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Prime Minister,
Distinguished Guests,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

Introduction
· I am very pleased to have this opportunity to talk with you today about two subjects close to my heart: competitiveness and Europe’s maritime industries.  As the Enterprise and Industry Commissioner, I have the privilege of working with many industrial sectors but few make such fascinating or impressive products as you and I am honoured to share this platform today with practitioners of your noble and historical arts.
·   Shipbuilders, shipowners and representatives of the 35 associations that make up your Maritime Industries Forum are, I know, also practical people who generally let their products speak for themselves. I will therefore be careful to keep my remarks short and to the point.
The European Union’s Industrial Policy
· With that in mind, I do not propose to dwell today on the comprehensive strategy that the European Commission is implementing to better equip European businesses to compete successfully at home and abroad.  The Commission is helping to create a business environment that is not just permissive but supportive.  
· Industrial policy is back on the front page and at the top of Europe’s political priorities.  Initiatives like better regulation and simplification are bearing fruit and will make the business lives of many SMEs - like yours - easier in the coming years. Better assessing the impact of possible new rules, for example, should lead to fewer and simpler proposals.  Whilst, more money for Research, Development and Innovation should help you conceive and develop the best products -before your competitors. 
· So while everyone acknowledges that it is companies that innovate, grow and create employment, I can assure you that I am doing my best to ensure that the right, EU level, policy mix is being crafted and applied to meet the challenges ahead.  
· This also means taking appropriate initiatives at sectoral level within an overall policy framework to stimulate the growth potential of our industries.  It means modernising rules and established practices in for example areas like classification to make them more efficient and business friendly. 
· Most of you are probably aware that Europe’s diverse range of maritime industries has effectively helped to pioneer this application of industrial policy.  European shipyards do more than deliver the “off-the-shelf” ships favoured by many of their Asian competitors by providing a custom-built solution that meets their clients demanding requirements.  The European Commission seeks to do likewise. And we are open for business.
Maritime market conditions
· Before we look forward at what is currently being done at European level to help your industries help themselves, let’s just take a moment to check our co-ordinates and remind ourselves of where we’ve come from.

· Just a few short years ago the outlook for Europe’s shipbuilding industry looked bleak.  New orders were drying up and South Korea and China in particular were following Japan in supporting the development of vast new yards.  Newbuilding prices in response to this massive increase in supply were in freefall and stuck at loss making levels – not much higher than nearly 20 years previously.  
· It is therefore gratifying to study the positive figures on orders and market share that we have seen over the course of the last couple of years. Indeed, I am not aware of any other European manufacturing industry of the same scale which, like shipbuilding, has seen the value of its new orders quadruple in the last four years, growing, in 2005, faster than in any other region of the world – including China.  And with productivity increasing by more than fourfold in the last two decades, Europe’s maritime industries are indeed competitive, flexible, and responsive to market conditions with a working environment that is characterised by professionalism and mutual respect. 

· But while we should rightly recognise the progress made, we must, in my view, remain constantly vigilant and guard against any undue complacency.  The current global rising tide may indeed be lifting European boats as well as all others but we need to be careful not to be left high and dry when the tide inevitably turns.  As a sector that was fully globalised before the word was even invented, you well understand the challenges of the global marketplace. And as seafarers, you know that it is wise to heed the storm clouds gathering on the horizon. 
LeaderSHIP 2015

· In response to the crisis facing European shipbuilding a few years ago, mentioned earlier, industry crafted a strategy entitled LeaderSHIP 2015 that sets out 30 specific recommendations in 8 key areas, with a view to ensuring the industry’s long term survival and prosperity.  It is an excellent roadmap but in the end it is only as good as the actions and policies that it stimulates.  
· That is why I want to draw your attention today to some of the ways in which the Commission is translating the fine words and good intentions of LeaderSHIP 2015 into concrete actions to help you run competitive maritime businesses.  We will present a comprehensive report on progress to the Council, next Spring, during the German Presidency, but I can already update you on some key developments.
Trade

· We noted earlier that the maritime industry is truly global but the rules governing it are often unequal, incomplete or inapplicable. The recent WTO case against South Korea for unfair subsidisation of its shipbuilding industry served to highlight the gaps and limitations of global rules in the sector. Meanwhile, state supported strategic investments in Asian yards are continuing to increase global shipbuilding capacities in a potentially unsustainable manner and contributing to injurious pricing practices.  A viable and robust European or world shipbuilding industry cannot be based on protectionism or subsidies and some of our trading partners need to address these matters as seriously as we do in Europe.
· To tackle issues like these, tentative discussions in the OECD in Paris, on the scope for a new international shipbuilding agreement have recently restarted after stalling last year due to lack of progress. So far, none of the three major Asian players has shown a willingness to put an end to the distortions from which the entire industry suffers. But talks are ongoing and the EU will continue to try and conclude a fair and comprehensive agreement.  In the absence of progress in this arena, the Commission is endeavouring to address Europe’s concerns in these respects in bilateral contacts with the relevant countries.

