ILGA Europe conference The Hague 2009
Dear friends,

It is my privilege to tell you something about our plans for the ILGA Europe conference 2009 which we hope will take place in the city of The Hague.

I will show you The Hague in a nutshell, give an overview of the gay and lesbian scene and most importantly tell you how we think the 2009 conference can be organized and can become a real success.

The Hague is the third largest city of the Netherlands with 475.000 residents. It started out as a small village around the hunting castle of the Counts of Holland. The counts gave it the official name 's-Gravenhage. Now for the Dutch it is synonymous with governance. It is home to parliament, the government departments and the royal family. On national festive days you can join in the festivities and even wave to the Queen.
Art and culture play an important part in the city. You can see famous paintings by Mondriaan, Rembrandt and Vermeer, enjoy the rich flavours of our multicultural past and present and in June visit the largest free pop festival in Europe.

The Hague is nothing without the sea. The beach, the dunes and the entire stretch of land beyond make for excellent living, working and leisure conditions. And you can see that the Scheveningen kite flying festival was the inspiration for our conference logo.
Last but not least The Hague is the fourth United Nations city in the world, the home base of almost every international organization in the field of justice and peace in the world: the Permanent Court of Arbitration, the International Court of Justice, Europol, the International Criminal Court, the Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons and several UN tribunals. In short The Hague is International City of Peace and Justice and therefore the perfect place to organize this major European conference.
Gay and lesbian life in The Hague is concentrated in the city centre. Of course there is Basta, home base of COC Haaglanden. This café and office has for many years been the focal point of the struggle for emancipation in the city and the surrounding towns. COC The Hague was founded in 1947 as the second local COC chapter after Amsterdam.
In the streets surrounding Basta are several nice bars and discos. The latest count was twelve all within a few minutes distance. Normal café nights and special parties attract visitors from the city and the region. You are invited to join in and meet the local people.
LGBT life is not only partying. In 1993 the city erected the International Gay Monument to remember the gay victims of the Second World War. Every year on National Remembrance Day our COC and the town council lay a wreath to commemorate those who where murdered because of their sexual orientation.
This brings me to the reason why we would like the conference to be held in the Netherlands. Our country has the reputation of being a forerunner in emancipation. But all we have achieved over the past years is under serious pressure. The government might at the moment be more tolerant, but is not true for all of the population. You are allowed to be gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender, but only if you act 'normally'. Many people still oppose the possibility to marry, let alone adoption by same sex couples. Invisibility is still a big problem. The levels of intolerance and violence are still high. With this conference we want to make a strong statement to the Dutch people that we are part of Dutch and European society, as divers and as visible as we are. 
Having said that, the city of  The Hague will be proud to organize the ILGA Europe conference. The city has two gay aldermen who have invited the conference to attend a special reception at town hall, that locals call 'the ice palace'.
As you might have heard yesterday from the Dutch government representative the Education minister responsible for LGBT emancipation, Ronald Plasterk, has plans for organizing a European governmental conference in 2009 focussing on his policy themes safety, education and dialogue.
We are now in the process of combining this meeting and the ILGA Europe conference. This means that you, the ILGA member organizations, will be invited to attend the combined government and ILGA conference day and have the opportunity to meet your own government officials without the press or the church looking over your shoulders.
The minister has agreed to be the host of the ILGA Europe conference and will make a speech during the official opening session and attend one or more parts of the conference.

Furthermore this unique combination of conferences will provide the opportunity to apply for national subsidies that may cover a substantial part of the costs of the ILGA Europe conference.
Money is important, not in the least to provide scholarships for LGBT activists from new and small organizations. By coincidence The Hague is in the running to organize one of the largest gay events in the country: Pink Saturday. Each year on the last Saturday of June men and women from all over the Netherlands gather in one city to celebrate gay life and emancipation. But it is not only a party. Serious parts of the program include an information market, a pink church service and political debates. We plan to organize a debate on national and European LGBT rights and during this and all other events of Pink Saturday our volunteers will be on the streets collecting money for the ILGA scholarships. We hope that the expected 50.000 visitors will raise enough to allow us to award a record number of scholarships.
Being an international city The Hague has a lot of hotels and conference accommodations in all shapes, sizes and prizes. At this moment across the street from our COC café they are building the new The Hague Hilton which will be finished in 2009. There are perfect conference rooms in the hotels in the city centre, but also in unexpected places as museums. An excellent road and railway network connects The Hague to the outside world, including the airports of Amsterdam and Rotterdam, which are in short distance of the city, and including the stations of Brussels and Paris. 
To conclude, COC Haaglanden invites you to hold the 13th ILGA Europe Conference in The Hague in October 2009. We have local and national government support, excellent accommodations and most important of all an enthusiastic team of volunteers. 
And may I add one personal comment to this. Over the last years I have visited many of you in all parts of Europe. From Glasgow to Chisinau, from Sofia to Malaga. You have shown me your city, please give me the opportunity to show you mine.
