
Speech of Minister for Europe David Lidington at the Cyprus APPG on 12th January

Introduction

1. Ladies and Gentlemen, I would like to thank you all for coming today, and I would like to thank my honourable friend, the member for Enfield Southgate  and Chairman of this group, David Burrowes, for convening this meeting of the All Party Parliamentary Group on Cyprus. 

2. This seems perfect timing to convene this meeting; just two weeks before President Christofias and Mr Eroglu next meet the UN Secretary General, Ban Ki Moon, in Geneva. Alongside everyone here, I hope this meeting will mark a significant step forward in the search for an enduring settlement. This is an important time in Cyprus’ history.

3. The UK strongly supports the UN’s efforts to achieve a settlement based on a bizonal, bicommunal federation with political equality, as defined by the relevant Security Council resolutions.  We are committed as a Government and as a country to a settlement by Cypriots for Cypriots which will deliver a stable, prosperous and united Cyprus.

4. However we shouldn’t see Cyprus solely through the prism of the long-running Cyprus conflict. 

The Bilateral Relationship

5. Cyprus is an important partner for the UK both in the EU and the Commonwealth: alongside Malta we are the only countries that are members of both of these organisations and our bilateral relationship is deep and broad.
6. Links between us are strong. Cyprus is one of only 4 EU Member States which have a Common Law system, the others being the UK, Malta and the Republic of Ireland.
7. There are 77,000 Cypriot-born people living in the UK today – that’s slightly more than the average parliamentary constituency. And there are more than 300,000 people of Cypriot descent living in the UK. That’s more than the population of Brighton and by some estimates, even more than Nicosia. 
8. We have a lively Cypriot media, multiple diaspora groups and, as you can see from today, significant parliamentary interest across the political spectrum.

9. More than one million British nationals visit Cyprus every year. And we have strong economic ties: UK exports to Cyprus are worth hundreds of millions per year and we import about the same amount.  In addition over 11,000 Cypriots are currently studying in British colleges and universities.

10. As with many close relationships the UK and Cyprus have at times had misunderstandings and disagreements. But I believe that we should look forward not back towards a strengthened relationship in 2011 and beyond.  The 2008 Memorandum of Understanding highlights the breadth of our relationship and sets out a clear framework for potential future cooperation on a range of bilateral, EU and regional issues important to both our countries. It also restated our commitment to working together with Cyprus to reunify the island.

11. The new UK government is committed to this MoU and to continuing the co-operation it has fostered so far. In line with its the terms, the UK and Cyprus have been extending their work in areas as diverse as finance, road safety and football hooliganism. To take just two examples - the Treasury has offered the Republic of Cyprus government a secondee for 2012 to share experience with Cyprus for their upcoming EU Presidency, and there have already been inward visits which both sides judge to have been successful.

12. On football hooliganism – which I know is a major issue in Cyprus at the moment -  the British government along with the FA has arranged for Cypriot experts to learn from our own experience in tackling the problem through visits to English football stadiums and meetings with police, officials and other experts. Later this month the High Commission in Nicosia will be following this up with a seminar on best practice in tackling football hooliganism.
Why the Cyprus Settlement Matters

13. I know that in the past some people have questioned the UK’s commitment to a solution to the Cyprus problem – even going so far as to suggest that the UK doesn’t want a settlement. I want to reassure you Mr Chairman that the Prime Minister, Foreign Secretary and I are all actively engaged in supporting President Christofias and Mr Eroglu as they work together within the UN process to reach a settlement acceptable to the people of the island. 

14. Our commitment is motivated by two clear reasons. Firstly, because a settlement is so important for the people of Cyprus.  Many people living in Cyprus today have never known a united Island.  Many people who witnessed the tragic events of Cyprus’s past have died without ever seeing the two communities united. Many people still alive have been unable to trace relatives who are missing or whose whereabouts are unknown. The Turkish Cypriots remain isolated. The island remains divided. The biggest beneficiaries of a settlement would be the people of Cyprus of all communities themselves.  A settlement will enable a generation of people to find a way to close a traumatic chapter of their history.
15. Reunification would also provide the much needed space for civil society to flourish and for leaders to spend more time focusing on the search for solutions to global issues, rather than a solution to the Cyprus problem and to ensure that the Cypriot people come out of the current global economic downturn well placed to enjoy a prosperous and sustainable future. 
16. But Secondly, a settlement in Cyprus would also clearly be in the interests of the UK, the EU and the wider international community. A reunified Cyprus will bring greater stability to its region and allow the island to play a full role in the EU – of which it will hold the Presidency for six months in 2012. The UK is a strong supporter of Turkey’s ambitions for EU accession, and a resolution to the Cyprus settlement will remove a significant barrier along this road. Now of course Turkey itself has a role to play here and we continue to urge Turkey to meet its obligations under the Ankara Protocol and to encourage the leaders of the Turkish Cypriot community to be bold in their negotiations.
17. There is also a broader EU issue here – the status quo in Cyprus reflects badly on the reputation of the EU, and presents obstacles to some of its work, particularly on the Common Security and Defence Policy and the relationship with Nato.

And a reunited island would be able to participate fully in international fora with renewed vigour and we could work together to ensure those organisations reflect the values we all share.  
Current Stage of Negotiations
18.  As I said earlier, now is potentially a pivotal moment in the history of the island. This was never going to be an easy process.  I commend the two leaders for the effort they have put in and the progress they’ve made so far alongside UN Special Advisor Alexander Downer who has brought energy, commitment and imagination to what is a very challenging role.  
19. The two leaders met the UN Secretary General in New York on 18 November to discuss progress. I understand that during that meeting Ban Ki Moon asked the two leaders to focus on core issues to try to agree on a practical plan to overcome their remaining points of disagreement across all chapters, before meeting again in Geneva later this month.
20. Any elected politician understands the domestic pressure that both leaders are under. But this situation calls for strong leadership, and I offer support and the support of the government I represent for bold action which can lead to a settlement.

21. Small gestures, like protecting the cultural and religious heritage of and showing respect for the other side, can go a long way to building the trust which is vital for peace. And it is incumbent on all leaders, political and religious, to avoid giving support to extreme nationalist elements who may seek to undermine the current process.   
22. Achieving an agreement will require vision, statesmanship and courage but I believe that this is within reach. I have faith in the leaders and their negotiation teams to seize what is a historic opportunity to reunite the island and bring stability and lasting peace to all of its people.

23. I am looking forward to visiting the island soon to see the important issues at first hand and to meet the political leaders and other people

24. I’ll be listening carefully to what the people of Cyprus have to say to me and I will tell them what I have told you; that the UK strongly supports the UN’s efforts to achieve a settlement based on a bizonal, bicommunal federation with political equality, as defined by the relevant Security Council resolutions.  We are committed to a settlement by Cypriots for Cypriots which will deliver a stable, prosperous and united Cyprus, operating as a valued partner within the EU. 
25. Thank you all for listening, and I welcome your questions.

