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Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

I will start by congratulating the government of San Marino for organising this conference to mark the conclusion of their outstanding chairmanship of the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe.
The subject is important, topical and complex. Intercultural dialogue is important because it brings peoples and cultures closer together and reduces the risks of misunderstanding, tension and conflict. Intercultural dialogue, together with close legal co-operation, and insistence on the protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms, is part of our three-pronged approach in the fight against terrorism. Naturally, intercultural dialogue has a religious dimension, and that is what we have come here to discuss. 
For many years, the prevailing attitude in Europe has been that religious convictions should be seen as a private issue. This, of course, does not mean that religion is considered to be trivial or a secondary matter. 

At the Council of Europe, we approach religion from two angles.
First, and very importantly, the angle of human rights. It may help our discussions if I quote Article 9 of the European Convention on Human Rights, which defines the scope of this freedom as follows: “Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to change his religion or belief and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief, in worship, teaching, practice and observance”.
In the second paragraph of Article 9, the Convention sets limits to the freedom of religion by stating that “freedom to manifest one's religion or beliefs shall be subject only to such limitations as are prescribed by law and are necessary in a democratic society in the interests of public safety, for the protection of public order, health or morals, or for the protection of the rights and freedoms of others”.
Second, our approach places religious beliefs in the context of identity and regards them as an important cultural factor, similar to other sources of identity such as history, language and cultural heritage 

In recent years, Europe has faced two major developments which affect the views and attitudes of some people towards religion. 

On the one hand, cultural diversity is now a fact of life in most, if not all, European societies. It has prompted a search for common values and reference points for social cohesion and intercultural skills.

On the other hand, we are witnessing a process in which some, previously secular societies, are now reversing the trend by giving religious organisations a much more prominent place in public life than in the past. 
The Council of Europe has been involved in dialogue with representatives of different faiths for some time. The process started a few years ago and has since gained momentum. The institutional context of this dialogue may be evolving, but the underlying objectives have remained the same: to work with religious communities in their role as a driving force for co-operation and dialogue.  
Religious beliefs and practices, like any other human convictions, are an expression of our cultural identity. It is why we regard religious diversity as a dimension of cultural diversity. 
It is also why it is only logical to invite representatives of religious communities to contribute actively to the “White Paper on Intercultural Dialogue” which the Council of Europe is currently preparing. The promotion of intercultural dialogue is a priority for our Organisation. Our objective is to develop a long-term policy to exploit fully the potential of cultural diversity as a positive and cohesive force in our societies. 
I believe that religious communities have a tremendous potential in this respect. They can help to heal wounds, and they can build bridges. By working together, religious communities can defeat extremists who want to hijack and manipulate a faith to propagate violence and hate. They can become an enormous power for peace and tolerance, by making it clear that an attack against one faith is an attack against all of them. 

This conference is an excellent opportunity for dialogue between prominent religious leaders. The next challenge is to bring this dialogue to the local level. The religious dimension of the inter-cultural dialogue will reveal its full potential when a priest in a church, an imam in a mosque and a rabbi in a synagogue – I emphasise: a local church, a local mosque, a local synagogue - talk to each other and work with each other, to convey one common message, of tolerance, respect and understanding between people. 
I end with a thought which is not new. Indeed, it was first expressed by a man who was neither a Christian, nor a Jew, nor a Muslim. It was Plato who wrote in a book aptly called Dialogues: “No law or ordinance is mightier than understanding”. As the lawyers say, I rest my case.
