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Council of Europe
Madam President,

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

When the Heads of State and Government met in Warsaw in 2005, they reiterated their commitment to the common values and principles enshrined in Europe's cultural, religious and humanistic heritage and pointed out, in their "Declaration", that it was a heritage that was "both shared and rich in its diversity".
Cultural diversity is indeed increasingly a feature of our societies. The cultural environment in which individuals find themselves in our continent is changing rapidly. Transfrontier migration, the demands by certain minorities for their own cultural identity, the cultural implications of globalisation, the growing interdependence of all the regions of the world and progress in information and communication technology are among the main factors responsible for this growing diversity.

How should we react? How can we combine social cohesion and cultural diversity? How can we ensure access to economic and social rights for all in our multicultural societies? How can we establish and consolidate a democratic culture that guarantees respect for the cultural identity of each of its members without falling into the trap of relativism in terms of values?
In order to rise to this challenge, the Council of Europe has introduced numerous instruments in pursuit of a common and coherent policy in this field. Standard-setting work, training and information in the areas of education in diversity and respect for others, the promotion of social cohesion and the management of migration in the light of the Organisation's values are features of our policy for fostering intercultural dialogue, and existed well before the actual term "intercultural dialogue" came to be used. Since the Warsaw Summit, intercultural dialogue has been one of the Council of Europe's priorities.

Being keen to devise a coherent, long-term policy to promote intercultural dialogue in Europe, but also between Europe and neighbouring regions, the Council of Europe is preparing a "White Paper on intercultural dialogue".

The White Paper will address all the aspects of intercultural dialogue. It will sum up the Council of Europe's achievements in the form of standard-setting instruments and the results of our practical experience. The White Paper will also provide examples of good practice and address recommendations to all those involved in intercultural dialogue. 
As stated in the "consultation document" in your conference files, the White Paper is being prepared by means of an open and inclusive consultation process. Representatives of virtually all groups are involved in the exercise:
· governments of member states;

· members of the Parliamentary Assembly;

· local and regional authorities;

· non-governmental organisations representing civil society, in particular youth organisations and those representing immigrants' interests;

· women;

· the media;

· employers and trade unions;
· other international institutions involved in furthering intercultural dialogue, and many others. 
Europe's religious communities are particularly important partners. Some religious aspects have been included in the programme of activities of the Council of Europe since its inception, particularly in connection with the protection of freedom of thought, conscience and religion and in the context of the contributions that religions have made to Europe's cultural heritage. A policy in favour of intercultural dialogue cannot, however, be developed without a broader approach that takes due account of religions and beliefs as social and historical realities.

A week ago, we organised consultation in connection with the White Paper with women from very different backgrounds. In the course of the discussion, one woman, a social worker in Turin with a completely secular approach, told us about the difficulties she encountered with certain groups of immigrants in her city over the practice of the genital mutilation of women in their communities. She eventually reached the conclusion that the only way of persuading the most hardline fathers not to allow their daughters to be mutilated was to bring in one of their religious leaders. Neither the law nor money, still less a call for respect for the rules of Italian society, were as convincing as the advice handed down by their religion.

Of course, this is just an isolated example. Yesterday's debate clearly showed the nature and range of the issues at stake. We are convinced that the religious dimension plays a considerable part in the understanding of cultural diversity, in the management of life in society on a day-to-day basis, and in ensuring that human rights and the dignity of each man and woman are firmly enshrined in our societies.

It is for that reason that it is essential to involve religious communities, so that the White Paper can be produced in consultation with all those concerned by intercultural dialogue. Numerous representatives of religious communities who are among us today, and many others in Europe, recently received the "consultation document" and a special questionnaire comprising 14 questions, so that they could let us have their views on intercultural dialogue and its religious dimension.

I should like to take this opportunity to thank those among you who have already sent in their replies. Overall, these provide a wealth of information essential to our survey.

