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Remarks by High Representative Catherine Ashton 

at the press conference after the Foreign Affairs Council 

 

We began this morning with a discussion about Sudan and our concern about the deteriorating 

security situation there. You will know that recent fighting in South Kordofan has cost the lives of 

civilians and led to a serious humanitarian situation. 

We urge all sides to stop the violence and to engage urgently and constructively with President 

Mbeki and the work of the African Union. 

Both the Government of Sudan and the Government of South Sudan need to make sure that they 

are allowing access to those in need of assistance from those who can offer humanitarian aid. 

We agreed today on continued EU engagement for peace, stability and for development for Sudan, 

and we adopted a "comprehensive approach" to both North and South Sudan. 

This includes a range of different measures, including stepping up our development work 

and helping with the development of accountable government based on human rights and the rule of 

law. 

We are also very conscious that we are less than 3 weeks away from South Sudan's independence. 

 

I was extremely pleased with the positive response to the new European Neighbourhood Policy. 

The council welcomed the creation of the Task Force for the Southern Mediterranean, which I 

hope will give extra coherence to the work that we and the international financial institutions and 

others are doing in the region. 

I hope very soon that we will have the name of the Special Representative to the region who will 

support me with the Task Force. 

You know that I have talked often about the need for us to make sure that we see deep and 

sustainable democracy in the neighbourhood and that we need an approach that is based on mutual 

accountability and what I have called the 3 Ms: money, market access, mobility. 

So we will start work and we have already begun to develop the strategy.  

 

This weekend I have been in the region; I have been talking with Jordan, with Egypt and of course 

with people in Israel and with the Palestinians. But in our dialogues with our neighbourhood, we are 

conscious of their needs and conscious of our requirement to step up what we are able to do. 
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There have been Council Conclusions today as well on Libya, Syria and Yemen. 

Of course, each country is unique and each situation different but we do have a 

consistent approach on the need to stop violence against citizens, to ensure that governments listen 

to their people and begin the process of transition. 

 

On Syria, we have already imposed two sets of sanctions and we are preparing to expand our 

restrictive measures. 

We condemn in the strongest possible terms the continuing repression in the country. 

President Assad must launch a credible, genuine and inclusive dialogue and it is up to the Syrian 

people to judge the willingness to reform. 

But I have to say that at first glance, his speech today was disappointing. 

 

On Libya, we are intensifying our pressure on the regime, and last week extended our sanctions list 

to six ports. 

On Saturday I was in Cairo for the meeting of what we call the Cairo Group which is under the 

umbrella of the United Nations and which brings together the EU, the African Union, the  Arab 

League and the Organisation of the Islamic Conference. We met together with Ban Ki-Moon by 

video link. 

Together we were looking at how we support the development of Libya and the post conflict 

reconstruction of a democratic post-Gaddafi Libya. 

 

On Yemen, we remain extremely concerned by the situation on the ground. I am in daily contact 

with our head of delegation there in order to see what more we can do in terms of offering support 

and Kristalina Georgiva, the Commissioner for Humanitarian Aid, as you know recently visited 

Yemen in order to ensure that we are able to provide humanitarian support there. 

We want to see the transition in line with what the Gulf Cooperation Council has already indicated 

as being the most appropriate way forward. 

  

I can't stress enough how much we support the democratic reforms in Egypt. I made this very clear 

to the deputy Prime Minister when I met him on Saturday but of course in the Council this is a 

consistent thing as is indeed our continuing support for Tunisia, where people are visiting very 

regularly to help them prepare for the upcoming elections. 

We also reflected on the significance of the King of Morocco's reform speech at the weekend. 

I think if it is fully implemented that it would be a major step forward but it would be up to 

the people to decide in the referendum on July 1. And in my meetings in Jordan on Thursday I have 

reiterated the welcome we have for the recent announcements by the King of Jordan and the 

political and economic reforms that they have set in train. 

 

Let me turn to the Middle East Peace Process. In the Council discussions this afternoon I was 

briefing ministers on my weekend visit to the Middle East. 

Everyone here is aware that we have put a lot of effort into trying to find ways to persuade the 

parties to get back to the negotiating table. 

I talked to the ministers as well about my call for a meeting of Quartet principals, which I hope will 

happen very soon. And you will know that the Quartet envoys meet on Friday under  European 

chairmanship. 
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We are looking to see how much we can push for this clear framework that will enable both sides to 

return to the negotiating table. 

It is extremely important in the context of recent developments that we see the parties think very 

carefully about moving back into negotiations. It is extremely important that they do so not least 

because in the changing world of our neighbourhood it is essential that they recognize that this 

crisis in the middle of the neighbourhood needs a resolution. 

Our position on this is clear, we have spelled it out and I have reiterated that in my conversations 

with Prime Minister Netanyahu with President Abbas and with others. 

 

We also reviewed the situation in Belarus 6 months after the Presidential elections of December. 

We are faced with a serious deterioration of the political situation: more than 40 people have 

been convicted in politically motivated trials, 30 to prison terms, including ex-Presidential 

candidates. 

We want to see immediate release and rehabilitation of all political prisoners and we strongly 

condemn the continued repression of Belarusian civil society, independent media and opposition. 

We have decided on further measures in response to the deteriorating situation; introduced an 

embargo on arms and riot gear and for the first time targeting certain business interests linked to the 

regime. But as we have said consistently we remain committed to the Belarusian population and 

will continue to reach out to them, for example through the invitation to negotiations on visa 

facilitation. 

 

Finally, after this Press conference we will conclude our day with the Western Balkans forum, 

where we will be joined by foreign ministers from the region to look at how we can promote the 

European perspective, in particular regional cooperation. 

There have been very important developments in the region recently: the arrest of Mladic, launch of 

the structured dialogue with Bosnia Herzogovina and the start of the Belgrade-Pristina dialogue. 

We want to see this progress built upon and we want to see concrete results from the Belgrade-

Pristina discussions as soon as possible. 

And good progress too in the reform agenda ahead of the reports the Commission will adopt this 

autumn. 

And we want to see the swift conclusion of the electoral process in Bosnia and Herzegovina and 

Albania. 

In Albania, the situation is particularly worrying. We want to see the immediate restoration of 

political dialogue and a new focus on reform. 

 

 

 

_____________________ 


