Address by Patrizia Baralli
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Dear President, Vice-Rectors, Deputy Mayor!

Dear professors, Ladies and Gentlemen!
I am delighted to have been invited here today to say a few words on the institution of European Capitals of Culture and the European perspective on its developments on an occasion to mark the European Year of Creativity and Innovation to take place in the City of Vilnius.

It is important to emphasise that ECoC cities are a vital part of Europe's cultural and social fabric.
The European Capitals of Culture are one of the EU's oldest, best established and most effective cultural projects. These events are the "cultural Olympics” of the European Union!
Next year we celebrate the 25th anniversary of this unique institution. Over time, it has become more and more challenging and attractive, and more and more significant in its scale, as well as in its potential impact.

We are more convinced than ever that the Capitals are a unique opportunity for our cities, for their people, and for the European Union as a whole. 

At their best, they pull together all the different strands – people, cultures, communities – that make a city; they instil a sense of belonging together, of belonging to the city, and of belonging to Europe. 

I would like to say a few words about the ECoC and cultural diversity.
Indeed, in setting up the Capitals, one of Europe's aims was precisely to promote and celebrate cultural diversity and intercultural dialogue - to highlight the richness and diversity of European cultures, to stress the common bonds, and to provide a space where mutual understanding of our fellow European citizens can grow.

As our cities and societies become increasingly diverse, this farsighted aim is as relevant as ever. It has inspired the EU's new strategy for culture – adopted in 2007- which is shaping our ambitions to make culture central to what Europe can be.

However, it is not culture in isolation. ECoC have a lot to do with the notion of creative economy, the blueprint for creative cities

Thus, the Capitals also point the way to the creative economies and creative cities that are at the heart of Europe’s future. We are living through times of great upheaval. But even beyond the present crisis, the European Union is undergoing a profound change. It is moving from an economy based on production of goods to an economy based on creativity, knowledge and innovation. This is a fundamental shift which we are marking this year, with the European Year of Creativity and Innovation, in an effort to harness these elements for Europe's future. 

ECoC also function as compasses mapping the future of influential cities.
This brings me on to a key ingredient of the European Capital title that I want to underline. The cultural programme of a good European Capital should not just be an excuse to hold a big party or festival during a year. It must set out to foster the long-term cultural and social development of the city. This is the opportunity for a city to deliberate on and map a better future for itself and its region: to use the title as a springboard for investment and regeneration; to draw up a new social contract by reaching out to everyone in the city.

A well-organised Capital can bring enormous benefits:
· the numbers of overnight visitors increase – in some recent cases, by as much as 150%,
· the new or revamped cultural infrastructure brings longer term employment and growth opportunities while making the city a more attractive place to live in,
· and the sheer scale of the event creates a golden opportunity to foster the cultural management skills of cultural operators in the region, which can serve the community in the long-term.

In other words, being a European Capital of Culture has huge potentials to change a city for the better. Unfortunately this potential is not always fully understood and used, but over the years we have seen good examples of how the title can turn the wheel of fortune of a city round.
One of the essential ingredients of a successful Capital to ensure that it helps a city become a “creative” one, is good long-term planning to ensure that this cultural event has a lasting impact beyond the duration of the year. Of course, not all of the Capitals have left a long-term legacy. In fact this is largely the reason why a new, competitive selection process was devised, with clear criteria, including city development. At the Commission our aim is to try to do what we can to ensure that every single Capital is a success and helps, in real terms, to bring about a "creative city”.

Let me turn now to Vilnius – European Capital of Culture in 2009. 

