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Unity in diversity is not just a slogan for the European Union, but a programme, a programme 
which is extending: EU enlargement did not only add land mass, states, percentages of gross 
national products but first and foremost peoples, languages and therefore cultures. The 
diversity not only of the European Union but of Europe as a whole is increasing, as additional 
countries have become more accessible and open. They engage in the Union, they engage 
with Europe and therefore with all European countries, whether member of the EU or not. 
Thus, Switzerland, beyond any doubt rooted in European culture is participating in this 
enlarged and enlarging Europe. Luckily, Europe is becoming more culturally diverse. 
This enlargement of the European Union, deregulation of employment laws and globalisation 
have increased the multicultural character of many countries, adding to the number of 
languages, religions, ethnic  and cultural backgrounds found on the continent. As a result, 
intercultural dialogue has an increasingly important role to play in fostering European identity 
and citizenship.  

The European Year of Intercultural Dialogue (EYID) 20081 recognises that Europe’s great 
cultural diversity represents a unique advantage. It encourages all those living in Europe to 
explore the benefits of our rich cultural heritage and opportunities to learn from different 
cultural traditions.  

Mobilising civil society in addition to some flagship projects is the heard of the concept. 
Therefore I am grateful to Intermundo and AFS, Intercultural Programs of Switzerland, for 
having taken this initiative and to State Secretary Mauro Dell'Ambrogio to participate in the 
event. 

The topic chosen, Acquiring Key Skills through Cultural Exchange, is indeed a theme cross-
cutting some of the key themes of this Year, namely Education and Science, Culture and the 
media, minorities, religion, the workplace, multilingualism and youth. 

Before touching briefly on each of these main pillars, let me just express my hope that we will 
be able to conclude quickly an agreement for Swiss participation in the life long learning 
programmes. The highly successful involvement of Swiss researchers, universities and 
companies in the 7th Framework Programme in Research and Development, the participation 
in the MEDIA programme supporting artists and distributors of Swiss movies, are proof of 
Switzerland belonging to cultural and scientific Europe, which indeed is larger than the 
European Union. 

 

Education and Science 

In the education sector, intercultural dialogue aims to equip individuals with the knowledge 
and skills - so-called "intercultural competences" - to participate in increasingly diverse 
societies. 

Knowledge of democratic values, citizenship and civil rights are essential elements of 
dialogue in this sector. Knowledge about other cultures, as well as languages, can also 
contribute to mutual respect and understanding. It is also important to develop our capacity to 
be able to stand back from our own specific cultural and social background in order to listen 
actively to what people from other backgrounds can bring to us. 

                                                 
1 http://www.interculturaldialogue2008.eu/home.0.html?&redirect_url=my-startpage-eyid.html  

http://www.interculturaldialogue2008.eu/home.0.html?&redirect_url=my-startpage-eyid.html
http://www.interculturaldialogue2008.eu/home.0.html?&redirect_url=my-startpage-eyid.html
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These aspects are key in life long learning, both in formal and informal education, not only 
for personal development, citizenship but also, increasingly, for employability. 
 
Culture and the media 
Artists and cultural actors have for many years benefited from a creative dialogue with other 
cultures. Cultural expression is key for mutual understanding and cultural cooperation can 
contribute to Europe-wide cohesion and identity. 

Intercultural dialogue in the arts achieves such outcomes not just by the strength and freedom 
of cultural expressions, but also through engaging all levels of society in the creative process.  

The media also play a major role in the development of European citizens' vision of the 
world. The way different cultural backgrounds may be depicted or explained by the media 
greatly influences individual representations, thus confirming or deconstructing stereotypes. 
The media can also offer many opportunities for the expression of those who are marginalised 
or excluded in our societies. 
 
Minorities 
Europe's wide cultural, linguistic, ethnic and religious diversity is one of its key strengths. 
Intercultural dialogue is a major tool to harness the talents and skills that minorities bring to 
Europe and to provide opportunities for citizens to create deeper understanding and 
relationships with people belonging to such minorities. 

The European Year of Equal Opportunities for All raised awareness of universal rights, and 
intercultural dialogue in this area, rooted in human rights and fundamental freedoms, will 
further this goal by promoting pluralism, participation of all in the democratic process and 
understanding among different social groups. 
 
Religion 
Religious beliefs, philosophies and convictions are an integral part of cultural diversity which, 
through dialogue, enriches our societies and contributes to individual fulfilment. But in our 
increasingly multicultural societies, the diversity of faiths, beliefs and convictions can lead to 
misconceptions and fears.  A people-to-people dialogue based on respect can overcome these 
fears by fostering mutual knowledge and openness.  

The EYID 2008 aims to encourage dialogue both within and between communities of faith 
and conviction. Educational activities which promote knowledge, respect for and openness 
towards other beliefs play a major role. These activities take place both within a single 
community and between different communities. 

Workplace  

At the workplace, people from different cultural backgrounds experience working together. 
Moreover, it is widely recognised that this cultural diversity in companies can be a real asset 
for competitiveness in a globalised economy. 

A 2005 Commission survey reported that 83% of companies that have a diversity policy said 
it had brought real business benefits, including increased employee retention and the ability to 
recruit from a wider pool of workers. 
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Diversity in the workplace also improves corporate image and reputation as well as enhancing 
marketing opportunities 

Multilingualism 

Language skills are increasingly important in an enlarged European Union. They are also key 
enablers for intercultural dialogue. 

Learning a new language is always an opportunity to better understand the corresponding 
culture and a fundamental step in opening minds to the richness of cultural diversity.  

In recognition of the importance of multilingualism, the EU has appointed a Commissioner to 
promote language learning among citizens. The EU has defined the goal of "mother tongue + 
2" as a major objective for a multilingual EU. 

Youth 

It is especially important to encourage intercultural dialogue among young people, at a time 
they are still developing their own vision of the world and acquiring skills and competences 
for their future. Contact and interaction with cultures other than their own stimulates their 
curiosity and the desire to connect with peers from around the world. Intercultural dialogue 
also generates new ideas and fosters an understanding of society. It allows them to discover 
the richness of cultural diversity for their own development as well as for society. 

EU policy recognises the valuable contribution that young people can make through their 
active participation in society and encourages young people to travel and experience new 
cultures. 

Ladies and gentlemen 

I know that declaring a year as the "Year of Intercultural Dialogue" does not suffice to change 
Europe or better the minds of Europeans, but awareness raising is a first step, as are small 
events as today's. Globalisation teaches us that we have to influence our  neighbourhood, 
because that is what we can – and I thank you therefore again for being with us this evening. 
 

 


