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Madame President, 

Madame the Standing Rapporteur, 

Honourable Members, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to be back here today as confirmed 

Commissioner, and for your support and confidence during the hearing 

and nomination process. As I said when we first met, it is an honour, but 

also a big responsibility to be the Commissioner for the new portfolio of 

International Cooperation, Humanitarian Aid and Crisis Response.  My 

first month in office was an evidence of this as we witnessed series of 

natural disasters -- earthquakes Chile and Turkey after Haiti in January, 

storms and floods in Madeira and France.  And suffering continued 

because of conflicts throughout the world, in Afghanistan, Sudan, 

Somalia, Colombia, the Middle East to name but a few.     

 

Today, I would like to reflect on my experience with Haiti and Chile, set 

out in some more detail my priorities, and listen to your reflections. As 

the Commission Work Plan has yet to be adopted by the College, now is 

the right time to define a broad direction and obtain your feedback, so we 

can launch our work on the right track.  

 

Haiti was and is at the very top of my agenda. As you know, I travelled 

there two week ago and witnessed the destruction and suffering, but also 

the enormous efforts of the humanitarian community to bring hope and 

help.  The EU reacted quickly and effectively. We at the Commission 

mobilised, also thanks to the Parliament as budgetary authority, a total of 

around 120 million euro of emergency humanitarian aid, four times the 

amount allocated at the outset of the disaster. Through the Civil 

Protection Mechanism we also coordinated the assistance from 25 
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member states –. It is fair to say that, overall, it was the right type of help, 

provided at the right time and delivered where it would make the biggest 

impact.  After visiting the most affected areas (Jacmel, Leogane, and 

parts of Port-au-Prince), I am in a position to draw the following five key 

observations: 

 

1) Basic humanitarian needs (water, food, some form of shelter, 

medical treatment) have been met, BUT we are still in the midst of a 

humanitarian crisis, which may even get worse when the rains hit.  

There are pressing needs to address for at least a year or more, 

particularly shelter and sanitation. Our new decision of 90 M€ will 

focus on this.  

2) We also need to build into our response strategies contingency 

planning measures (such as the replenishment of vital relief 

supplies' stocks) as the situation could deteriorate further with the 

rainy and hurricane seasons.  

3) The continuation of the humanitarian delivery effort depends on 

maintaining key relief logistics and crucial lifeline infrastructure, for 

which military capabilities might still be needed.  

4) While we did well in delivery, we performed poorly in terms of 

visibility. There is a collective responsibility here for EU institutions, 

member states and media on how we communicate Europe's action. 

5) We also must ensure a proper linkage between relief, recovery 

and development activities. In this respect, assistance must "follow 

the needs" and be provided wherever the people are. Our 90 M€ 

decision will ensure a country-wide coverage, helping to reduce the 

burden on Port-au-Prince. The other key issue is to kick-start 

income-generating activities through labour-intensive cash for work 
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programmes, allowing people to earn money while cleaning up the 

debris and rubbles in houses and in villages.  

 

I work very closely with Commissioner Piebalgs on these transitional 

issues. Our common objective is to mobilise a strong, coordinated EU 

response which will support the vision and efforts of the Haitian 

authorities in laying the foundations of a new development for Haiti. The 

overall EU response will be presented at the International Haiti Donors' 

conference on the 31st of March in New York. Where Cathy Ashton will 

lead the EU delegation. 

 

Beyond Haiti, linking relief rehabilitation and development is a key 

challenge, considering the growing number of countries in situation of 

fragility and transition. With my background at the World Bank, I will work 

closely with Commissioner Piebalgs, to take this matter forward at policy 

and country operations levels to ensure a genuine joined approach.  

