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Director-General, 
Chairman of the General Conference,  
Chairman of the Executive Board,  
Excellencies, 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
Dear friends,  
 
 

I am honoured to share with you this moment, which I trust will pave the way 
for a new and challenging international debate.  
 

As a South African who has spent his life celebrating diversity and human 
rights, I have fought as an intellectual, minister, parliamentarian and activist, to 
accommodate the principles of the diversity in everyday life with a deep concern for 
social cohesion. My efforts have centred on creating and extending public space in a 
spirit of respect for dignity and active solidarity.  
 

Dear friends, we must succeed in the task before us because, for the first time, 
the international community represented here by governmental and non-governmental 
bodies and by cultural custodians from civil society has gathered to debate a cultural 
treaty, which I call a "peace treaty" that will result in the growth of dignity and self-
confidence for individuals and communities and genuine co-operation between states. 
 

The task before us is particularly urgent at a time when globalization has 
attained an unprecedented pace that is radically transforming our ways of living and 
communicating and the very basis of our exchanges.  This reality sometimes threatens 
our sense of identity while in fact it should serve to enrich and comfort us.  
 

The challenge before us is to reach a new type of peace treaty that will open 
new horizons for millions of people. It is truly exciting to note that this debate should 
concern developing and developed countries alike for the simple reason that culture is 
a common heritage of humanity. It is therefore our duty to consider it as a public good 
and to create an adequate environment for it to flourish. 
 

We have a golden opportunity to fill a gap in the landscape of legal 
international instruments. The principal goal of our work, which is part of an 
incremental and step-by-step process, is to build upon the principles of the UNESCO 
Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity and to move beyond it. The Declaration 
has given the issue of cultural diversity visibility as it deals with  “the common 
heritage of humanity". It has strenuously expressed the link between cultural diversity 
and human rights, the need for dialogue and development while highlighting its 
dynamic nature, as culture is a renewable resource. 
 

The Declaration remains as an ethical commitment introducing a vital element 
that rejects the dangerous notion of a clash of civilizations. Today, in our digitalized 
and increasingly interconnected world, we need a stronger commitment to ensure that 
human dignity is recognized and one that provides for a full range of cultural 
expressions available and accessible to all. How do we enhance an enabling 
environment conducive to this objective without limiting accepted human rights?  
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This was the concern of the UNESCO Member States when they adopted at 
the 32nd session of the General Conference, the resolution concerning "the protection 
of the diversity of cultural contents and artistic expressions" rather then the three other 
proposed options which were: 

- 
- 
- 

(i) A new comprehensive instrument on cultural rights,  
(ii) An instrument on the status of the artist,  
(iii) A new Protocol to the Florence Agreement. 

 
Our work, therefore, is clearly determined by the decision of the General 

Conference. Nevertheless, a close look at the draft Convention reveals that the 
philosophical and ethical underpinnings of the Declaration also constitute the very 
foundation of the Convention.  
 

I trust that no one at this meeting desires a homogenous world, where national 
and individual talent and creativity is replaced by bland uniformity. There must 
therefore exist a right to preserve, expand and promote the diversity of cultural 
contents and artistic expressions. However, how far should this right go within an 
open and democratic order?  How shall we balance means and ends? and, how do we 
balance rights and obligations? How can a common ground be found between the 
different and legitimate interest of the stakeholders I have mentioned previously?  
Where do we draw the limits?   
 

We are happy that UNESCO, rather than acting as a bystander, is actually 
driving this process, which should open up a serious international debate consistent 
with its Constitution. Our task is extremely complex: we are invited to traverse 
unexplored paths to reconcile the ‘promotion of the free flow of ideas by word and 
image’ with the ‘protection and promotion of the fruitful diversity of cultures'.  
 

If we believe, as we are reminded in the Universal Declaration on Cultural 
Diversity, that ‘culture is at the heart of contemporary debates about identity, social 
cohesion and sustainable development’ we need to show the political will to give 
culture the status and means required to fulfil its role, especially for the marginalized 
people of our world.  
 

