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Mr. President, Ladies and Gentlemen;

During the last year, Azerbaijan made significant progress in using its rapidly increasing oil revenues to improve the life of ordinary citizens, and to establish sound foundations for the diversified long-term development. The implemented program was ambitious, but prudent enough, not to lead to macroeconomic disturbances.
The World Bank assisted the government in the program of regional socio-economic development in many ways.

The most significant, in terms of engaged financial resources, has been our cooperation in improving the infrastructure. Let me mention few of these activities:

· Thanks to the undertaken water and sanitation program, within the next few years more than 1.2 million people in 43 regional towns and hundreds of villages will have access to water which will meet quality standards of the European Union. 
· The irrigation program has established 429 Water Users Associations all over the country and trained their members to manage almost 1 million hectares of the irrigated land.

· Micro-projects investments in economic and social infrastructure at the communal level have been identified and completed in about 250 communities. This successful program will be continued with additional 400-500 micro-projects, to reach about 1 million beneficiaries.
Improved access to finance in remote locations, particularly for agricultural activities, has been another important priority of our cooperation. Work is being continued to use the post offices as financial facilities in places where commercial banking is not present. Thanks to the agricultural program, 30 credit unions and 1500 borrowers groups have been created. Program of micro-lending has been an unquestionable success.
Creation of a business-friendly, regulatory and administrative environment has been another priority of the cooperation between the World Bank and Azerbaijan. During the last year an important improvement in business activities was achieved by introducing a one stop registration of new businesses. The first signals of increased number of registrations are positive. A new program of land and property registration will clarify ownership rights and improve much needed access to domestic and foreign capital.

These and other activities will require some time to complete, but we should already think about the next, more advanced stage of the regional development program. World Bank will propose to the government to start preparation of the comprehensive regional development project which would use the best practices of the developed countries from European Union and elsewhere. 
Azerbaijan emerged as an independent republic with worse socio-economic legacy than many others post-soviet republics. Following military conflict delayed the necessary regional reforms and made them even more difficult.  
Large inflow of revenues from oil and gas created a historical opportunity to catch-up in the regional development, though nothing is given for granted. There are many global examples of countries which wasted their chance. 
In Azerbaijan, the continuous commitment of the country leadership, the encouraging results of the last four years of implementation,  and the energy of people which I met traveling around the country, make us optimistic that in not so long time the country will be prosperous by the well-being of its regions, communities and citizens.
I wish you successful discussion during today’s conference.

Thank you for your attention. 

