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It is an honor to represent the Youth Atlantic Treaty Association at this symposium, and I would like to thank our host, the Greek Association for Atlantic and European Cooperation and congratulate you on your 20th anniversary which we are gathered here to celebrate.

A few weeks ago at the General Assembly in Tirana, I was elected President of YATA. What I have been chosen to represent is, in all modesty, an international network of students, young researchers and professionals who are talented, innovative and most importantly, free thinking. These are young people who all want to do their bit to improve our global community by drawing attention to important issues, being constructively critical of decision-makers, promoting dialog and thereby impacting agendas.

YATA was formed in 1996 and encompasses National Chapters in 39 countries in the Euro-Atlantic area. We are working on expanding membership to neighboring countries in the Mediterranean, Middle East and Central Asian regions. As an organization, we aim to offer students and young professionals opportunity for debate on Transatlantic issues and to learn from each other how best to work with these issues within a national and international context. 

In order to be a member of YATA, national chapters must have an interest in working within a Transatlantic perspective. As I see it, this perspective does not contradict for example, European integration or US policy towards Asia. The relevance of the Transatlantic link lies in the interdependence of our societies, cultures and economies. 

There are many positive elements developing in the Transatlantic community as of now. An example is the fact that the youth dimension has become in many ways so fully integrated in the debate, and is seen as a leading component rather than a minor aspect. There is an ever increasing mobility which is facilitating the exchange of ideas. Developments within social media help to maintain the contacts that are established internationally. 

There are, of course, also challenges. To name a few, there is the constant flux of information that goes un-checked and which can influence the public opinion in a negative direction, as well as the attractiveness of anti-system ideas and policies in comparison with NATO. 

The lack of apparent relevance of the Alliance in certain countries, for whom conflict is very far from the shared consciousness of the population, is also an issue.  

However, I do not think that we should see these only as challenges. I think that to we should embrace these developments within public opinion and understanding, and use them to our advantage to the extent possible. This can be done by focusing on the discussion of security policy in new and broader terms, and upon this foundation debating the role of international organizations such as NATO. A broader approach to security affairs may enable a wider range of discussion and thereby action. 

In YATA, we are constantly trying to maintain the balance between focusing on what we have in common, while simultaneously facilitating a forum in which differences can be discussed, analyzed and thereby better understood. This is important with the wide geo-political area that we encompass. In YATA, for example, the Russian Federation is recognized as a full member and part of the Euro-Atlantic Community. In fact, a Russian candidate was recently at the General Assembly in Tirana, elected Vice President of the Executive Board. 

Looking to the future, we will be prioritizing initiating a stronger dialog with the Middle Eastern and North African countries for which the recent revolutionary movements have had a large impact, and ensuring the presence of these perspectives in our work. 

Maintaining a constructively critical stance is an aspect that I find particularly important in our role as a Non-Governmental Organization, and therefore it is something that we must strive for internally and externally in order to ensure that we are continuously developing as an organization. Like everyone else, we are affected by the financial crisis, and doing more with less is crucial. The ATA and YATA are therefore cooperating closely in initiating more online debate and information sharing within the broader network. 

Transatlantic relations are being challenged in these times of crisis, where national agendas begin to weigh more heavily. However, I believe that our foreign policy is still converging towards shared goals, though with changing strategies. The reshaping in the world balance of power is naturally causing tensions and disputes, but the general conditions for cooperation are still there, and this is must be highlighted. 

Looking towards the future, we have many exciting initiatives due to take place within YATA. We have an upcoming Young Atlanticist summit in Chicago, taking place simultaneously with the official NATO summit. With this conference, highly selected young professionals will be invited for 3 days of seminars with experts and heads of State and government. Also, preparations are being made for the Euro-Atlantic Youth Seminar, a two week long workshop initiative in Jordan with Europeans and North Africans discussing regional cooperation in the Mediterranean. 

I see it as our duty to do all we can to engage, educate and inspire young people to take part in debates which will ultimately affect their future, and this is where our national chapters play a particularly big role with the work that they do on a national level. 

During this symposium I have witnessed a group of young people from the Greek YATA, who have worked very hard to ensure the success of this event – and I would like to thank you. It also warms my heart to see the interest that the symposium has sparked amongst university students and I am impressed by the numbers that are here today.  We should never underestimate the power that dialog has in impacting agendas and the effect that youth can have in pursuing change. I think that recent events around the world have proved this. 

With that, I would like to leave you with the words of Robert Kennedy, who said:

“This world demands the qualities of youth: not a time of life but a state of mind, a temper of the will, a quality of imagination, a predominance of courage over timidity, of the appetite for adventure over the love of ease."

Thank you for your time.
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