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Ladies and Gentlemen,

I would like to begin by thanking the Government of Uzbekistan for organizing this very important conference. I would especially like to thank Uzbekistan's Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ambassador of Uzbekistan to Israel, Mrs. Feruza Makhmudova, for the invitation to the conference and all their assistance. 

Unfortunately, due to COVID travel restrictions, I was unable to participate in person. However, given the significance of the conference, I am glad that at least we can connect remotely. 

Israel, which belongs to a region that borders Central Asia and South Asia, appreciates the very friendly relations between Israel and the vast majority of the countries in these regions. These good relationships are based on our shared values, essential interests, long historical ties, and strong people-to-people links. 

We believe that there are now more and more opportunities for cooperation, which will benefit the countries and peoples of Central Asia, South Asia and the Middle East alike. 

But before looking at how we can enhance inter-regional connectivity and cooperation, I would like to share some of the far-reaching changes that have recently happened in the Middle East. 

The Middle East is undergoing a transformation. Ancient roads that were blocked long ago are now reopening. Peoples formerly divided by imaginary walls constructed for ideological purposes can finally meet, cooperate, enjoy new cultural experiences, and trade with each other. After decades of forced separation, many more people in the Middle East can now act like real neighbors. 

This change in our region did not happen overnight, but came about as a result of a long and intensive process. After too many years in which conflict dominated the political narrative, we finally have created a new narrative that we can all embrace. This narrative is not about hostility, but rather about good neighborly relations. It is not about confrontation, but about normalization. It is the narrative of hope.

The Abraham Accords – the framework for a series of agreements between Israel and the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Sudan and Morocco that were mainly facilitated by the United States – reflect the vision of courageous leaders in our region. This type of leadership knows how to look beyond differences to find what unites us. They have enabled us to overcome divisions and disputes in order to pursue shared interests, and by doing so, created a brighter future for our region.

Politically, they followed in the footsteps of the great leaders who brought about the groundbreaking peace agreements between Israel and Egypt in 1979 and between Israel and the Kingdom of Jordan in 1994. Conceptually, their decision to choose peaceful relations mirrors a major change of consciousness that has taken place in the region. Israel is happy to see that more of our neighbors have realized that hostility and intolerance are not the solution but the problem, and that we have much more in common than what divides us. 

This process required, first and foremost, courageous leadership. But it also required a great deal of persistence. At the heart of the effort which led to Abraham Accords was quiet diplomacy. Step-by-step, we succeeded in building confidence between the sides, and learned to understand the concerns and sensitivities of the other. Though not always easy, it was a worthy effort. And the contribution of quiet diplomacy to realizing the vision of peace cannot be overestimated.

The next challenge, however, is to translate these geopolitical shifts into concrete measures that will have a lasting impact on the Middle East. Israel is willing to make a major national effort to meet this challenge, and our Foreign Minister, Yair Lapid, set strengthening our presence in the region as a central goal of our foreign policy, including by deepening and expanding relations, by realizing the agreements fully and rapidly, and by establishing a multidimensional and strong model of peace.

In order to achieve this goal, it is necessary to continuously concentrate our efforts in several areas. We have to:

· Maintain an ongoing dialogue between the leaderships of all sides, incorporating efforts to form a common vision;

· Mobilize the public around the shared vision. The more the public understands the benefits of regional cooperation, the greater the ability of the relevant governments to make that shared vision a reality;

· Involve social and economic actors in the conversation about the vision, using their feedback to help translate an abstract concept into concrete goals;

· Identify areas where there are common interests, as well as the actors who can lead cooperation endeavors.

· Create interfaces between government ministries and agencies on all sides, in a way that will solve problem when they arise and overcome obstacles that may appear – and, unfortunately, they will inevitably appear - along the way. This includes removing bureaucratic barriers, bridging differences of perception, and facilitating dialogue between the various actors.

Foreign Minister Lapid's recent two-day visit to the United Arab Emirates brought a historic message of hope to the entire region and demonstrated the true path towards prosperity and goodwill among neighbors. A series of follow-up exchanges and visits are now expected, with the aim of promoting ties in the fields of science, technology, health, energy (including renewable energy), sustainability, tourism, trade, security and much more.

At the same time, special attention needs to be paid to actors who do not see themselves as part of the vision and may negatively interfere in its implementation. 

We are very aware of some potential serious obstacles in our way.  There were forces that objected to the normalization process. Some still do. Terrorist organizations, such as ISIS, Hezbollah and Hamas, do not care about the well-being of the people of the region and continue to pose a real threat to peace. They will keep trying to roll back the course of history and to lead the region into chaos and war. 

We, on the other hand, know that the changes in the Middle East are positive. They stem from the willingness of our peoples to stand together against those who threaten the peace of the region. We will show that those who want peace are stronger than those who spread hostility. We must rise to the challenge and present a united front against the forces of hate who want to take our region backwards, to return to the age of never-ending conflict. They must not be allowed to do that. Hope must prevail.  

Israel sees the circle of peace and normalization with the Arab and Muslim worlds in general, and with its immediate neighbors in particular, as a strategic asset that should be expanded. That is why we strive to add more countries to the circle. This goal shapes our path, and should lead the way to a new reality in the Middle East, a reality of prosperity, welfare, and security for all peoples in the region. 

That being said, it is important to note that the positive process should be viewed as an opportunity not only for the Middle East, but also for peoples and states further away. 

Asia has always been the home of major international trade and transit routes - routes that extended from the Far East to Europe, passing through Central Asia, the Caucasus, and the Middle East, including Israel. 

In the modern era, despite technological advances, the high demand for goods and transportation has created the need to expand existing routes, as well as to create broader and more efficient connectivity. This does not only apply to the passage of goods, but also to other vital issues, such as the transfer of energy and underwater communication cables.

Therefore, the improvement in relations between Israel and its neighbors is good news not only for the Middle East, but for the countries of Central and South Asia. Israel's geographical location, as well as its ability to serve as a force for stability and prosperity in the Middle East, makes it an important crossroads for regional and inter-regional connectivity. Israel has two international airports, five land border crossings to Jordan and Egypt, and three commercial seaports, two on the Mediterranean and a third, Eilat, on the Red Sea. 

Israel has extensive relations with Central Asian and South Asian countries. There are direct flights to many destinations, significant crude oil imports from a number of countries in the region, and the volume of trade with Central and South Asia has increased over the years. 

Israel continues to invest in the development of economic, cultural and political ties with the countries of Central Asia and South Asia. From our point of view, the potential for cooperation and effective connectivity is almost endless. Our good relations with the countries of Central and South Asia, and the resultant mutual cooperation, are important assets in deepening connectivity between the regions.

Let us act in the spirit of the Abraham Accords and help create a future of hope for all our regions, all our countries, and all our peoples. 

I would like to thank once again the Government of Uzbekistan and its Foreign Ministry for inviting Israel to the conference. 

Please allow me to finish by expressing our hope that the horrific pandemic will quickly end and that we will soon be able to meet face-to-face.

Thank you.