 

In Chile I could see for myself the impact of the earthquake and the 

subsequent tsunami, but also the mitigating effects of disaster 

preparedness systems in place. The EU swift assistance through ECHO 

and the Civil Protection Mechanism was very well received and 

addressed critical needs (mechanical bridges, water purification etc). The 

main lesson from Chile stems from the striking difference with Haiti in 

terms of impact (500 casualties against 220.000). This is due to far better 

preparedness and prevention (building standards) measures in place in 

Chile. But clearly there were some gaps, notably in the overlay between 

national and community level tsunami alert systems, which could have 

saved lives in the coastal areas I visited.  
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The tragedies in Haiti and Chile have actually highlighted key issues that 

will shape my mandate. They have shown how crucial it is to develop 

and deploy, quickly and efficiently, a disaster preparedness and 
response capacity, no matter how difficult the local conditions may be. 

We need to draw lessons from this experience and see how we can 

strengthen the existing EU capacity, including the Civil Protection 

Mechanism, so the EU be faster, more effective and more visible when 

the next disaster hits.  The resolution that Parliament passed on Haiti is 

very timely and will feed in the ongoing reflection process. My level of 

ambition is high and I will work hard to reinforce the Union's disaster 

preparedness and response capacity, both inside and outside the EU, 
in liaison with my colleagues Cecilia Malmström and Cathy Ashton. This 

includes also the Disaster Risk Reduction dimension, which is fully 

consistent with our policy on Climate Change. The evaluation of civil 
protection policy foreseen in mid 2010 will provide a solid basis to 

achieve this goal.  

 

In addition to action in Haiti, and focus on disaster preparedness and 

response, let me flag four other important activities high on my agenda 

for the coming months.  

 

First, DG ECHO will embark on a mid-term review of the European 
Consensus on Humanitarian Aid in dialogue with yourselves and 

partners. The Consensus has served us well and our level of ambition is 

high. I am confident that the review will lead to policy proposals that will 

contribute to improved aid effectiveness, coherence and co-ordination 

across the whole EU.  It also will serve the objective of defining a greater 

role for the EU in improving global humanitarian governance. We have to 

match our financial weight with political clout. Your own report will 
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provide an important contribution to this work, as will the discussion due 

to take place in the Parliament with partners tomorrow. My aim is that we 

will be in a position to adopt a political statement at the EU level in the 

autumn, which will set the course for our work in the period until 2013. 

 

Second, as I stated during my hearing, I will implement the mandate from 

the Lisbon Treaty to establish the European Voluntary Humanitarian 
Corps in 2011, the European Year of Volunteering.  I will develop a 

proposal by the end of 2010 based on careful consideration of lessons 

from experience in other volunteer organisations, existing challenges and 

gaps in the delivery of humanitarian support, and costs and expected 

results. I have already initiated an outreach to key humanitarian actors, 

and will organise and carry out an inclusive consultative process with all 

key stakeholders, including in the European Parliament.  The end result 

should be a strong platform for putting European values to work, 

respecting the professional standards for delivery of humanitarian aid 

and protecting the safety and security of our young people. 

 

Third, in collaboration with Cathy Ashton, I will engage in a much needed 

discussion on the interaction between humanitarian aid and political 
and military action.  In a rapidly changing global setting, we must take a 

close look at how, in the case of disaster, depending on its scope and 

scale, we can best deploy all assets, including military, and at the same 

time protect the neutrality of humanitarian assistance and the safety of 

humanitarian workers around the world.     

There has been some positive progress in this matter over the last years 

and lessons have drawn from experience, as lately in the context of the 

EUFOR operation in Chad. We should build on this and further develop 
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our EU-wide doctrine, in a dialogue on these issues with EU Ministers of 

Defence. 

Last, but not least, I will work on ensuring the respect of International 
Humanitarian Law.  I met with President Kellenberger today, and we 

agreed to pursue close collaboration between my team and the ICRC.  

 

In closing, let me stress my commitment to two principles – first, focus on 

results, and, second, collaboration within the Commission, with the 

Parliament, the member states and our partners.  I look forward to your 

comments and questions. Thank you. 


