“President Obama and the Baltics”

Introductory Remarks by Maria Kivisild Ogrydziak


Ladies and Gentlemen I would like to welcome you to today’s USBF Ambassador Council Speaker Series event titled “President Obama and The Baltics”.  I am Maria Kivisild Ogrydziak, the Chairman of The U.S.- Baltic Foundation and am delighted to be here with you all.  When we look at the world today, we see the Baltic countries, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, in a region of Eastern Europe that has become increasingly more vulnerable to today’s realities:  the economic crisis has sparked political unrest in Latvia 
and Lithuania, a resurgent Russia has consistently demonstrated its desire to exert unwanted influence in the independent and sovereign countries in its neighborhood , and, due to the recent spat between Russia and Ukraine over natural gas, there now exists an increased importance of discovering new and alternative energy supplies and energy transit routs for natural gas and oil to enter Europe.
At the same time, there is tremendous hope and opportunity for the Baltic countries as well.  All three of the Baltic countries have a tremendous opportunity to continue to act as positive role models and examples for countries in the region such as Belarus, Moldova, Ukraine, and Georgia to learn from.  The Baltics have positioned themselves as politically stable, economically vibrant, investment friendly, reliable countries to serve as THE gateway to both Europe and the East.  
The challenges and opportunities of the Baltics highlight the need for active U.S. engagement in the region by maintaining strong political and economic alliances with Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania.  All three of the Baltic countries have staunchly supported and actively participated with the United States in the conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq.  During his remarks at the 2008 U.S.- Baltic Gala, when explaining why the Baltics had take such an active role in supporting the United States, Estonian President Toomas  Hendrik Ilves eloquently stated that “we do what we do because we share those core values of liberty, freedoms of speech and expression, the rule of law and the respect of human rights.”

It is essential to reinforce the message that the United States has strong partners in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, and conversely that Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania can depend on the same level of commitment and friendship from the United States.
It is the mission of The U.S.- Baltic Foundation to carry out programs and provide a forum to promote such a relationship.  For over 18 years USBF has served as a key educational resource for U.S. and Baltic policy-makers.  It has introduced new American audiences to the Baltics through a series of public affairs programs; helped nurture and strengthen the growth of democracy and free-markets in the Baltics in their difficult transitions from “Soviet republics” to free nations.
In addition to our Ambassador Council Speakers Series which I will come back to in a minute, I will briefly introduce you to some of our other programs. Out Baltic Good Governance Initiative led by retired U.S. Ambassador to Latvia Ints Silins supports NGO’s in the Baltics, such as Transparency International, that promote good governance and civil society.  USBF’s annual business program seeks to promote increased cooperation and matchmaking opportunities for U.S. and Baltic companies in specific sectors, our annual silent auction and gala honors Baltic and American leaders who have promoted stronger U.S.- Baltic cooperation.  This year USBF is honoring President Valdis Zatlers of Latvia at our gala in May.  More information about these and other programs can be found on our website.

This brings me to today’s event:  the latest in our Ambassadors Council Speakers Series here on Capitol Hill.  With the new administration of President Obama, we know there has been, and will continue to be new approaches, new nuances, and new strategies in the United States’s foreign policy.  Today’s event will allow the Ambassadors from Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania to share with us some areas and issues they see as crucial for the 
new administration to address with regards to the partnership between the United States and the Baltic countries.  I have the pleasure of introducing our distinguished panelists:   
Ambassador Väino Reinart

Republic of Estonia 

Ambassador Väino Reinart was appointed Ambassador of Estonia to the United States of America on August 15, 2007. Prior to working at the Estonian Embassy, the Ambassador was a permanent representative to the European Union from 2002-2007. He also held various positions in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and served as Ambassador to the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe.
Ambassador Andrejs Pildegovics

Republic of Latvia

Ambassador Andrejs Pildegovics was appointed Latvian Ambassador to the United States of America on July 25, 2007. Less than one year later, on May 8, 2008, he also became the Latvian Ambassador to Mexico. Prior to his work in the United States and Mexico, Ambassador Pildegovics was the Chief of Staff, Chancery of the President of Latvia, served as a Foreign Policy advisor to the President of Latvia Vaira Vike-Freiberga, and held various positions in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Ambassador Andrius Bruzga

Republic of Lithuania

Ambassador Andrius Bruzga was appointed Ambassador of Lithuania to the United States of America on February 26th, 2007. Ambassador Bruzga, previously served as Lithuanian Ambassador to Finland from 2002-2007. He served as counselor and later minister-counselor of political affairs at the Lithuanian Embassy in London. Ambassador Bruzga held several positions at the Department of State and Diplomatic Protocol at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
Dr. Michael Haltzel

Johns Hopkins University

Dr. Michael Haltzel serves as Senior Fellow at the Center for Transatlantic Relations of Johns Hopkins University’s School of Advanced International Studies. Recently Dr. Haltzel has also been senior foreign policy advisor to Vice President Joseph R. Biden, Jr., formerly the Ranking Member of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, and Democratic Staff Director of the Subcommittee on European Affairs.  Dr. Haltzel is a member of the Board of Trustees of many renowned think tanks here in Washington.
