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Ladies and Gentlemen

My family name is BALKAN, indicating that my roots go to the Balkan region. My father’s family has immigrated to Turkey from Bulgaria and my mother’s family from Greece. Myself being born and grown in Turkey, makes me an un-debatable Balkan. 
Apparently it is great pleasure and distinct privilege for me to be a part of this Forum focused on peace and future of the Balkan Region. It is also a very special opportunity to be with my very good friends Past President Kalyan Banerjee and Mrs. Binota Banerjee as well as the distinguished speakers of this Forum. Please also allow me to express my deep appreciation and thanks to my Rotarian Friends Dimitar Jurikovski, Dr. Anton Hilscher, and PDG Murat Çelik who invited me to address in this wonderful gathering. Let me also extend my thanks to my Aide Rtn. B. Musha and the host Rotarians for their most friendly hospitality. Finally, it is my special pleasure, with my friends from D-2420, to forward to you the heartfelt greetings of your fellow Rotarians from Turkey. Being always inspired by his epigram, “Peace at home, Peace in the world”, we are particularly excited to be in the land where our hero Mustafa Kemal Atatürk lived part of his young ages. 
Today, I will speak on how Rotary contributes to peace and, share with you an overview of the Mediterranean Peace Initiative, which we can use as an example to build up a similar initiative, the Balkan Peace Initiative. 
World Peace has always been a major item on Rotary’s agenda. Climbing tendency of conflicts, tensions and distrust in international relations confirm the observation of our founder, Paul Harris, who said, “the way to war is a well-paved highway and the way to peace is still a wilderness.” As continuation of Rotary’s relentless commitment for peace, the theme of this Rotary year is PEACE THROUGH SERVICE. 
My Dear Friends,

We are living in a world of contradictions. 

On one side, science and technology have expanded their targets aggressively, far beyond our planet, to the limitless horizons of universe. Progress in science and technology, during the last century, has been more than that ever accomplished in the history of mankind. 
Yet on the other side, about two billion people do not have literacy and numeracy skills on our planet earth. 

While numerous people enjoy living in the present age, masses of people practically live in darkness, 100, 200 or even more hundred years behind. 

Indeed, we are living in a world of dramatic controversies. 
On one side, we suffer from terror and never ending local wars, which bring blood and tears as innocent people perish out. And on the other side, billions of all kinds of currencies are spent for all kinds of wildly killing weapons.

Environment of our planet earth is getting out of control. Erosion is expanding. Increase in the heat of our planet is now alarming. Our seas and water sources are polluted. Existing water sources become insufficient as the population grows. We complain from these happenings on one side, and yet we are a part of the environmental destruction on the other side. 

Yes, we are living in a world of humanitarian contradictions. On one side our world has the capacity to feed every human being on our planet earth. Yet on the other side, at every three and a half seconds, someone dies from hunger. 40,000 children, under the age of five, will die today. 

If someone is suffering from hunger, if mothers and fathers see that their children fade away because they are desperately helpless, if people do not have a shelter to live in peace, if they do not have access to clean water in sufficient quantity and if billions of people live the Dark Age, without literacy and numeric skills; 

My friends… It is not possible to talk about values, rules, love, democracy and good human relations to these people. Apparently, it is not possible to talk about peace and common cultural denominators in an environment, where such controversies characterize communities as polarized camps.

As an ironic controversy, 20 percent of the world population living at the top income brackets share 85 per cent of the world income, while the low 20 per cent share only 1.4 per cent. Hunger, illiteracy, lack of sufficient education and poor health services go hand in hand with extreme poverty in many parts of the world. Apparently, such polarizing developments are leading up to hostile and dangerous conflicts between communities and within the communities.

So, what can we do to overcome these depressing and challenging controversies and what can we do to contribute to facilitating Peace, at least within our Rotary and Rotarian capabilities? 
Political interventions and ceasing out armed fights are not the only ways of bringing peace. Sustainable peace begins with the individual. If the individuals are peaceful, if they are not hopelessly overwhelmed by the by the asymmetric controversies that I have pointed out, then we can build the platform for peace. In the sense of individual’s peace, we have other challenges to overcome also; such as child abuse, violence against women as well as the basic rights of women, poor education, unemployment at all levels, and the new trend of cyber attacks. 

Although Rotary cannot initiate political solutions, our organization fulfills an effective role in the world in preparing the basic environment for peace, by struggling against the humanitarian and social challenges that I tried to identify. Rotary provides the basic environment for peace through its power of gathering people of different nationalities, different religions, different races, and diversified cultures, speaking different languages. In this regard, Rotarians contribute to peace as “catalysts” on “human to human” basis through our humanitarian and social restoration programs. We are capable to reduce the tension among communities and within the communities by facilitating friendship and building bridges for world understanding.  
It is always easy for people to build up prejudices and even hatred against other people with whom they have no communication. Most of the people on earth are predetermined against each other by perceptions that source out of:

- Economical, historical and social conflicts.

