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Ladies and gentlemen,

It is both an honour and a privilege for me to be again with you here this evening and to witness the birth of something that I hope and expect will grow to become a very significant force for good in the mission that currently engages us all, namely the protection and preservation of the marine environment.
The inauguration today of the North American Marine Environment Protection Association is indeed a momentous occasion, marking as it does the extension of the MEPA ideal across the North Atlantic to the continent of North America.
There is no doubt that the MEPA concept has come a long way, both figuratively and literally, since June 1982 when representatives of the Panhellenic Seamen's Federation and the Union of Greek Shipowners, spurred by the vision and foresight of George P. Livanos, officially co-signed a Declaration of Voluntary Commitment entitled “To Save the Seas” and thereby founded the first MEPA - the Hellenic Marine Environment Protection Association, or HELMEPA.  And I would take this opportunity to pay tribute to those who have worked relentlessly for HELMEPA to achieve its objectives over the years – in particular, HELMEPA’s Chairmen George Livanos, Basil Papachristidis, John Halas, Basil Constantacopoulos, Peter Livanos, Nickos Tsakos and the present Chairman Nicky Pappadakis and, more particularly, the Association’s solid rock, its Director General Dimitris Mitsatsos.
In the 25 years that have passed, the MEPA network has grown from its Mediterranean origins into a truly global organism. There are now MEPAs as far afield as Australia, South East Asia, South America and now North America and, together, they form a vibrant, dynamic and successful association of entities that continue to campaign and to work in the front line of the fight against marine pollution. And, more recently, the international aspect of the MEPA concept has been formalized and given additional weight with the formation of INTERMEPA, which gives its member associations the opportunity to embrace the much wider vision that is essential in tackling what are, after all, global issues from which, as you heard me saying this afternoon, none of us is immune and to which none of us can turn a blind eye.
The MEPAs’ approach to the question of marine pollution is different from, but completely complementary to, the regulatory approach that is pursued through IMO. Recognizing that legislation and policing alone cannot prevent accidents at sea or prevent and control marine pollution, MEPAs have set out to engage the hearts and minds of determined individuals who have the ability, either collectively or on their own, to make a difference.

What underpins the MEPA philosophy is that laws and regulations can only be successful as long as people have a deep-seated and genuine belief in them and it is this that triggers, fuels and energizes the continuing success and growth of the MEPA concept all over the world.

The various national and international MEPA organizations undertake a diverse range of worthwhile activities that have been extremely effective, particularly in dealing with local environmental problems, such as the activities occasionally undertaken by junior members of HELMEPA and TURMEPA in collecting marine debris on beaches in their respective communities in the Mediterranean Sea area; and in raising awareness of the need to protect and preserve the marine environment against any potential source of pollution. The determination and enthusiasm they display, when tackling these problems, is an example for us all and I am delighted that NAMEPA and its members have embraced these values and added their strength to this worthy cause. I look forward, in due course, to learning of NAMEPA’s activities and initiatives as it makes its own, valuable contribution to the preservation and protection of the marine environment from all sources of pollution.  

Ladies and gentlemen, the influence of MEPAs has been particularly strong among young people, and this is rightly so, as they will indeed become the citizens of tomorrow and, as such, the guardians of our environment in the future. By actively involving them in their campaigns and activities, MEPAs have planted in them the seeds of an environmental consciousness that one day will flourish into a mature understanding and concern for the very real challenges that confront us in our relationship with our planet. I am sure that will also be the case here in North America.
There may not be too many topics today that truly bridge the generations but the protection of the environment is certainly one of them. The issues that confront us concern the very future of our planet and the decisions mankind makes on them over the coming years will certainly shape the inheritance that we leave to future generations.

My generation, as a whole, has only very recently come to understand that the planet that sustains us and gives us life is a fragile entity and that our actions can, and do, have massive repercussions. It is not proving an easy lesson for us to learn, but we are gradually succeeding. Younger generations, on the other hand, are growing up with this knowledge. We must hope that a caring and responsible attitude towards the environment in which one is born, nurtured and grows up will become as natural and as innate to future generations as their ability to communicate in their native language.  

Young people provide much needed hope for the future and it is vital that the older generations, who currently hold the strings of power and have the ability to act on the global stage, should listen to them and provide encouragement and support for their endeavours and ideas. They represent the future and, while we may be engaged in the work of the moment, we should never forget to seek their co-operation and support in our efforts to protect and preserve the environment. We have to approach this issue with a sense of partnership and, if we can help to instil in everyone, not just younger people, a sense of how important it is that we work towards a cleaner, greener world, then so much the better.

The protection of the environment is something that can be, and must be, addressed at every level. It is, however, imperative for all of us to understand that the work of IMO, and others, at the global regulatory level is only really effective if the measures we adopt are properly implemented, on a daily basis, by ordinary people in the industries that we serve. Everybody, no matter who they are, can, and must, do their bit to make a difference.

By establishing the North American MEPA you are showing your commitment to that cause and you have, I am certain, the wholehearted support of IMO, the maritime community, the people of North America and, indeed, of the wider world, for doing so.

Ladies and gentlemen, I wish you and NAMEPA every success and good luck!
Thank you. 
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