Coming to Vilnius, I realised I was coming to the centre of Europe, to the geographical heart of our Continent. But as geography does not always match with recent history, there is still a way to go to get your city in the mental landscape of many European citizens living in other countries. 
The title of European Capital of Culture provides a very good opportunity to look at your city with the eyes of all its citizens, but also with the eyes of other European citizens.
Let me say that from the point of view of cultural offer Vilnius started from an already high point. While some European Capitals of Culture use the event to rebrand themselves as cultural destinations, how could you make Vilnius a more cultural city than what it is already?
Nevertheless your tradition and cultural prestige can be enhanced by cooperating with cultural operators in other countries, by thinking widely and networking all local actors and by promoting your city in the European arena. Holding the title creates an ideal momentum to strengthening the fabric of the civil society, to unite forces, to bring culture in the agenda of many stakeholders, including schools and universities.

A successful European Capital of Culture usually offers a wider range of cultural events, and for a wider public. It is a golden opportunity to widen the access to culture by involving in cultural projects those who do not often go to museums and theatre. It may open up spaces for culture across the educational curriculum and trigger creative thinking. In a nutshell, one of the lasting benefits of European Capitals of Culture is a stronger cooperation among civil society, cultural and educational stakeholders and public authorities, a new way of approaching, and hopefully solving, old problems by working together. Last but not least, tourism and the positive branding effect on the image of the city should not be overlooked.

It is part of the experience and the learning process that we need to evaluate each ECoC in the process. 
Across the years it has become evident that being a European Capital of Culture can have lasting effects on the city. Naturally, there is an increasing interest in assessing its short and long term benefits. In these harsh times, “value for money” is one of the top criteria for public expenditure. Nevertheless, assessing cultural programmes often brings positive surprises. Actually investing in culture pays off and those who calculated the financial impact of some European Capitals of Culture found that public money invested had a return four times of the original investments.
Evaluating an ECoC event is not an easy tasks, there are so many different activities running for more than a year and spanning from measuring cultural programme output to wider economic and social impacts. 

The attention the University Network of Capitals of Culture is paying to evaluation and assessment is more than welcome. Universities of European Capitals of Culture are ideally placed to undertake and steer the evaluation process as they are the reservoir of expertise, they know the ground, they have the right contacts and, last but not the least, they have the extraordinary chance to observe their city converted into a one-year laboratory of innovation, a cultural accelerator whose effects would be seen much quicker than for usual long term cultural policies. 

In the past five years almost all ECoC carried out some form of evaluation: these are valuable pieces of information and analysis, but too often they cover only limited aspects of the ECoC events.
A quality step forward was taken by Liverpool 2008, where the two universities were closely associated since the beginning and carried the data gathering and the evaluation process all the way through the year together.
I am convinced that everybody was a winner in the process: the managing agency was able to show reliable and informatively orientating interim results to the citizens, the press and politicians while sustaining their support; as for the universities were able to develop a comprehensive evaluation model, which is now in the process of being adapted to the needs of other European Capitals of Culture through a European project funded by the European Commission.

The European Commission has also the obligation of undertaking a yearly external evaluation of European Capitals of Culture. Its findings are summarised in a Commission report to the European Parliament and the Council of Ministers. The external evaluation for the European Capitals of Culture 2007 and 2008 including Luxembourg, Sibiu, Liverpool and Stavanger is about to be finished. The Commission report will be sent to the other institutions by the end of this year. 

The external evaluation relies on data provided by the cities themselves, and on feedback from cultural stakeholders. It looks especially at the European dimension and at the involvement of the citizens. 

Over the years these evaluations should enable us to develop a comparative view on the benefits brought to the cities by holding the title of European Capitals of Culture and to learn lessons to improve the functioning of thes remarkable institution of ECoC.
A few words should be in place about the 25th anniversary of the ECoC.
As I mentioned at the beginning of my address, in March 2010 we will celebrate the first 25 years of the European Capitals of Culture movement. Among the festivities there will be ample room for “serious work” about the impact of European Capitals of Culture as well. As sound academic research prescribes, we will look both at the past and the presently lasting results to draw conclusions for the future. We want to make sure that every stakeholder becomes a winner in this cultural and social endeavour of a European magnitude.
Thank you for your attention.