- Politicized religious movements.

- Radical political disputes that divide communities sharply into camps

- Ideologies closing doors to international communication and world understanding.

Our Organization is continuously exploring to find peaceful and long lasting solutions to global tensions. While accomplishing this mission, we mobilize three strong assets Rotary:
1. Our international network.

2. Our capable and experienced organizational structure focused on a wide range of humanitarian services aligned with the Millennium goals of United Nations.

3. Our active, diversified and intellectual membership dedicated and committed to improve living conditions of people and to facilitate peace.  

In spite of the negatives that I have exposed in my previous remarks, still there are good hearted people in this world, who care for others. Who do not say, “I don’t care”; who do not say “it is not my business”. Rotarians are this kind of people. We do our best to improve the lives of hopeless. We bring hope. 

Through it experience over 108 years, Rotary has developed its unique tools and instruments to foster peace as a catalyst on human to human basis. One of these tools is the Rotary Peace Centers, scholars of which are now active as decision makers in numerous international organizations all over the world. In addition, Rotary facilitates peace by its youth exchange programs, family exchange programs, vocational exchange programs, RYLA, Rotary Youth Leadership Programs, Intercountry Committees, Rotary Ambassadorial Scholarships, TRF Programs focused to address the basic humanitarian needs like health, education, literacy, water and sanitation. These tools, designed for improving the lives of millions people, are Rotary’s major weapons for installing sustainable peace. 
With this understanding, since two years, I have been initiating the Intercountry Committee Executive Board, as its advisor, to organize the Mediterranean Peace Initiative. The purpose is to build bridges between the communities around the Mediterranean and facilitate the basic denominators of sustainable PEACE in the region. 
The Mediterranean Region, like the Balkan region, is one of the most sensitive parts of our world, boiling in all kinds of disputes and conflicts throughout history. In the Mediterranean, we have 16 countries, three religions practiced with different faiths, 8 spoken languages, all in a profile of diversified cultures on different socio economic platforms.
We believe that Intercountry Committees (ICCs) in the Mediterranean Region can accomplish Rotary’s peace mission more effectively than many other civil society organizations. With this perspective and vision, we designated three objectives: 

The first objective is to facilitate common understanding by reconciliation of wrong perceptions and prejudices. 

The second objective is to involve the volunteers of other civil society organizations, as well as the state and public officers, in the Initiative to extend bridges of world understanding to wider scales.
The third objective is to facilitate communication and better understanding among the public opinion leaders of the Mediterranean Region as they collaborate and work together with Rotary. 

To realize these basic objectives, a four step action plan is envisaged. I will not get into the details of this plan. In summary, all of the involved ICCs are expected to focus on facilitating common understanding in the Region by developing bilateral and multilateral service activities. During their progress, ICCs are expected to encourage the volunteers of other civil society organizations as well as the state and public officers, to join in the Rotary projects. Such joint projects and services will merge the Rotarians and the members of the other civil societies as well as the state and public officers of the Mediterranean Region for common goals. Eventually a platform of partnership collaboration on humanitarian, social and economic challenges will develop in the communities involved.

In the Lisbon Convention, ICC Executive Committee will explore the other peace initiatives that can be developed in other parts of the world under the umbrella of Intercountry Committees. At this point, I recommend to this Conference to make a resolution for starting the Rotary Balkan Peace initiative in a similar manner.

Building up actions in communities is like planning to construct buildings. If the materials that we choose for a building are not the right material for the geologic, climatic, social and economic requirements, the building will fail as to the expectations. Planning of social actions is similar. Materials, of social missions are the values. In Rotary, our values are:  SERVICE - FELLOWSHIP – DIVERSITY - INTEGRITY and LEADERSHIP 

So, hand in hand, let us explore how we can contribute to building up a peaceful world beyond politics, through our services that address the need assessment of the great majority of mankind. And let us make this Conference a new milestone in building up Peace in the Balkan Region. From the Rotary side, let us discuss how we can form up the Balkan Peace Initiative within the assets, values and experience of Rotary as a supportive “peace catalyst” in the Region.
Rotary says, “Peace is Possible”. When we say it, some people show hesitation. Yes, we know that there are restrictions. But shall we give up struggling for peace because of envisaged restrictions? No. We must not suffice by accepting things as they are. Nothing may be impossible as it looks. We can turn restrictions into advantages like we do it in our business lives.  British science fiction author and scientist Arthur Clarke said, “To find the limits of possible, one must get into the impossible.” All it requires my friends, are ambition, commitment and dedication.
We may not see the results of our good initiatives in our lifetime. But the next generations will benefit from the results of these efforts that we seed now as gifts to our children and grandchildren. The important thing in life is not to survive only; but to have justifications for what we survive and for whom we survive. 

God Bless you all in your achievements for PEACE.  
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