
 

1 

 

 
 

Remarks by H.E. Mr Jean François Cautain  
Ambassador of the European Union 

at 
The Message of Islam Conference 

10 February 2016, Islamabad 
 
Excellencies, distinguished guests, 
 
I would like to join other speakers in congratulating the Pakistan Ulema council 
for convening this conference and for gathering so many prominent religious 
leaders and scholars for a discussion of the very important topic of how to 
promote interfaith and inter-sect harmony and how to eradicate terrorism, 
extremism and sectarian violence. I am grateful for the opportunity to address 
you on behalf of the European Union.  
 
I applaud the intention of the Conference to send a clear message to the world 
that the religious leadership of Pakistan disowns terrorism and extremism in all 
its forms and that the people of Pakistan and their religious leaders should in 
no way be associated with extremist or terrorist organisations. These are 
important messages which I think will resonate well also outside the borders of 
Pakistan.   
 
Europe has in its own history struggled with intolerance and religious hatred. 
In the XVI Century, Europe was tore apart in the name of religion, still referred 
in the history book as the Religion War. More recently the European Union was 
conceived following the terrible bloodshed of World War II, with one of its 
objectives to ensure that this would never be repeated. Therefore, tolerance, 
respect for different faiths and different opinions, and the promotion of 
democracy and human rights are fundamental building blocks of the EU. We 
pursue this on our own territory and in our relations with partners in other 
countries.  
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Christianity, Islam, Judaism and other great religions are all part of European 
history. In every town or village in Europe there is at least one house of 
worship: a Church, a Mosque or a Synagogue. Our age is defined by increasing 
globalisation, and it is clear that migration has brought about a shift in the 
religious identity of Europe, from predominantly Christian to much more 
diverse. This is being greatly accelerated with the refugee crisis that started 
last  year, which has brought millions of new migrants to the shores of Europe.  
 
Islam is one of the religions that has grown significantly in Europe in the last 
decades and throughout the European continent Muslims are valued members 
of our societies. However, there is no denying that the growth of Islam in 
Europe has created tensions and given rise to fear and misunderstandings. We 
are doing our utmost to remove these tensions and to combat any sign of 
"islamophobia" through information, education and even law enforcement, 
and by integrating those new citizens into the social and economic fabric of our 
countries.  
 
There is no doubt that it is a challenge but I strongly believe that to ensure a 
prosperous and harmonious future for Europe, people of all faiths must live 
peacefully together. Dialogue is one of the most effective weapons in the 
struggle against stereotypes, ignorance, prejudice, intolerance and fanaticism.  
Interfaith dialogue is not only important within countries but also between 
countries. In that context allow me as an outsider to make a few observations 
about the challenges that Pakistan is facing in the fight against extremism and 
religious intolerance. 

Education is of key importance to change the mind-set of people and provides 
a good opportunity to promote a culture of tolerance and understanding. 
Unfortunately, too many children in Pakistan do not go to school, which has to 
change. Other children go to school but are not taught these basic values. And 
even worse, in a few cases, hatred and intolerance is promoted in the 
education system. Many of you are in charge of religious seminaries. You are 
uniquely placed to foster a culture of understanding between different faiths, 
an opportunity, I am sure, you are not missing.  
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It is equally important that religious leaders across the country in interactions 
with your constituency send the message that Islam is a religion of peace and 
tolerance and encourages the promotion of dialogue and tolerance with 
people of other faiths. While the EU is a strong believer in free speech we must 
all work together to stamp out hate speech from our societies, whether this is 
in Europe directed against Muslims or in Pakistan directed against Christians or 
people of other sects or faiths. We know that the Government of Pakistan 
wants to do more in this regard, and we hope that you as religious leaders will 
support this. 
 
An important group to reach is the growing population of young people who 
will otherwise be at risk of falling prey to those who want to promote fear and 
hatred. If you have no job and no income it might be tempting to join an 
extremist group who promises money and status and if you have no education 
it may be difficult to understand the effects that this will have on your life. 
Therefore, your youth must be provided with opportunities to grow and learn 
and they must have the ability to earn a decent living that will allow them to 
support a family and become productive members of society. We are working 
closely with Pakistan towards this aim by, for example, widely opening the 
border of the EU market, the largest in the world, to Pakistani products under 
the so-called GSP +. 
 
Another group to focus on is women. Despite the fact that Islam promotes the 
respect of women, too often they are marginalised in the socio-economic life 
in Pakistan. Including them at all levels of society will help to create a more 
tolerant society and reduce violence and extremism. Like everything else, it 
starts with education. We must ensure that all children – including girls – have 
equal access to quality education. And in our schools we must send a clear 
message that there should be no discrimination based on gender.  Also, here 
there is an important role for you as religious leaders to send a clear message 
that Islam wants girls to get an education 
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Finally, me must work with the media to make sure that news are reported in 
an unbiased manner and does not stoke the flames of religious or sectarian 
hatred.  The power of in particular the electronic media is substantial and 
growing and with the emergence of the internet and social media also in the 
more remote corners of Pakistan it has the ability to radically influence 
opinions. It is important that we do not allow these platforms to become a 
breeding ground for hate speech and intolerance. This is not necessarily done 
by blocking access, but rather by contesting it in an open and constructive 
manner. 
 
In conclusion, let me reiterate my appreciation for the invitation to address 
you here today. How to promote peaceful coexistence between different faiths 
and sects and how to effectively curb extremism is indeed a very important 
topic for the future of Pakistan – and the world. I wish you the best of luck in 
your deliberations, and I hope you will be able to identify some solutions which 
can bring the debate on this forward.  
 
Thank you. 
 

___________________________ 
 


