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Your Excellency, Mr. Federal President,

Madam Schmidauer,
Your Excellency, Federal Minister Kneissl,
Excellencies, Colleagues,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

Our traditional encounter in the magnificent Ceremonial Hall of the Vienna Hofburg certainly is one of the outstanding highlights of our diplomatic mission in Vienna. It is with great pleasure that we have accepted your invitation. We take it as an honour and a privilege to sincerely wish you, Mr. Federal President, happiness and God’s blessings for the year 2018.

We also extend our best wishes to your spouse, who is honouring this festive event by her presence. Speaking on behalf of all our colleagues present here today, I should like to express my heartfelt gratitude to you, Mr. Federal President, for having again invited the spouses of the diplomats accredited in Vienna, a special sign of appreciation which means a great deal to us. I am emphasizing this noble gesture, as it contributes towards turning today’s encounter into something like a fête en famille.
Mr. Federal President,

Like in a family, happiness and sorrow often are not far apart. On 25th December, our dear colleague Konstantine Zaldastanishvili, the highly appreciated Ambassador of Georgia, passed away in Vienna. In my capacity as Doyen of the Diplomatic Corps and on behalf of all of us, I wish to offer our sincere condolences to his family, the Embassy staff, as well as his friends and acquaintances, assuring them that we will always hold his memory in high esteem.
At the beginning of a new year, we take a look back and have to note with regret that the year behind us was marked by turmoil, wars, terrorism, threats, natural disasters, famine and an excess of human misery and suffering.

However, the year was not without its positive moments: Commemorative events and jubilees were celebrated in our diplomatic family with dignity and in gratitude. The award of the Peace Nobel Prize to the International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons (ICAN) was widely welcomed.

2017 was a momentous year for Austria, with elections to the National Council, the formation of a “turquoise-blue” coalition, and the appointment and inauguration of the new Federal Government. We congratulate the dynamic new government team headed by Federal Chancellor Sebastian Kurz and wish them the courage, perseverance and strength needed to work untiringly for the common good of all Austrians and all people who have found shelter and protection in Austria.
We congratulate Federal Minister Karin Kneissel, who is with us on this occasion for the first time, and wish her all the best for the office of high responsibility entrusted to her. Her extraordinary competencies, her extensive experience and her language skills ideally qualify her for this office, and we look forward to excellent bilateral contacts, constructive discussions and an intensive exchange of ideas that will enable us to further improve the way in which we fulfil our diplomatic mission in Vienna.
Permit me also to thank the former Federal Government, its Ministers and their staff on behalf of all the diplomats present here today and to pay tribute to their achievements.
Mr. Federal President,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Our societies are undergoing a phase of rapid transformation, marked by globalization and digitalization. Against this background, we will again be called upon in the course of this year to address the major global challenges of climate change and climate protection, the fight against poverty and the ever more urgent problems of integration in the wake of recent migration movements.

Thank God, there are rays of hope brightening the beginning of this year: the surprising initiation of contacts between North and South Korea in connection with the Olympic Winter Games, or the opening of the Ban Ki-moon Centre for Global Citizens in Vienna, an institution dedicated to the tasks of strengthening the right to self-determination and the position of women and youth in society, as well as enhancing the educational opportunities for all children on this planet.

It has been pointed out, and very rightly so, that 2018 will be an extraordinary year of commemoration, a year to recall the ups and downs of Austrian history and, in particular, the transformation of the great Dual Monarchy into a small democratic republic 100 years ago (Walter Konrad, Kleine Zeitung, 1 January 2018). It will also be a year of elections, with elections to four provincial parliaments scheduled to be held in 2018. And last but not least, Austria will succeed Bulgaria in assuming the Presidency of the European Council in the second half of the year.
The Western Balkans Strategy proposed by the European Commission and the related plans for enlargement will constitute major challenges for Austria. It is not only a question of these countries participating in Europe’s economic success, but also of their commitment to European values and their willingness to recognize, enrich and preserve European culture.
As we all know, Europe is based on three pillars symbolized by the names of three cities: Athens standing for democracy, Rome for the rule of law, and Jerusalem for the three monotheistic world religions. 

Thus, we hope that Europe will continue to develop on this basis as a region of prosperity, tolerance and peace, a region where the true values of freedom of conscience and religion and of interreligious dialogue are upheld and respected. This urgent demand has also been expressed by the European Parliament.
Mr. Federal President,

Madam Minister,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Where we are going? (cf. William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream). What does the future have in store for us? We do not know for sure yet, but we have, at least, a vague idea. We may be moved by hope and burdened by anxieties. You yourself, Mr. Federal President, expressed it so aptly when you said, “Where doubt perceives nothing but the dark night sky, confidence sees an infinite number of stars” (Inaugural Address by the Federal President before the Austrian Parliament, 26 January 2017).

With this wise attitude in mind, I hope that our daily lives in the coming days, weeks and months will be guided by the spirit of moderation that leads us towards the composure and confidence philosophers have always recommended as the basis for a happy and fulfilling life. May this wish come true for all of us in 2018 – for you, Mr. Federal President and for your spouse, for you, Madam Minister, for the Secretary General of the Federal Ministry for Europe, Integration and Foreign Affairs and his competent staff, for the staff of the Federal President’s Office, and for all Austrians! 
Thank you very much for your attention.
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