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Dear Mrs. Hariri, Mrs. Bokova,  

Excellencies,  

Thank you for inviting the European Union, EU Member States 

Ambassadors and all our friends to this special occasion of celebrating 

Europe and the European Union, here in Beirut, at a dinner which has 

almost become a tradition.  I believe you all agree this is indeed a 

gathering of 'thinkers and doers' and of shared values.  I also believe 

we need more and more gatherings of inspiring and inspired minds, as 

it is quite a challenge these days to find solutions to the many 

questions of how to deal with what is happening in this region, in 

Europe, in the world, of how to deal with the complexity of all these 

events.   

But having Mrs. Hariri as our host and Mrs. Bokova amongst the 

distinguished guests, I feel encouraged to share with you a few words 

that come to my mind - and to the minds of many around the world I 
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guess – a collection of thoughts we gather from looking around us 

with our eyes open, from our readings, but mostly from talking to each 

other and from listening to each other – something which is not done 

enough I believe. Because words is all we have when we are 

parliamentarians, United Nations officials or EU diplomats, only when 

we get our listening, our understanding and our narrative right, can we 

help set the right path to work for Peace.  (When former President of 

the European Council Herman van Rompuy received the Nobel Prize 

on behalf of the EU in 2012, he said ‘dialogue is our only weapon’...). 

I said at our Europe Day reception last Saturday that working for 

Peace is becoming increasingly hard, and we need to have a common 

understanding of why that is the case before we can go for joint 

action.   

The first words that come to my mind in this regard, are - perceived 

impunity/immunity and perceived impotence.  And I say this, as a lead 

to my main point tonight: the need for strong and legitimate state 

institutions.  

Impunity rules for an increasing number of individuals who seem to 

get away with sheer lies, extreme violence, assassinations, terror and 

many ways of hijacking and even trying to destroy the agendas for 

peace and the institutions that uphold it.   

The perceived impotence is with all those, including our good selves, 

who try to stop violence and deceit, but seem not to be able to stop it.  

We are not in control of events anymore. 

And as long as there are increasingly those who seem to be able to 

convey a very ‘powerful’ message, of their own strength, of their own 

immunity and of the perceived weakness and impotence of the other, 

we cannot deal with the challenges at hand. And you will understand 

that I am referring to rampant extreme violence but also to 

nationalism, populism, xenophobia and racism. 
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Societies are increasingly individualistic; people are increasingly 

individualistic; we collectively lose the sense of ‘community’; a sense 

of obligation towards the other, towards our societies as a whole – 

solidarity, and as many would argue, we even feel increasingly less 

responsible for our eco-systems but also and mostly for preserving our 

cultural heritage and our cultural diversity.   

Cultural diversity is increasing and weakening at the same time along 

ethnical, religious and many other lines - and these are the fault-lines 

in a society that need to be managed so they do not become a security 

risk.    

It is clear that to preserve what we have, we need strong effective and 

legitimate state institutions. But we also need these institutions to have 

the flexibility and adaptability to manage the ongoing transitions we 

are right in the middle of.  

As for the international actors, our current ways of working are simply 

not adequate and our institutions are too slow in adapting to changing 

realities.  It is not because our institutions are old: UNESCO is only 

70 years old and the European Union started its early existence only 

65 years ago.  We are young, but not young enough to adapt to 

changing realities and we still do not have the right tools to do so and 

help state institutions to adapt to the changing realities. Therefore we 

need to engage in partnerships, we cannot guide these transformations 

alone, we need to work together, with philanthropists, with business 

actors, to make sure that governments and governmental institutions 

can be strengthened, or in some cases helped to survival. 

The Hariri Foundation, presided by Mrs. Hariri, is coming in very 

skilfully and with a lot of creativity and energy.  Bahia and I, we have 

often discussed, here in Lebanon but also at UNESCO in Paris, many 

ideas and ways to address the pressing needs in this part of the world, 
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particularly of the youth, and I believe Mrs. Hariri and the Foundation 

need our full support.  

For Lebanon I have three messages:  1) Preserve freedom while 

maintaining a balance between individual rights and freedoms because 

this is essential for innovation; 2) preserve diversity and the sense of 

obligation to a diverse community, I would say even to the country as 

a whole, because this is critical at this point in time and 3) preserve 

the state institutions to protect freedom and diversity.  

Elect a President.  

A final world on cultural heritage:  I fully agree with those who argue 

that we need to rediscover our own cultural heritage.  Not so long ago, 

way after the Greek and Roman empires went into decline, this part of 

the world excelled to a degree unprecedented in human history.  

That heritage should be rediscovered and built upon in order to make 

the necessary transformation possible. It is only through a shared 

historical understanding can we work on a common future with shared 

values and build legitimate institutions to protect these values.  And 

only then can we let politics perform its natural function.    

Thank you. 


