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Prime Minister Dodik, Ministers, Honourable Guests,

I believe that opening speeches should be short: Our intentions must be shown through our actions, much more than by our words.

We stand today at both an end and a beginning. The official opening of the Innovation Centre Banja Luka marks the culmination of a long and extended process. We also stand at the beginning of a phase of enterprise development, the actual objective of the whole endeavour. 
This process began in 2005, with the development of an incubation concept and a process of dialogue with representatives of the local authorities. However, it was first in March 2007, at a meeting with Prime Minister Dodik, that the concept began to take more concrete form. A preliminary study concluded that it was feasible to establish a combined innovation centre, encompassing elements of consulting services, training programs and conference facilities.

I will not go through the history of the project since 2007. There have been many “trials and tribulations”, challenges and re-evaluations, dead-ends and new beginnings. Some began to lose hope, or perhaps more correctly, belief in the project. Some doubted that it would be realised, or even that the Norwegian Government would see it through to realisation. Well, here we are. The Norwegian Government has stood by the project – through thick and thin. So too has Prime Minister Dodik. We have been consistently “results-oriented”. Those who doubted were mistaken. 
I would like to take a moment to thank our Norwegian partners, Torkel Ystgaard of SIVA from the early phase of the project, Olav Balsnes, who has followed the project since the beginning, and Astrid Green, who has demonstrated leadership in bringing the project to its present configuration. 
The ICBL project has been – and will continue to be – a partnership. I would like to thank minister Ajanovic and deputy minister Vukelic for their efforts. Many others have also been involved, from RARS (Republic Agency for the Development of Small and Medium Enterprises), the University of Banja Luka, the City of Banja Luka, and others too many to mention all by name, but each one with an important contribution. Throughout the process I have felt interest and support from the prime minister of Republika Srpska. This support has been of key importance. It has, not the least been a confirmation for the Norwegian side and a motivation for continued efforts.
We now conclude this first phase. And we are ready to begin the next – even more important and challenging phase. 
Today we officially open the Innovation Centre Banja Luka. The ICBL is intended to be a centre for innovation, business incubation and business development. It will be market-oriented and flexible. The ICBL will also provide a venue for consulting services, training and conferences. It will be a “one stop shop” for entrepreneurship, innovation and enterprise development. Furthermore, it is my hope that the ICBL will be a regional “motor” of innovation and support for technology enterprises and that its reach will be throughout Bosnia and Herzegovina and extend also internationally, including to Norway. There is much hard work to be done if these objectives are to be fully realised. I think it can be done.
Today’s ceremony is, however, already now much more than just a formal opening of an empty building. In fact, the importance of the ICBL lays not so much in the “packaging”, or the building, as it does in the content, the actual incubation of enterprise development. Of course, the ICBL does require functional and practical premises. But it is the intellectual content and the experience and creativity of the ICBL and its staff and partners that will ultimately be the litmus test of success. 
There is already considerable activity on-going in these premises. It is an auspicious beginning. Companies are already in place in the building. Between 20 and 25 persons are active in the building on a daily basis. In fact, we already now can see that the ICBL needs more space. The third floor is already filled to capacity. The training and conference premises are also in use. This bodes well for the future. I think we can say that at this stage the new beginning is looking very promising indeed!
Support for the work of the ICBL will continue to be a crucial factor for its success. This is important for me to underline. The ICBL will need our continued support. We Norwegians will do our part, as we have in the past. I look forward to continued collaboration and support from prime minister Dodik and the government of Republika Srpska, and not the least from the Universities (Banja Luka & Istocno Sarajevo) and the City of Banja Luka.

In conclusion, the ICBL is now “open for business”. It success depends on us all. We must continue our engagement with enthusiasm, creativity and commitment. Teamwork and partnership will be guiding principles. And above all, we must always be results-oriented.
Thank you, and good luck!
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