Opening Remarks Moscow  23 th Jan 2009
When I was speaking to you at the meetings of our Executive Committee in Malta and London in 2008, the main picture of the economic environment was – nearly - a very rosy and bright one: 

a positive business and political environment supported without any doubt a significant rise  in the overall economy and an increase in companies profitability across regions and sectors.

However, some early hidden signs of a potential upcoming storm on the horizon have been witnessed, and our study that we have started together with BCG tackled the possibility of upcoming turbulent times. 

Nevertheless, the general mood was a very positive one, and our companies and their employees experienced significant prosperity. 

In the context of a growing economy, we have repeatedly underlined the importance of human resources and as such the requirement and significance of professional HR management. 

We have spent considerable time and effort to analyze and discuss hot topics such as identifying and maintaining intellectual capital, managing and promoting talent, responding to demographic issues, optimizing work-life-balance, driving integration processes and also emphasize on corporate diversity management. 

I have to admit that ”hard-liner topics“ such as corporate restructuring and maintaining cost control have only been mentioned in the wider context and have not been in the main spot light. 

Now, only a couple of months later, we are facing a fully-blown global financial crisis, paired with a dramatic recession scenario and economic instability. 

What has started as a harmless hick-up of the stock market at the back of the value correction in the housing market in the US has ultimately become a global threat and dislocation of the whole financial system. 

· A decline of global stock indices of -70% within 8 months, which makes it comparable with the stock markets crash during the Great Depression between the two world wars in 1930

· The over-night fall of three of the most prominent investment banks within weeks, Bear Stearns, Lehman Brothers and Merrill Lynch

· Government bail-outs of financial giants such as Freddie Mac, Citigroup, Barclays, etc. in order to avoid a total collapse of financial institutions

· A steep increase of the oil price to highs of 150 USD a barrel and a subsequent collapse 2 months later down to 37 USD a barrel

· An interest rate policy of or close to zero percent so as to re-incubate the liquidity in the financial markets

Obviously, all that systemic catastrophe builds a dangerous scenario for the real economy: a series of negative corporate earnings based on the decrease of economic growth has already set in. 

Specifically the forecasts on unemployment rates are very grim. 

A senior editor of the international newspaper Financial Times earlier this month compared the current increase in the global unemployment numbers with a scenario last seen in 1974, i.e. over 30 years ago. 

But this is not only focused on single economies such as the US or Europe  - A negative outlook for jobs this year is likely to see unemployment rise across all advanced economies and much of the developing world.

Particularly big spikes in unemployment are forecast for those European countries suffering the collapse of housing and financial market bubbles. In terms of industries, the cyclical sectors such as automotives and mining companies are expected to be hit hardest. 

Looking at another analysis we learned yesterday in the meeting of the Steering Committee: the first results of our joint study with BCG figures the situation that 69% of respondents are planning to cut back recruiting, 58% are planning on lowering travel costs and 54% are planning on cutting back company events.
Interestingly, respondents from the Automotive sector and the Media and Entertainment sector feel to be impacted the strongest while being badly prepared.
Respondents from the Energy, Health Care and Insurance sectors feel to be impacted the least while being well prepared.
I personally think that in that unstable economic environment, we will be facing this ongoing problem of trying to identify, develop and remain qualified staff and talents in a context of cost cutting and corporate restructuring. 

Apart from internal matters, the main focus of today’s meeting will be on our upcoming EAPM conferences, the approach to   EU projects and professional qualifications. I strongly believe that these services add value for our
members. 

At the same time we should be talking about a cautious expansion of our membership framework. We need to make sure to enlarge our international reach without putting our reputation as elite organisation at risk. 

We would like to convince our members that the European HR community is a vibrant and active platform. This is ultimately the reason why myself and my Vice President regularly attended meetings with member organizations. 
Over the last year, we have, through our member organizations, been invited to meetings in Bulgaria, Latvia, Cyprus, Slovakia, several meetings in Italy, Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia, Turkey, Serbia, France, Switzerland and Germany as well as Brussels as centre of the European Union. 
Ending with the hope that executives in charge will push through whatever is necessary to treat this current crisis at its roots  and that the current climate does not weaken the one component of the broader organizational environment which should be the most important one – namely the Human Resources aspect. 
