Ladies and gentlemen,
On behalf of the provincial government of Zeeland I feel very honoured to welcome you in the Abbey of Middelburg. My name is Wouter van Zandbrink and I am a member of the Provincial Executive of Zeeland. 

As I said, you are now in the Abbey of Middelburg. This Abbey was founded in 1127 by monks from Flanders. 

Since 1574 this Abbey is not a real Abbey anymore, but the house of the provincial government of Zeeland. In that year Prince William of Orange, the grand,grand,grand…..father of our Queen Beatrix finished the Spanish occupation of Middelburg. This meant also the end of the Abbey as an Abbey and the beginning of the Abbey as the centre of the provincial government. And this very place in this part of the Abbey, where we are now, is the former lodging house of Prince William of Orange.
You are coming from islands in the Pacific and the Caribbean, so I know for sure that you have to deal a lot with the sea. The same holds for the province of Zeeland. The name Zeeland means: sea and land. In this province we have as much water as land. And most of the land consists of former islands, now connected with each other and the main land by dikes and dams, as you may have seen today. We have a long history of living with and fighting against the sea. And in the future this will be the same. Our economy depends to a great degree on the sea. At the same time we have to defend ourselves against the dangers of the sea. In 1953 a flood disaster occurred in this area and that was the start of the Deltaworks, parts of it you visited today. You can imagine that because of this disaster we are fully aware of our vulnerability and that we have to stay on the alert in the future. That goes for the Deltaworks too: because of them we are safe now, but will we stay safe in the future? 
You are all from far-away regions but both you there and we here are getting confronted with the same problem: climate change, resulting in sea level rise, saltwater intrusion etc.  Recently the IPCC reported that it is highly probable that we humans are the reason for this climate change. Therefore we have to change our behavior in order to reduce the emission of greenhouse-gases. But even if we should stop this emission now completely, sea level rise will not stop immediately, but will continue for centuries to come. It seems inevitable that we have to work hard to make your islands and our former islands climate proof. 
We realize ourselves that the province of Zeeland is in the frontline of climate change. Tthe same holds for your islands. 

Because we cannot wait and see, the province of Zeeland wants to play a pro-active role. For some years now we are working on this subject. Our starting point is that we want to deal with the consequences of climate change in such a way, that at the same time benefits are produced for the economy and the ecology of this region. Our philosophy is that it is sometimes better not only to fight the consequences of climate change, but also to accept them and to make use of them, because the sea is not only our enemy, but in so many ways also our friend.
For instance the increasing saltwater-intrusion because of the sea level rise. In stead of fighting against this saltwater it might be much better to accept this saltwater and make use of it. The province of Zeeland supports therefore a lot of projects in the field of aquaculture. Our support is necessary, because innovation is needed in order to make it successful. You heard more about it today and you visited one of these projects. 
Innovation is also needed in our coastal zone management. Because of sea level rise, we have to strengthen our coastline. But our coast is more than only a line of defense. The ecological and socio-economical values of our coastal zone are very important. That is why we want to strengthen both the safety and the ecological and socio-economical values of the coastal zone.
Today you have heard something about the project of Waterdunen, as an example of our innovative approach in integrated coastal zone management. Just another example of innovation in coastal management is the project of Perkpolder, along the shores of the Western Scheldt, where we want to make use of the forces of nature in stead of to fight them. In this project we want to use of salt marshes as a coastal defense zone. Salt marshes that grow together with the sea level rise by the process of sedimentation.
All these projects try to find answers to the question how we can make this province climate proof in a sustainable way. As I already said: innovation is needed, because we don’t know yet all the answers. It is a great challenge for the future. The ambition of the provincial government is to support innovation by offering this province as a laboratory for coastal management. In this way we want to generate knowledge that is needed to cope with the consequences of climate change. It is a world wide problem. It is therefore necessary, that we learn from each other. I hope that today and the two days to come will contribute to this learning process.
Thank you very much for your attention.
