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Dear Democrats

Welcome and Expression of Appreciation 
1. It is my privilege and pleasure to welcome you to the 32nd National Congress of the Botswana Democratic Party. I extend special recognition to our guests from ruling parties of our neighbour countries and other Fraternal Parties from the SADC Region.

2. Over the years I have been greatly blessed with knowing some of the most special people in this region. Some likely, without even knowing it have impacted my life and inspired me in ways they likely ever imagined. Everything that we accomplish in this life is partly because of the support and love we receive from our Fratenal friends. 

3. I wish for you all to know the deep gratitude and thanks I have for the support you have given me over the past years with your wonderful messages that you will also deliver today. Without you, we would not be able to do what we do, nor would I have accomplished any of my dreams for Batswana.

4. In thanking you for coming, I must express our appreciation to your colleagues as well - Members of the Diplomatic Corps. These true friends of ours have made a strong commitment by contributing to the improvement of the lot of our people and this makes their presence in our Congress a necessary part of it. As I mentioned in our 31st Congress in Serowe in 2005, I thank you, and ask that your strong commitment may continue to be so.

5. MaDomkrag one of the rich opportunities that our Congress presents is the opportunity to exchange perspectives and to broaden one's understanding of the charge that is given to Botswana Democratic Party. In the days ahead, I encourage you to share successful ideas with each other, to challenge each other on what we can do to be more effective in our Party. Thank you all very much for being present with us for the congress. We welcome your input, your energies, and your enthusiasm. 
6. The National Congress as we all know comes once every two years and yet is the most important forum for our Party to take stock of itself and the state of the nation, to determine which areas, if any, require a change of direction or just to re-energise ourselves and re-launch ourselves anew in the great task of leading our nation always forward.

7. As the Party that has been entrusted with the baton by Batswana, whenever we meet like this the country holds its breath to take note of where and how we intend to continue to run their affairs for the continued betterment of their lives. It is for this reason that it is imperative that all delegates at this congress approach our deliberations with seriousness and contribute to them so that we can emerge out of it with meaningful resolutions and suggestions on how we can revamp our policies and structures. Tsholetsa Domkrag Tsholetsa. 

ISSUES

8. MaDomkrag, I am delighted and honoured that I stand here once again and this time for the last time in my capacity as President both of the BDP and of the country to perform one of the most pleasant yet important tasks; the official opening of our great party’s National Congress. 
PERFORMANCE ON OUR MANDATE

9. Director of Ceremonies, Distinguished Ladies and gentlemen to ensure delivery upon our people’s needs is no more that of the government than it is yours. I wish to report that we are this far doing relatively well despite the challenges that we face.  

10.  CITIZEN EMPOWERMENT
The issue of Citizen Economic Empowerment has received much attention over the past few months, especially in debates in Parliament.  Our government has championed citizen empowerment for the past 41 years, and we will continue to enthusiastically do so. A plethora of empowerment schemes exist and I would wish to articulate some of these to you and the nation at large. 

11.  Our view is that an enabling environment should exist that ensures that all Batswana are empowered with requisite opportunities and skills to enable them to optimise their standard of living. Furthermore, it should be clarified that most proponents of a more aggressive citizen economic empowerment policy often refer to countries that have a preferential treatment policy for a specific segment of their society. In most cases the segment that is being singled out for targetted empowerment tends to be a historically disadvantaged group, but in Botswana our empowerment efforts should and must focus on every single Motswana and not a specified segment of the population.
POVERTY
12.  The BDP Governments have over the years cared for the poor in our society.  Not only has poverty dropped from 60% in our population in 1985/86 to 28% in 2002/03; a clear indication of our success in our poverty eradication  efforts, we have also very effective safety networks so that not one Motswana can perish because of hunger. 

13.  Our safety networks include schemes for the poor, the aged, remote area dwellers, orphans, the disabled and even war veterans.  As I speak, my government has allocated some P395m to drought relief projects for this year alone.

EMPOWERMENT IN EDUCATION AND LOCAL TRAINING        PROGRAMMES
14.  The BDP government heavily subsidises education for all Batswana from primary to secondary education, and continues to heavily subsidise education for all deserving Batswana including at the tertiary education level. The heavy subsidies on education is a large investment on the part of the BDP government on Batswana, and this should not be taken lightly. The expansion of the University of Botswana; the Botswana International University of Science and Technology; and the Medical School and Training Hospital are recent examples of projects in education aimed at further  empowering Batswana  for employment and job creation. Recently the Ministry of Education has started to sponsor students at local private tertiary institutions for Diploma and Degree courses.  Over 7000 are now so sponsored.   This is empowerment.

