17.mai-tale i Tbilisi, 14. mai 2010
Excellencies, Georgian and Norwegian friends,

We Norwegians are not our normal disciplined self on the 17th of May.  You could say it is the only day of the year when we behave somewhat like Georgians: with street parades, flags and the occasional public disorderliness. It is part spring fever after a long and dark winter, part tradition, but also a heavy dose of what I will call positive nationalism, or patriotism. Positive not least in the sense that it is value based – we are celebrating our 1814 Constitution and its ideals of freedom and democracy and the rule of law. It’s good to celebrate these values in the affirmative, but it is when they are violated that they are really appreciated. The Norwegian poet Nordahl Grieg, who was later to be shot down in a British bomber over Berlin, expresses this in a poem dedicated to the 17th of May, 1940.  On this day seventy years ago Norway was at war for the first time since the year of the adoption of the constitution. Nordahl Grieg imagines himself at Eidsvold, where the constituent assembly had met, and he writes: 
Today, the flag pole stands empty

Among the greening trees of Eidsvold

But it is just at this hour

That we know what freedom is like
Norwegians and Georgians are patriotic people. But patriotism is not just about loving one’s country – mountains, valleys and rivers and beautiful cities like Tbilisi. It is about protecting and developing the values to which our nations are dedicated. Georgia’s road towards full democracy and the rule of law has not ended. Nor has our own. But Georgia’s historical handicaps presented this country with a bigger challenge than the established democracies of Europe. Norway is proud to be a reliable partner in Georgia’s endeavors to integrate fully in Euro-Atlantic cooperation. We do so in a broad relationship involving authorities as well as civil society. Let me mention just two examples: The Norwegian Mission of Rule of Law Advisers, Norlag, has assisted in legal and prison reform work since 2004. They are the largest group of Norwegians in Georgia and I want to thank them also for supporting tonight’s event. The Norwegian Refugee Council, NRC, has been helping refugees and IDPs since the first tragic wars in South Ossetia and Abkhazia. The NRC in turn works closely with local and central authorities and with other valuable partners like Care, UNICEF, UNFPA and UNIFEM, the United Nations Fund for Women.   
2010 has started very well indeed for the Norwegian-Georgian relationship. Foreign Minister Vashadze visited Norway last month and had a good and substantial discussion with Foreign Minister Stoere – and a visit to the Opera with his wife. Foreign Minister Stoere confirmed that Norway fully supports the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Georgia. And also last month our Deputy Minister of Defence visited Tbilisi for talks and the signing of a cooperation agreement between the Defence Ministries of Norway and Georgia which forms part of NATO’s relationship with Georgia. 

If I were to highlight one area in which last year has brought quite encouraging progress, it would be the energy sector. Norway has long been involved in this vital sector for Georgia through Statoil’s role as commercial operator of the South Caucasus Gas Pipeline from Azerbaijan through Georgia to Turkey. I said in my first speech to you, three years ago, that I hoped other Norwegian companies would follow. This now seems to come true in the field of hydro power development. A new Norwegian company, Clean Energy Invest, with some of my country’s best expertise, present here tonight, has won a concession to develop four hydropower stations in the Adjanistskali river. Total investment is calculated at more than 300 mill. USD. My hope this year would be that the first steps now being taken will lead to this sector becoming a cornerstone of our bilateral relations and that this will contribute substantially to Georgia’s economic development. It is worth remembering that it was the harnessing of the power in the rivers from our mountains which lifted poor Norway out of poverty a hundred years ago – and not oil and gas. And you are as richly endowed from nature’s side as we are when it comes to water – just take a look at the swift run of the mighty Mtkvari these days.  
Last year also marked a milestone in cultural cooperation in that we celebrated the 150th anniversary of the Norwegian writer Knut Hamsun and in particular his travels in South Caucasus in 1899, which he described in his book “In Fairytale Land”.  But this time I will not quote from him, but from another Norwegian visitor to Georgia; our long time Labor Prime Minister, Einar Gerhardsen.  Gerhardsen visited Georgia, with his wife, in 1955. In his memoirs he describes his visit to Gori – which he, by the way, calls “a small village”.  Upon being shown Stalin’s birthplace, he makes the interesting observation that so far his name had not been mentioned during the talks. This was two years after Stalin’s death and a few months before Khrushchev’s famous anti-Stalin speech at the 20th party congress. Anyhow, of course there was a well stacked table awaiting them at the collective farm they visited in Gori. But Gerhardsen was a tee-totaler; he did not touch alcohol. So, unseen by the host, he filled his beer glass with lemonade in a cognac-like color. The chairman of the collective farm then filled his beer glass with real cognac – and emptied it, according to custom. Gerhardsen managed to refill his glass when the host had to leave the table. When he returned, the two men emptied their glasses again.  Quote: “When he had emptied the third glass, he kept standing holding the empty glass, with sweat pouring from his forehead, watching me who was obviously completely unperturbed by a seemingly enormous alcohol intake.”

Gerhardsen was later told by another Norwegian visitor to Gori the following year that people remembered with some admiration the Norwegian prime minister who almost managed to toast their robust chairman under the table.  
So, back to culture! We are fortunate to have amongst us Ensemble Giorgi, with Svend Waage, Petter Simonsen and Beka Sebiskveradze.  It is a privilege for an embassy to have an ensemble that straddles cultural and geographical borders as they do. They are perfectly able to introduce themselves – Beka, Petter and Svend!
