Welcoming remarks by H.E. Odd-Inge Kvalheim, ambassador of Norway, and current co-chair of the AU Partners Group at the Conference ‘Africa: 54 Countries, One Union’.

Distinguished Chair, your excellencies, Ambassadors, honored speakers, participants, and guests;
It is a great honor for me to stand before you today as co-chair and representative of the African Union Partners Group at this third conference under the banner ‘Africa: 54 Countries – One Union’. At the outset, I would like to thank Professor Romano Prodi, Chairman of the Foundation for World Wide Cooperation, for initiating this series of conferences, and also the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars and The Paul K. Nitze School of Advanced International Studies at Johns Hopkins University, for partaking in organising this event. I would also like to thank the UN Economic Commission for Africa for opening its doors for this important event. 

 The first conference, entitled Africa: 53 Countries, One Union was organized in Bologna in May 2010, and the second conference took place on June 2011 in Washington, DC. The two first conferences established the political foundation of the conferences by highlighting the importance of integration as a key instrument for fostering peace and prosperity in Africa and discussed a series of working papers with empirical analyses.  The third conference, here in Addis Abeba today, aims to present concrete and achievable projects to be realized in Africa. The three conferences are building on each other in a very admirable fashion. Three panels will be convened today, under the headings Peace, Security and Development; Infrastructure and Investment; and Trade and Market Liberalisation. The headings nicely convey three very important sectors with which Africa has to grapple with today. The panel members indeed have their work cut out for them. 
Some of the major hallmarks of Africa today are those of very rapid economic growth, strong development activity in major sectors, and increased political and economic integration between the countries and regions of Africa. An impressive example of this strong growth and development activity is taking place in this very country, and the most visible sign of African unity – the African Union headquarters - is also situated here in Ethiopia.  In this context of unity I would also like to mention the very important regional instrument of IGAD – the Inter-Governmental Authority on Development - of which Ethiopian Prime Minister Meles Zenawi is the current chairperson – as well as the other regional mechanisms.
However, in this region some of the most visible counter points to economic development, integration potential, and peace, can also be found. It is enough to mention the tragedy of Somalia - and the long suffering of the people of Somalia - and in addition point to the current and very unfortunate high level of tension, and indeed examples of armed military action, in the border areas between South Sudan and Sudan. 
Such looming threats of conflict are direct threats to the stated goals of peace, economic development, infrastructure development, and trade. Continued engagement on these issues is essential. There is ample empirical evidence that there exists a clear linear relationship wherein economic integration leads to political integration which leads to more peaceful relations between countries.  This conference is part in keeping these issues on the agenda, and I trust that the outcomes of the discussions will achieve the goal of presenting concrete and achievable projects to be realized in Africa. On behalf of the African Union Partners Group I wish the Panels good luck and all the best in their deliberations.
