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Your Excellency, Mr. Federal President,
In my capacity as the doyen of the diplomatic corps, speaking on behalf of all the Ambassadors gathered in the magnificent Ceremonial Hall of the Vienna Hofburg, I have the extraordinary honour and the privilege to present to you, Mister Federal President, our most cordial wishes for the New Year. Permit us, in particular, to extend our best wishes to your wife and your family, your staff, and the members of the Austrian Federal Government. I also avail myself of this opportunity to wish the Federal Minister for Europe, Integration and Foreign Affairs, present here today, all the best, and to express our thanks for the highly competent support and assistance we have always received from you and your team in the exercise of our mission in the course of the past year. Especially, however, we wish the Austrian population God’s blessings, peace, happiness and good health for the year 2016.
Mr. Federal President, you characterized the past year as “eventful”, a description which we all fully endorse. Taking stock of the past year, the Federal Chancellor and the Vice-Chancellor aptly summarized the situation, noting that, and I quote, “2015 was marked by challenges which none of us could ever have foreseen. Above all, it is the refugee crisis that demands utmost efforts from all of us – the population, the emergency services, aid organizations and politicians”. At the same time, they drew our attention to the tasks awaiting us in coping with the refugee crisis: “The difficult path to a solution requires, above all, an improvement of the situation in the countries of origin and increased security measures at the external borders of the EU. More than ever before, the implementation of sustainable measures demands a common approach to be agreed upon by the European Union - the earlier, the better. This is the goal which the Federal Government advocates on all levels”. (Kleine Zeitung, 23 December 2015, p.41). 

This programme represents a clear rejection of globalized indifference, inertia and disinterest which, as Pope Francis wrote in his message on the occasion of the World Day of Peace on 1 January 2016, “only help to prolong situations of injustice and grave social imbalance, which, in turn can lead to conflicts or, in any event, generate a climate of dissatisfaction which risks exploding sooner or later into acts of violence and insecurity” (op.cit. n.4).
We are fully aware of our shared values: freedom, democracy, human rights, diversity, tolerance – including religious and cultural tolerance. We are called upon to courageously defend these values. We must stand up for them and protect them in a spirit of shared responsibility and solidarity. The coming year, therefore, will be a challenging one. “We continue to trust” – as Pope Francis tells us – “that 2016 will see us all firmly and confidently engaged, on different levels, in the pursuit of justice and peace” (op. cit. n.1.). 

Mr. Federal President,
Ladies and Gentlemen,
Looking back on the past year, we cannot but note with regret that, from beginning to end, it was a year marked by war and terrorist attacks with their tragic consequences, kidnappings, ethnically and religiously motivated persecution, and the abuse of power. In many regions of the world, these horrible conditions have proliferated and spread to such an extent that one may indeed speak of a “third world war fought piecemeal” (Pope Francis). March saw us shaken by the Germanwings disaster, in April thousands of people were killed by the earthquake in Nepal.

However, the past year was also a year of remembrance: we commemorated the end of the Second World War seventy years ago and the liberation of the Mauthausen concentration camp by units of the US Army. The anniversaries of the first atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki on 6 and 9 August 1945 were further occasions of sad commemoration.

The United Nations Organization was founded seventy years ago, and Austria has been a member for sixty years. It was sixty years ago, as well, that the Austrian State Treaty was signed in Vienna’s Belvedere Palace. The University of Vienna celebrated the 650th anniversary of its foundation; for the University of Technology, 2015 marked its 200th year of existence.
Naturally, as diplomats, we should not forget the Vienna Congress (1814-1815) in this context. 200 years ago, Aloys Weissenbach wrote the text which was subsequently set to music by Ludwig van Beethoven in his cantata “The Glorious Moment”. The text expresses Vienna’s newly strengthened sense of identity: “Was nun die Erde hoch und hehres hat, in meinen Mauern hat es sich versammelt! …. Europa bin ich – nicht mehr eine Stadt”, which roughly translates as “What a noble gathering within my walls! ….. No longer a city am I, but Europe” (quoted from: Europa in Wien. Der Wiener Kongress 1814/15, p.13).

Today, 200 years later, this feeling of self-confidence is very much alive in Vienna, a city which acts as host to numerous international organizations and has established itself as a conference venue of renown. Recent examples include the international agreement on the nuclear programme of Iran, the Syria peace talks within the framework of the “Vienna Dialogue”, and the Western Balkans Summit held in Vienna in August 2015. The agreements on the restoration of peace in Ukraine and Libya also give rise to hope for a better and peaceful future for these countries.
As diplomats, we also welcome the award of the Nobel Peace Prize to the Tunisian National Dialogue Quartet. Moreover, we place great hopes in the fulfilment of the Sustainable Development Goals by 2030 and the Paris Agreement negotiated by the United Nations Climate Change Conference. These developments give rise to cautious but justified optimism regarding our common future.
Mr. Federal President, 
Ladies and Gentlemen,

In April of this year, the Austrian people are going to elect a new federal president. Speaking on behalf of all of us, I should like to thank you, Mister Federal President, most cordially and congratulate you on the noble manner in which you have held and exercised this high office over so many years for the benefit of all people living in Austria. We thank you for the friendly appreciation you have always shown for us diplomats. We should also like to extend our thanks to your wife. And as, in the meantime, my colleagues have become almost genuinely Viennese themselves, we bid you farewell the Viennese way, grateful for the years we spent together but saddened to see you go, by saying “Servus”.
Thank you very much!
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