We know that diverse cultures cannot flourish without freedom. Creativity 
needs space to breathe and inspire renewal and change.  It is the obligation of a 
democratic state to create such an enabling environment. But exchanges between 
states cannot flourish on the basis of totally unequal relations or simply by free trade 
in markets. 

 
Global impacts in cultures are not new, historically. Cultures and their means 

of expression have always travelled, have always interacted, although not always in a 
beneficial manner. But there has been a quantum leap in communications and 
exchanges in recent times. Today, cultural contents and artistic expressions flow 
directly in an unprecedented manner into people’s homes, workplaces and schools. 
Words, sounds and images travel at ever-greater speed, using a wider variety of 
means, and their underlying values are the raw material with which people are 
constructing their view of our global world.  But the traffic must not be one-sided, 
otherwise national identity, closely associated with cultural expression, will stultify. 
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The Common Ground  
I would like now to take a few more moments to undertake the effort of 

identifying some basic principles on which we might agree. This is a risky task 
because there may be divergent views in this room. This is one of the intrinsic merits 
of such a Conference. If we were all of one mind and simply had come to Paris to 
reinforce our positions or prejudices, this meeting would be pointless. 

 

I hope that even if you do not all agree with the approach that I will put on the 
table, the exercise may at least serve to pinpoint where your views may diverge and 
underline the principles that you disagree with: 

  

 Freedom of expression as well as the pursuit of the free exchange of ideas and 
knowledge are the two pillars on which any effort to promote and protect cultural 
expressions is to be based. But is there official recognition of the fact that voices 
are needed to produce themselves to make them heard? Is it not true that a 
multitude of voices is needed for the mutual enrichment of cultures? 

 

 Ensuring the diversity of cultural contents and artistic expressions is a valuable 
endeavour in its own right, as a manifestation of the creativity of the human spirit. 
Moreover, it is necessary in terms of equity and human rights and is important as a 
source of dignity and self-confidence for individuals, communities and nations. It 
can also be seen as a means to other ends, such as social cohesion or economic 
development. Diversity has thus both intrinsic and extrinsic value.  

 

 The process of elaborating a Convention, which will be discussed at this 
conference, has as one of its main objectives to draft a legal instrument that it is 
not a threat to but compatible with existing instruments. Ultimately, our objective 
is to ensure the maintenance of a democratic space where diverse voices can be 
heard.   

 

 The issues raised in this draft Convention concern developing and industrialized 
countries alike. Regardless of their economic, social or cultural situation all 
members of the international community are affected by the challenges and 
opportunities posed by the diversity of cultural expressions.  One challenge is to 
refer to the nature and the distinctiveness of cultural and intellectual goods 
compared with commercial goods. 

 

 Members of minorities and indigenous peoples have a strong role to play in our 
efforts to promote cultural diversity, being seen as contributors to the world's 
cultural wealth. But they have not benefited evenly. Ensuring their right to create 
and disseminate their cultural goods and services, their traditional expressions, 
will benefit all of us, since they provide an important source of ideas and 
perspectives on humanity and the world at large. Women are not a minority but 
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their creativity has often been ignored and their role has often been limited to 
traditional crafts. 

 

 Active solidarity is the only possible answer in order to face collectively these 
challenges and opportunities. Building equitable partnerships is a positive 
approach to bridge gaps and ensure a true free flow of cultural contents and 
artistic expressions coming from all over the world, and in particular from 
developing countries. Reciprocity of rights may be relevant in commercial trade, 
but not in the area covered by the draft Convention. 

 

 Cultural content is indeed a central issue in this debate about culture, 
globalization, diversity and dialogue. As a South African who has had to endure 
and fight apartheid, I am fully aware of how cultural products can be used to 
convey hatred and racism, and how the distinctive contribution of people—in 
traditional medicine, art, literature—is not only ignored but demonized. Light-
hearted and entertaining cultural content can transmit the most odious things about 
others, and this is not simply a matter of political correctness, but concerns the 
fundamental question as to how we can learn to live with each other. 