SUBSIDISED HEALTHCARE
15.  Every Motswana is entitled to virtually free healthcare to the extent that even the most expensive ARV medications are availed free. The BDP government is cognisant of the relationship between an individual’s health and their overall ability to irk out a living. Basic access to health is the right of every Motswana, and we have tirelessly empowered our people with the best healthcare we can provide within our limited resources as a nation. I myself am encouraged by the determination and commitment the BDP government has shown over the past decade in tackling the HIV/AIDS pandemic.

LOCAL PROCUREMENT PROGRAMME
16.  As part of our citizen economic empowerment initiatives Presidential Directive Cab / 25(b)/ 2004 instructed all government departments and parastatals to subscribe to a programme on the Use of Locally Manufactured Goods and Services (ULMGS). The Presidential Directive aimed at ensuring that local manufacturers and service providers are given preference over foreign based manufacturers and service providers. Under this programme, if there is a locally based company that can provide a quality and cost-effective service or product then that company should have automatic preference over any foreign based company.   This is empowerment. 
LOCAL ENTERPRISE AUTHORITY
17.  The Local Enterprise Authority has been established to empower local enterprises with the skills and expertise necessary for sustainable economic growth. Small, medium, and micro enterprises tend to be one of the economic growth engines in an economy.  So my government is empowering citizens in this sector too.

FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE INITIATIVES
18.  The Citizen Entrepreneurial Agency continues to empower Batswana through financial assistance in the form of loans. The role of CEDA is strategic as it provides financial assistance that our citizens would not be able to obtain from any other institution; and these loans are provided at preferential interest rates. We as the BDP government have embraced our responsibility of providing a subsidised and preferential access to credit system for our citizens.

PRIVATISATION
19.  Over the past months there has been much debate about privatisation and its different implications and permutations. Debate and differing opinions on an issue are healthy for a democracy such as ours, but such debates should be handled with an element of maturity. 

20.  As our economy gets more refined sustainable growth and employment creation have to move from the government to the private sector. Diversification of the economy, job creation, and long run macroeconomic stability will eventually rest upon the private sector with guidance and monitoring from the government. It will not be sustainable for government to continue to be the largest employer and investor in the economy. The net effect of the process will be greater efficiency, diversity, and dynamism in the economy; and it has long been stated that our diversification and dynamism is the key to long term economic stability and job creation. Our economic policies and approaches have always been characterised by a sense of conservatism and caution, and as we embark on our structural reforms much thought and planning has been given to the strategic direction we want our economy to go.

21.  I am particularly perturbed at allegations that we are pursuing privatization in order to recklessly sell-off national assets at discounted prices to ourselves or some entities in which we are shareholders.  These are malicious and unfounded allegations meant to besmirch the good name of our Party and its government.

22.  The Privatization of Air Botswana is one issue on which everyone has held an opinion.  In particular it is thought by some that the government has no right to be negotiating with Air-Link of South Africa or for that matter any other entity without prior permission given by Parliament.  I want to assure the nation that no law will be breached or disregarded in this process.  We tried to sell Air Botswana as a going concern in accordance with the Air Botswana Transition Act in 2002.  There were no takers.

23.  Instead of sitting around while the airline continues to make losses and to bleed the country of much needed resources, my government has started the ball rolling on possible other ways to privatize it and return it back to efficiency and profitability.  I want to assure the nation that any outcome of these proposals will first have to be legislated into reality by Parliament.  They will go to Parliament as all proposals in the form of a bill.

YOUTH ISSUES
24.  Director of Ceremonies, Statistics show that 60% of our population are youth, this makes them a priority constituency for our government.  In 2006 and 2007 a number of developments have culminated in making this year a watershed year for our Youth. The new Ministry of Youth, Sports, and Culture; the proposed new Botswana International University of Science and Technology; the CEDA Young Farmers Fund, the increment of the out of school grant 10 fold from P3million to P30million and the multi-billion development projects from the private sector all have the potential to create empowerment opportunities for our Youth.  In addition, government has been in the process of reviewing the experience requirements for entry level positions into the civil service with a view of reducing high experience requirements for entry level positions. 

PARTY ISSUES AND CHALLENGES

25.  Felllow Democrats, distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen, let me now turn to matters of intimate concern to the Party and its condition. From the onset let me inform you that the Party is strong, united and gearing itself for the 2009 national elections. 

