunities include construction of power lines, hydro-electric power plants, a gas distribution network, and an urban gas network. As you will have noticed, other procurement opportunities exist in the Tourism and Transport sectors. 

As most of you know, the late-March Stability Pact Commitments conference in Brussels produced a $2.3 billion short list of quick-start projects for the region. In addition, the Stability Pact has introduced an entirely new framework for the region that has engaged the international community and which will play out over the next few years. Over the period ahead, Macedonia is set to receive a large portion of the trans-Balkan investment under Stability Pact, due to its location at the crossroads of transportation routes both north-south and east-west. In fact, on a per capita basis, Macedonia will receive the largest portion of benefits from initial Stability Pact projects of all the countries participating. 

If you will allow me, I would like to finish today with the reminder that we are here as a result of the long-standing business and commercial relationships between the U.S. and this region -- specifically because of the U.S.-Macedonia Business Council, the successor organization to the U.S.-Yugoslavian Business Council. All of us remember better days when we met in Cavtat -- but, for all the reasons I've outlined, things are clearly on the way up again. Relationships should be restored. 

Of course, its impossible to predict exactly how long it might take, but intuitively we all know that the situation in Yugoslavia can't continue the way it is, we are all working hard for change. Once there is change, the sky's the limit. I'm convinced that in this decade we will see a major revival in this region. I invite you to just look at the signs. Look at the potential! 

Is it too early to engage? or perhaps too late? I think that the timing is just about right. Many of you in this room have been weighing opportunities and options for some time now, waiting to make your first move. Some of you know firsthand what the benefits of commercial participation in Macedonia and the region can be. Maybe you are waiting before making you next move. 

My advice regarding such moves? Don't get caught waiting for a sign from heaven that won't come, or that you don't recognize when it does -- and don't expect to win the lottery if you're not willing to buy a ticket. 

I offer my assistance and that of my mission in helping you to make your business moves. Together, we can continue to build the right foundation for success, one deal at a time. Thank you. 