 

 I turn now to another issue at the heart of this debate and that is, the idea of the 
preservation and promotion of diversity as a public good. This concern is placed 
against the growing context of privatization and internationalization of culture. 
Cultural production and dissemination progressively take place in the private 
domain and States are certainly no longer the main suppliers of it—accepting that 
there was a period where they played that role of main providers.  For the most 
part, culture transits today in the private domain. Now the question is: who 
defends public interest and public good—in this case diversity—if cultural and 
economic processes are entirely in private hands? In other words, where is a 
balance struck between market forces and public interest?  

 

 This is a central issue addressed in the text of the Convention as presented by 
UNESCO. It is easier to see the role of the state as a provider of democratic space 
where cultural creation and dissemination can take place, regardless of its 
commercial nature or value. This means, for example, that public broadcasting 
systems are sustained as custodians of diversity.  It also requires other forms of 
governmental support and regulation such as measures to strengthen the 
productive capacity of the creative sector both domestically and internationally, 
encouraging cultural industries to grow.  

 

This notion of diversity as a common property of humankind, is relatively new 
and deserves due attention. However who are to be the custodians of such diversity 
remains to be seen. Furthermore, can the wider access to a range of cultural contents 
and artistic expressions be only satisfied by the action of governments only? And that 
leads me to a last point:  
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 Who are we trying to help through these discussions? There seems to be three 
major stakeholder groups around this issue. To start with, governments which are 
taking up engagements under this new Convention. We already know that 
governments have different views on this topic. We shall address these in this 
Conference. Our challenge is to propose collectively a framework that will help 
them deal with the issues of culture, globalization and diversity in an effective and 
collaborative way. This framework should help governments develop policies in 
the ever-changing landscape of media and culture.  Behind governments are their 
citizens. Making it possible for all their citizens to be able to create as well as to 
have access to their own forms of cultural contents and artistic expressions and of 
that of others is a key objective of our endeavour. The third group of stakeholders 
is that of the cultural professionals, who make their living from their work in this 
area, be it as artists and creators, producers, distributors, and other cultural actors.    

 
I am sure you will consider many other starting points that you will develop in 

the coming days.  

 

For my part I would like to move to our working method for our discussions in 
the coming days.  

 

The Approach  
I therefore propose as a working method to use this First Intergovernmental 

Conference to brainstorm and exchange views about the core issues raised in the draft 
Convention.  This debate will enrich and improve the written comments that the 
Member States are to send to UNESCO before November 15 this year. 

  

Coming from South Africa, a country that was not so long ago on the verge of 
self-destruction, I know too well the consequences of not reaching consensus. My 
experience of working on my country's constitution gives me hope that the impossible 
is attainable. 

 

Addressing this challenge has philosophical and political implications and the 
success of our work will largely depend on our political will.  In other terms, let us 
not litter the landscape with yet another unratified convention. As we all know, there 
are far too many of them already. 

 

I hope that by this meeting’s end, we shall all leave this room wiser and more 
engaged, having exercised our freedom to express ourselves, which ultimately 
constitutes the basis of any engagement. This is, in my view, the first objective of this 
Conference. The second is to build bridges. This approach highlights the value and 
importance of multilateralism and how open and constructive dialogue is essential in 
moving the international agenda forward, regardless of the area.   
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When considering these issues, the “great unwashed”, the ordinary people of our 
world, as described by the English essayist George Orwell come to mind with their 
dreams and aspirations. The famous Nigerian writer, Ben Okri, refers to this when he 
warns: 

"They are only the exhausted who think 

That they have arrived 

At their final destination 

The end of their road 

With all their dreams achieved 

And no new dreams to hold" 

 

Let us dream then at this Conference; our destination is still ahead of us… 

 

Thank you for your attention 
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