An initial analysis of the first 20 or so replies, carried out with the valuable help of Professor Willaime, has already made it possible to reach a number of provisional conclusions. I shall leave aside expectations of the Council of Europe, which were discussed yesterday, and the examples of good practice, and concentrate on three fundamental aspects: the overall vision of our societies, concepts of cultural diversity and means of fostering intercultural dialogue. 
Cultural diversity in European societies is perceived by all as something that cannot be ignored and is welcome. While some draw attention to the great cultural diversity within the various religions themselves (in Judaism, Islam and Catholicism), other replies point out that religion is an important dimension of a national or regional culture (Orthodox religion).

Islam is not a culture and has always been flexible in adapting to different cultures, according to one Muslim reply. Relations between cultural diversity and religions are complex, religious diversity being one form of cultural diversity, and the religions themselves are confronted with the challenges resulting from the increasing cultural diversity of their members. The fact is that cultural diversity within a religion is not an obstacle to recognising a particular religious identity that transcends that diversity.

Moreover, several replies highlight the dynamic, complex and changing nature of cultures. 

As for the concepts of diversity and intercultural dialogue, the replies are favourable: several mention experiences of inter-religious dialogue and what it has achieved. As one Rabbi points out, religious communities play a crucial part in promoting intercultural dialogue, for they are people's conscience and have a guiding role in what are often troubled times and among populations who have largely lost their bearings. The European Council of Religious Leaders stresses that religion is a means of forging an identity and a potential force for social cohesion, adding that religions have unique features that can be used in pursuit of peace, reconciliation and intercultural understanding.

Some, however, consider that it is not sufficient to talk of intercultural dialogue, and that it is necessary to assign an objective to such dialogue, in order to avoid the pitfall of syncretism and establish a reference framework acceptable to all. The reply from the inter-faith group of NGOs contains a wealth of material, and states that one of the objectives of intercultural dialogue is to succeed in distinguishing what in the various cultures is universal and what is related to specific factors stemming from the historical, geographical, economic, linguistic and other conditions of their development. 
How can cultural diversity and intercultural dialogue be promoted? In their replies to the questionnaire, the religious communities describe their experiences and achievements in the area of inter-denominational and inter-religious dialogue. As the reply from the International Movement for the Apostolate of Independent Social Environments points out, however, dialogue, whether intercultural or inter-religious, is not something that can be imposed, or learned theoretically. It is a question of experimenting with encounters involving people, establishing conditions that ensure that they are listened to, and sharing ideas, particularly - a point made by several replies - at local level. Frequent attention is drawn to the vital role of education, the responsibility of the media and the importance of acquiring intercultural skills.



A Rabbi states that one of the key issues in inter-religious dialogue and dialogue between believers and agnostics is undoubtedly the status of women in present-day society.

The religious communities consider that there are numerous obstacles to the development of inter-cultural dialogue: isolationism, as identities close in on themselves; a lack of social ties; ignorance and prejudice; fear, misunderstanding, social and economic problems and religious extremism; and a lack of knowledge about others, sometimes compounded by the fact that people may be taught to hate or reject people who are different. 

Madam President,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

This brief overview of the initial replies to the 14 questions in our questionnaire has already introduced the whole range of issues to be broached this morning and the wealth of aspects we must take into account.

I would invite you to take advantage of this morning's debate to share your views with us. Every effort will be made to ensure that the White Paper reflects the viewpoints of the various religious communities and the positions of non-believers and all other sections of society as faithfully as possible. The Council of Europe is convinced that intercultural dialogue can progress only if it is seen as a joint responsibility and a task shared by all, and if it is open to everyone.

I would like to end by saying that we shall, of course, take careful note of the results of this conference and all the individual contributions made today.

I would also point out that consultations on the White Paper will not be completed until the end of May 2007. If our discussions yesterday and today prompt you to submit your replies or additional comments in the coming weeks, they will be most welcome.

Thank you for your attention. 