26.  This followed the Party corporate strategy that we adopted which was followed by a media strategy, retreats and unity seminars that we held across the country. It would seem that the appeals by the Chairman and I for democrats to work together and harder is now being bearing fruits. I am saying this because we are now winning bye-elections, we also witnessed calm and friendly campaigns for the Youth Wing, Women’s Wing and now the Central Committee elections. 
UNITY 
27. MaDomkrag I spoke to you recently at the National Council, as I always do at these occasions, about the need to remain united and cohesive so that we can continue to be the dominant political force in Botswana.  Let me reiterate one more time that “United we stand and divided we fall”.  This ardage remains true now in our Party as it has always been.
28.  When some of our colleagues in the party feel left out or even victimized, they tend to sit at home or worse, vote with the opposition to get back at those they regard as their enemies within the Party.  This is why we must work hard to ensure that the primary elections are free and fair.        The idea that a group or groups among us, with different agendas can form and crystallize within the party without resulting in negative repercussions for all of us is a fallacy.  

29.  There must be only one agenda, the BDP agenda, which should of course, be commensurate with the national agenda.  It is for this reason that I urge you, not just at this congress, but throughout our existence as a Party to see ourselves as one,  to treat each other with respect and courtesy and that means to disagree, where we must without name calling and abuse.
   PUBLIC SPEAKING

30.  The same goes, distinguished delegates for the way we speak in Public fora about our very party itself.  To expect that it is acceptable to speak ill and vulgar about our Party during the week and then don its colours at the weekend and sing its praises hoping to persuade other people to vote for it is simply naïve and unrealistic.
31. This does not mean that the Party and its government must not be criticised by its members.  It means that the words used, opportunities chosen and tone adopted must be careful and constructive.

ELECTIONS

32.  This is the penultimate congress before the next General Elections in 2009.  This means by the time we get to the 2009 congress it may be too late to fine tune or sharpen our thinking in various policy areas.  This congress is therefore perhaps the most important opportunity to do that.
33.  Our election preparedness starts right now with the preparations for “Bulela Ditswe” our primary elections. The Central Committee has appointed a Task Force which in turn has sent teams around the country to clean up our membership registration hitches.  This is very important as it will determine that we have a clean, peaceful primary election not laundered by incomplete voters’ rolls and allegations of rigging.

34. Of course ultimately the business of any political party that wants to run the country is to win elections.  It is for this reason that everything that we do must be aimed towards the 2009 elections.  I shall never tire of reminding you to channel all your energies towards making sure that the BDP not only wins those elections but does so convincingly.

35.  A scenario where we win the majority of seats but fail to command a comfortable majority in the popular vote is not a good one.  Let us face it, it undermines our mandate.  Although in other countries it is not uncommon for a party to win elections sometimes with numbers as low as 30%, our opponents seem to think our 52% gives them some hope and even reason to celebrate.  I know we can legally and legitimately exercise a mandate even with less than half of the popular vote but this we should never aim at.

OPPOSITION

36.  As for the opposition, we should remember that they still present no alternative to ourselves, united or separately.

37. This is why Batswana look to us as their only hope.  Our policies, programmes and projects are well thought out.  I still do not know what our opposition stands for.  This situation is further compounded by the very public disunity that currently plagues the main opposition party, the BNF.  Anyone who thinks their recent special congress has healed their rift has got another think coming.  To begin with, the one group did not even accept the results and we are receiving reports of a divided and disenchanted opposition membership around the country.
38.  We should not, however, just sit here and celebrate their current state of disarray.  We must work hard to exploit it to our benefit.  We should graphically point out their current state of affairs.  Imagine someone vying for the state presidency who cannot run a small law office in a small town!  Imagine the leader of a political party contemplating to run in an election under another party name and symbol as we hear is being contemplated in Ramotswa! You could go through them one after another and still be left wondering.  The answer is of course that THERE IS STILL NO ALTERNATIVE.
39.  Madomi a Mantle, as I mentioned at the recent Women’s Wing Congress, the Constitution of our country, quite properly decrees that I retire by the 31st March 2008. I thank you most sincerely for the support that you have always given me during my tenure as Party leader. I have no doubt that you will extend similar support to my successor, His Honour the Vice President, Lt General Seretse Khama Ian Khama. I should enjoy my retirement immensely if you would do so.

CONCLUSION

40.  In conclusion, let me wish you well in your Congress and encourage you to be level headed in your discussions if you are to come up with meaningful resolutions. May I also ask that we end our Congress in the spirit of love and mutual respect that must reflect our current theme: Unity and hard Work: Towards 2009 and beyond. Those elected and their supporters must, as they celebrate their success, do so with the utmost restraint and have consideration for the feelings of those who will have been less fortunate.

41.  Much as I will spend as much time with you as I can, the immediate affairs of the country require that I, as is usual, leave you at some point to join the people of Goodhope in President’s Day. I join Batswana in different parts of the country every year for these celebrations at this time.

42.  It is now my singular honour and privilege to declare this the 32nd National Congress of the Botswana Democratic Party officially open.   
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