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EUROPA NOSTRA 

Madam President of the Hellenic Republic,
Madam Minister of Culture, Dear Lina,
Mister Regional Governor of the South Aegean,
Mister Director of the Ephorate of Antiquities of the Cyclades, Dear Dimitris,
Mr Mayor of Sikinos, Dear ….
Madam President of Elliniki Etairia, Dear Lydia,
Dear Colleagues and Friends,

What a joy to return to the beautiful Cycladic island of Sikinos for this solemn occasion. My first visit took place in June last year when a high delegation of Europa Nostra and Elliniki Etairia visited the ongoing restoration site of Episkopi. Ever since that visit, I have remembered the convincing words of Costa Carras, founding President of Elliniki Etairia and longtime Vice-President of Europa Nostra who told us: “Episkopi is such a unique monument of Our Europe, and its restoration is so superbe, that this project must be a top candidate for our European Heritage Award”. As usual, Costa was right.  He would have been so proud to celebrate with us today this much-deserved European Award. Costa would have been particularly moved that this year Europa Nostra and the European Commission have given not one but two awards to Greece: 1) one for the outstanding restoration of Episkopi and the other honouring Costa Carras as a unique Heritage Champion who has left a lasting legacy and mark on so many of us in Greece and elsewhere in Europe. 

Why is the Episkopi project so exceptional and why has it captured the hearts and minds also of the European experts who form our Awards Jury? 

They were deeply impressed by the top-quality restoration that the Greek Ministry of Culture and Sports, its Ephorate of Antiquities for the Cyclades undertook to give a new life to this heritage treasure which is so loved by the people of Sikinos. 

After its momentous history - as a Roman Mausoleum, Byzantine Church and subsequently a monastery - , for the last half a century Episkopi was closed to the public facing the risk of oblivion and even collapse. Episkopi with its moving story of Love & Faith, became a Sleeping Beauty waiting for her Prince Charming. But as is the case in all successful conservation projects, this could not be only one person but a large group of princes and princesses who joined their skills, their voices and forces, to achieve the Renaissance of Episkopi. From the civil society activists from Elliniki Etairia creating on Sikinos one of their “Paths of Culture”, another proud Greek winner of our European Heritage Award, to generous benefactors - Tanassis and Marina Martinou, also present today on Sikinos - who have supported the preliminary studies, and finally the impressive team of heritage professionals of the Greek Ministry of Culture led by Dimitris Athanassolis, who have realised the restoration project funded jointly by Greece and the European Union.  

Let me add two additional dimensions of this monument and this restoration project which make them stand out above many others: 
a) firstly, the breath-taking harmony and even poetry which exist between the Monument and its surrounding unspoilt landscape. 
b) secondly, the love and sense of ancestral pride which the local community of Sikinos feels for Episkopi. 

Madam President of the Hellenic Republic,

Your presence today at Sikinos confirms the exceptional value of the Episkopi project for the Cyclades and for Greece. Let me seize this opportunity to pay tribute to your country and to all heritage professionals and activists in Greece: their expertise and dedication are an example and an inspiration for Europe as a whole, as confirmed by 35 European awards given to Greek projects in the last 20 years, 10 of which have been given to the sites in the Cyclades. 

Let me add that Europa Nostra – as the European Voice of Civil Soceity committed to cultural and natural heritage - is particularly proud of our 50 year long partnership and friendship with Elliniki Etairia. This partnership is this year entered in a new phase with the recent launch of the Europa Nostra Heritage Hub in Athens, which will help us strengthen collaboration through cultural heritage in South Eastern Europe - with a special focus on the Western Balkans where I come from - and in the Eastern Mediterranean. 

Dear Colleagues and Friends, 

In today’s difficult times, we all need the light of hope and faith that the forces of good will prevail over the forces of evil. The Renaissance of Episkopi on Sikinos precisely gives us that hope. It also reinforces our strong conviction that culture and cultural heritage matter! For a more peaceful and more sustainable Europe! And for the wellbeing of our citizens and their living environment! 

Efharisto – para – poli! 


