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Minister Pieper,

Distinguished guests,

Ladies and gentlemen,

It is a great pleasure for me to join you today. I would like to thank the organisers for giving me this opportunity to express the European Commission's, and my own, wholehearted support to the co-operation between Poland and Germany's border regions. The projects presented here today tell the story of a co-operation that has gone from strength to strength over the past 20-odd years. I have followed this evolution closely and with a great personal interest during the several years I spent as Managing Director of the Foundation for Polish-German Co-operation in Warsaw. In fact, I would like to think that I tried to bring my own modest contribution to it.

Co-operation among border regions is of crucial importance to the development of the European Union – and nowhere more so than along the Polish-German border. The European project stems from a conscious rejection of the divisions that brought to our continent centuries of war and upheaval. The EU is built across borders - geographical and psychological ones – and it aims at transcending both. The extent and the success of German-Polish co-operation are an example for the whole EU.
Regional co-operation makes sense from an economic standpoint too. Regions are key places for the organization and governance of economic growth. They are of course the focus of important EU policies and initiatives. 

And so is education, since as we make inroads into the knowledge-based economy, economic development more and more comes to depend on the availability of high-quality, relevant education and training.

In our increasingly interconnected economies, regions – and especially border regions – have every interest in joining forces and pooling resources to identify and provide the skills which will be required in the future. They also have a strong interest in promoting transversal competences such as linguistic and intercultural skills that allow people to operate successfully across borders. And in learning from each other's experiences when it comes to addressing shared challenges like tackling exclusion, empowering teachers, integrating recent migrants or making effective use of ICT. 

In addition, cooperation in education and training opens minds and hearts to other cultures, and helps to develop in all participants a stronger sense of themselves as Europeans. This in turn makes it an ideal springboard for cooperation in other areas as well. 

That is why the EU has been supporting cross-border co-operation in education through its education and training programmes. It is also very important to point out that in so doing we were responding to grassroots initiatives, such as the first schools working across borders - it was between Germany and Luxembourg, the Schengen Gymnasium in Perl, which was set up by initiative of the two countries concerned, or the Viadrina University in Frankfurt/Oder, where one fifth of the students come from Poland.
In 2009 DG EAC launched a new action within the Comenius Programme for schools, called Comenius Regio Partnerships. Its aim was to bring together European regions and very diverse types of actors, including schools, employers, as well as other local community actors like NGOs, sport associations, libraries etc., to improve and modernise school education by working together on concrete challenges.

It was a success. Since its introduction in 2009, there have been more than 500 projects with 2 000 schools and 2 000 other local partners in over 1 000 regions in Europe. Despite the financial constraints on local and regional authorities, the Comenius Regio Partnerships scheme has continued to be popular and the number of applications has increased twofold from 2009 to 2013. To give you an idea, this means that at any moment, the EU supports more than two thousand school partnerships, involving schools from 33 European countries.

Often the different projects address specific challenges and topics in education in the partner regions. But all play a central role in integrating schools, pupils, teachers and parents into the community and bringing them into contact across borders.

In future, the new Erasmus+ programme which replaces existing EU education, youth and sport programmes as of next year, will continue to support cross-border learning and co-operation. It will also offer new opportunities to further develop cooperation between EU regions bordering non-EU States such as the countries that belong to the Eastern partnership, an initiative that was strongly supported by Poland during its Presidency. 

We are also strengthening co-operation in the field of school education between EU and non-EU border regions through  the eTwinning action for schools. In March we launched the eTwinning Plus portal, a meeting point where pupils and teachers can share ideas and schools can find partners for joint projects. One of the projects developed in this framework is Deutsch Plus– a German-language project targeting 12-13 years pupils with six partner schools in Slovenia, Poland, UK, Germany and Georgia.  
Looking even further, our ultimate goal is to mainstream cross-border cooperation in education and training and to develop it into an integral part of the curricula. 
Programmes like Comenius Regio Partnerships, and Erasmus + in the future, are meant to show the way to cross-border co-operation in education – but again, it is ultimately up to the communities – schools, municipalities and other local organisations to pick up the relay and embed educational co-operation into their wider activities with bordering regions.

The projects presented here today are proof that this can be and is being achieved, and I would like to once again congratulate the project representatives and the participants present today. I look forward to hearing more about them.
The American educational reformer John Dewey [1859 - 1952, American philosopher, psychologist, and educational reformer] famously said that ‘Education is a social process. Education is growth. Education is not a preparation for life; education is life itself.’ With this in mind, and looking at the vibrant cross-border cooperation in education between Germany and Poland, I believe we can look forward with great optimism to the common future of our two countries, and of the EU.
Thank you for your attention.
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