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Key note address - Swedish-Azerbaijan Business Forum

Your Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a great honour for me to open this Business Forum, together with my colleague, His Excellency the Minister of Labour and Social Protection, Mr Fizuli Alakbarov.

Let me also say that my delegation and myself very much appreciate the presence of representatives from the Ministries of Communications and Information Technologies and of Industry and Energy as well as so many other distinguished representatives of the Azerbaijani government and business community have found time to come and participate in this important Business Forum.

Thank you all for coming!

A warm thank you also to Dr. Bagirov for making this event possible here at the wonderfully restored Villa Petrolea. 

One of the best ways, in my opinion, of bringing about better knowledge and understanding of what our countries stand for, is simply to go and visit each other.

Just a few months ago, Ambassador Rafael Ibrahimov and the Azerbaijani Export and Investment Promotion Agency (AZPROMO) took the initiative of bringing together a visiting Azerbaijani business delegation and representatives of our business community at a seminar in Stockholm. And now it is our turn to come to visit you here in Baku, also with a business delegation.

But in order to further increase the flow of trade and investments between our countries, we also have to give priority to forming a better understanding of our cultures and societies in general. We will achieve this by expanding contacts between our peoples and increasing the interaction between different partners in our  countries in all fields and at all levels.

A very good way to do this is by arranging events like this today.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Contacts – not least in business – between our countries go back a long way. The century-old activities of the Nobel brothers (Alfred, Robert and Ludvig) and their Branobel company  bear witness to the intensive contacts between our countries at that time – a period in which other well-known Swedish companies, such as Ericsson, were also present here in Baku.

Let me say that it is a welcome sign of the resumed and developed relations between our countries that we are able to convene this Business Forum right here in Villa Petrolea. 

On a personal note, it is of course very interesting for me to visit a city and a country were a distant relative of mine was active for many years. Knut Littorin was in charge of sales, and a director of the board of the Nobel oil company in Azerbaijan about a hundred years ago and later became our Consul in St Petersburg.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Trade between Sweden and Azerbaijan is still quite limited. According to Swedish statistics, during the last four years we have seen Swedish exports of approximately USD 90 million a year, with a drop in 2007. 
There have been basically no imports from Azerbaijan during this period, with a single exception, the first 5 months of this year, when there were imports of oil and oil products for approximately USD 80 million.

Consequently there is plenty room for further development of our bilateral trade.

As an advocate of free trade, I would also like to stress that we welcome Azeri exports to Sweden, and encourage your companies to invest in, and trade with, our country.

There is every reason for Azeri companies wishing to expand into new markets to do business in Sweden. The Swedish growth rate is in the EU’s upper range, and there are few countries that can match our potential to benefit from intensifying, technology-driven global competition and co-operation.

Sweden already hosts one of the most internationally integrated economies in the world. The nation’s competitiveness is manifested in large flows of trade and foreign investment. 
Low levels of corporate tax, the absence of withholding tax on dividends and a favourable holding company regime combine to make Sweden particularly attractive for doing business.

We offer access to new products and technologies, skills and innovations, as well as an attractive location and gateway to Northern Europe and the Baltic Sea region.

At the Swedish National Board of Trade, ”Open Trade Gate Sweden” and its staff stand ready to assist Azeri companies that may need advice before they enter the Swedish market, and thereby also the EU internal market.

Free trade is a cornerstone of Swedish foreign and business policy. Sweden is vigorously pursuing open, simple and fair conditions for international trade and investment. 
This contributes to growth, employment and sustainable development. It is also the basis of our domestic economic policy. 
Swedish prosperity is built on international trade and the ability of our companies to compete in the global market. Promotion of exports and investments is therefore very important for Sweden’s growth.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

In order to attract foreign investors, including Swedish ones, to the Azerbaijani market, it is of great importance to spread information about the conditions under which enterprises operate in this country and the legal framework surrounding the Azeri economy. 
The seminar in Stockholm that I mentioned was an important initiative to inform the Swedish companies about the business and investment climate in your country.

Here I would like to take this opportunity to say that we have recently learned from the annual ”Doing Business” survey, carried out by the World Bank, that Azerbaijan is a top performer, both in growth and in reforms in making business easier. 
We congratulate you all on this important achievement.

At the same time though, I would also like to underline that we are convinced that the development of strong and independent democratic institutions and full respect for human rights and the rule of law would further strengthen the economic and political ties between our countries as well as business relations.

Sweden is a strong proponent of Azerbaijan’s  further integration into the European Union. The European Neighborhood Policy provides the framework for EU-Azerbaijani relations today. 
Sweden is actively promoting a strengthening of the EU’s  policies towards its eastern partners and has proposed the establishment of an Eastern Partnership. 
It is my sincere hope that the launch of this initiative combined with Azeri efforts to pursue necessary reforms will create scope for a quicker pace of integration – from which both our societies stand to gain.

Finally, I had a chance to have a very nice and informative meeting with president Aliev yesterday and he sent his personal greetings to this Business Forum and wished us all great success. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,

This Business Forum has not organised itself. It is the result of a close and rewarding co-operation between Swedish and Azeri partners. Let me here particularly thank Dr Bagirov (Chairman, Baku Nobel Heritage Fund) and your team and Mr Majidov (President of AZPROMO) and your team for helping us so much with the organisation of this event. 

To conclude, I hope that the presentations and discussions today can help lay a foundation for expanding economic and trade relations between our two countries and I wish us all a successful ”Sweden – Azerbaijan Business Forum”.

Thank you!
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