· To that effect, the Commission is working to engage China and others on this issue at the political level and has proposed the creation of a bi-lateral working group to look at these issues. The signals we are receiving are encouraging and I also hope to be able to raise this matter directly with my Chinese counterparts during a planned visit to the country later this month.

Research, Development and Innovation
·  The second big theme in LeaderSHIP is innovation and research. Since 2004 shipyards and marine equipment manufacturers can receive targeted and limited aid to support genuine innovation. These new rules are providing a strong incentive to promote further innovation and help Europe to make the most of its competitive advantages.  Almost all major maritime innovations from the world’s largest cruise liner to the smallest pieces of maritime equipment continue to come from Europe.  The sector’s dependence on research as a driver for knowledge and better ships is acknowledged by all serious players.  
· The framework on state aid for shipbuilding is due to expire at the end of 2006.  I am therefore working closely with my colleague in charge of competition policy to ensure that the current rules are extended for a reasonable period of time to allow us to better review and assess their effectiveness and appropriateness.  I might also take this opportunity to invite you in industry to make the innovation case with your own authorities and tell us in the Commission of your successes or otherwise in making the most of the possibilities provided by the Framework.  While a root and branch revision of the Framework is not feasible on the basis of the limited experience so far, we need to start now to prepare the ground for the future.

· We are also getting closer to the launch of EU's 7th R&D framework programme. Against this background the Waterborne Technology Platform that I launched at the last MIF Plenary that took place in Bremen in January 2005 is elaborating a real and relevant strategic research agenda. This will hopefully lead to exciting projects that help European yards stay ahead of the chasing pack in terms of delivering state of the art vessels and equipment. The Commission supports the work of the Platform and will take due account of its proposals in the elaboration of any specific programmes under FP7.

· I commend all concerned for the work done so far in this dynamic and 'bottom-up' platform and wish them well in their deliberations later today and future work programme.

Financing

·   Another issue that is currently being tackled is that of shipyard pre delivery finance. Yards, typically have a limited capital base, but they need to handle large, expensive and complex projects. There is consequently a risk that whilst yards are steaming ahead with innovative but risky projects ever more effort is being required to organise the necessary working capital and refund guarantees. I believe that Europe can do better on this front. To that effect, my Department of Enterprise and Industry is organising a workshop in a couple of weeks to bring together main actors with a view to exploring a number of options and hopefully finding a pragmatic solution that meets the needs of industry. 

Intellectual Property Rights

· Then there is the thorny and topical issue of the protection of our shipbuilding and maritime equipment related know-how. Europe’s maritime excellence and competitiveness in shipbuilding and marine equipment is based on having the better products and we must work to ensure that the knowledge and experience that helps create them is valued and protected.  The Commission is working with industry to do better in this respect by raising awareness of the issue, better exploiting existing instruments and trying to ensure that all our competitors play by the rules.  
· We have commissioned a study to better understand the nature of the particular problem facing the maritime industries, quantify its economic impact and propose solutions.  I call and count on you to co-operate with the chosen consultants and experts to make the most of this chance to tackle the problem in earnest.

Green Paper
· Meanwhile, any consideration of the future of Europe’s shipbuilding industry would be incomplete without a reference to the recently published Green Paper on a new maritime policy for the European Union. This Paper advocates a holistic, joined-up approach that addresses all relevant maritime issues including of course the competitiveness of our industries.  It poses questions, invites comments and constitutes a real opportunity for all stakeholders to influence the future direction of maritime policies.  It also bears witness to the importance that this Commission attaches to maritime affairs and dovetails with the overall Lisbon strategy to harness our strengths to deliver sustainable growth and jobs in this as in other sectors. I fully support this process and am sure that tomorrow’s special session on this issue, with my colleague Commissioner Borg, will be one of the highlights of the consultation process.
Conclusion

To conclude, I believe that Europe’s world class shipyards and maritime industries can face the future with confidence.  They won’t always have the wind at their backs but they can be assured that the best policy mix is being crafted and applied at EU level to meet the challenges ahead.  As I said, the Commission is open for business and I am always open to your suggestions and proposals.  I can assure you of our commitment and I expect delivery and results that will hopefully help you to deliver more of the best ships and maritime equipment in the world.

Thank you for your kind attention. 
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