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First Meeting of the GoF Focal Points

October 2 and 3, 2008

Summary Report

Overview on the Meeting:

The First Meeting of the Focal Points called by President Sampaio was remarkably well attended by countries and international organizations and showed a great potential for the sharing of experiences and the strengthening of national action in support of the Alliance of Civilizations’ objectives. It confirmed that the development of national strategies is key to moving cross-cultural dialogue high on the political agenda and in some cases, at least, attracting more funding. It would be important to see more of these strategies under preparation in different regions by the time the Group of Friends meet in Istanbul, April 2009.

Both in the thematic sessions and on the ‘Marketplace of ideas’, food for thought and useful experiences have been shared which should make the work easier. But this is only a first step. There is a clear expectation that the development of strategies will greatly benefit from regular exchanges on tested ideas and best practices on a broad range of topics, from early youth involvement in cross-cultural exchanges or revisited teacher training programs to media literacy efforts, new approaches to integration at local level and city diplomacy.

Future meetings will focus more on substance than processes and procedures, though best ways to involve all stakeholders and develop ownership will continue to be explored. Meetings may concentrate on one or two specific aspects of national strategies or action plans of critical Importance to most of the participants.

On the scope and methodology of strategies the following points were made:

· There cannot be a one-size-fits-all model or a uniform procedure for the development and adoption of strategies, due to different national circumstances, but guidelines and templates prepared by the Secretariat could be very useful. Regular exchanges among Focal Points will help refine detailed lists of questions and possible initiatives that may deserve serious consideration by others. 

· There is no call for re-inventing the wheel: subject to a critical review of their continuing relevance, existing programs and activities will often constitute important building blocks of any national strategy, which will also serve to identify gaps and fix priorities. 

· There is a need to involve the top political echelons and to show political leadership throughout the process. It is almost equally important to associate in the process all relevant partners, including notably local authorities, civil society and the corporate sector and to make it possible for them to take ownership. 

· Strategies must be seen as living documents. Strategies can usefully translate the objectives of the Alliance not only into the domestic agenda but also into foreign policy.

· One of the benefits of the First Meeting was not only to identify and discuss a number of important issues in the four areas (Education, Media, Youth, Migration), but also to develop an awareness of relevant international resources.

· Focal Points have a key role as national coordinators and main interface with the Alliance on national strategies. As they operate and relate with each other, they are also expected to help identify specific needs for initiatives by the AoC, wherever the existing international offer appears inadequate.

· The Meeting illustrated that the Alliance had a potential to serve as an informal forum where sensitive issues can be discussed creatively and constructively as stated by the UNSG at the Ministerial Meeting in September 2008, and by the High Representative. It has been suggested that meetings of the Alliance in an appropriate format might help re-visit deadlocked issues; it will be for the High Representative and Ministers to reflect on such proposal.

· Suggestions have been made to allow more in-depth and regular work on specific issues in sub-groups. Focal Points may wish to further reflect on this and consult with the High Representative at an appropriate occasion.

· Active interaction between the Secretariat and the Focal Points is expected in the run up to the Istanbul Forum meeting, which constitutes the next major step in the further strengthening of the AoC. The demand to have the Second Meeting of the Focal Points at that time has been duly noted. 

Thematic Session I: Education

Objectives of the Session: 

Education is a key pillar of the AoC mission to bridge cultures and foster cooperative relations between cultures. Since educational curricula and content are decisions that must be made at the national level, they offer a vital element of National Plans in the furtherance of Alliance objectives. 

The key goals and expected outcomes of the session were:

· To bring together Focal Points to discuss some key issues in intercultural education.  Outcome: This session drew over a hundred participants from countries and IGOs, and the IGOs represented on the panel included a broad cross-section from UNESCO, OIC, COE, and ISESCO.

· To collect responses to an AoC questionnaire from major IGOs working in the field of education and make this available to country Focal Points. Outcome: UNESCO, OIC, COE, ISESCO, and ALECSO responded to the surveys and their responses on good practices, lessons learned, and resources are available on the AoC Focal Points’ website.

· To have a stimulating panel discussion on some key issues that country Focal Points should be aware of while formulating the National Plans. Outcome: there were stimulating points raised about the global environment and challenges of incorporating cultural diversity; existing projects in the area, and partners that need to be considered, in formulating content on cultural diversity; and gaps and practices in education about intercultural understanding.

Highlighted Issues of the Discussion and Outcome Questions:

· The challenge of the complexity of cultural diversity, and need to emphasize commonalities across cultures, in the education system. 

Question: What are the complexities of cultural diversity, and the commonalities across cultures that need to be emphasized?

· The burdens of incorporating – and raising the salience of – intercultural understanding in overloaded curricula, and incorporating all sections of society in planning and consultations. 

Question: Can mainstreaming intercultural understanding lead to marginalization of cultures across countries? How does one bring all parties (including parents, teachers, and relevant civil society groups) to the table in discussing the incorporation of intercultural understanding in curricula?

· The necessity of teaching about all major faiths in the world. 

Question: What are the major faiths that should be taught about? Who is to teach them?
· The importance of exchange programs at all levels. 

Where are the gaps in exchange programs? How does one evaluate exchange programs? Who is to fund exchange programs?

· IGOs like UNESCO and CoE and others have done, or are working on, several projects to enhance intercultural understanding.

Question: How can these projects be disseminated in a manner that is accessible to all who are interested?

Thematic Session II: Youth

Objectives of the Session: 

The objectives of the youth session were to allow representatives from youth platforms and multilateral organizations:

· To share views on key issues affecting today’s youth in their efforts to contribute to the management of cultural and religious diversity in their society and country; 
· To provide suggestions on the role that governments can play in promoting and supporting youth participation in intercultural and interfaith dialogue policies and programs; and 

· To offer lessons learned and good practices Focal Points can draw from regarding the involvement of youth in the development of their country’s National Strategies. 

Highlighted Issues and Outcomes of the Discussion:

· Youth are faced with a situation of increased precariousness in the context of globalization: they are often the victims of social exclusion and unemployment and sometimes fall prey to extremist ideologies. At the same time, young people today are the most educated generation and the most equipped to overcome the many challenges they face, including those related to cross-cultural understanding. All too often, young people are perceived as a problem that needs to be solved. Against this perception, policymakers should regard young people as a unique resource to fight extremism. In many countries, the young represent a significant part of the population and postponing their involvement to the future deprives the present of the important contributions they can make.
· What young people often lack is the opportunity to take part in decision-making, policy development, implementation and evaluation. In order to do so, young people need more sustained, consistent dialogue. They need to feel that they contribute at every stage of the policy-making process. Youth should not be considered as a separate group; they should be seen in relation of the different sectors of society, of which they are an integral part, including schools, education systems and civil society.

· In order to strengthen this capacity of youth to support governments in promoting cross-cultural understand, the importance of youth forums and youth exchanges must be underlined. They enable young people to have their voices heard and provide them with opportunities to develop joint projects. To that end, UNESCO organized a series of regional youth forums on intercultural dialogue. To support intercultural dialogue, young people, working with UNESCO, developed a number of suggested activities towards the implementation of the “All different all unique” declaration. 

· Another successful model is the co-management of youth programs and policies. The principle of youth participation finds its full expression in this co-management system used by the Council of Europe to develop its youth policy. Representatives of non-governmental youth bodies and government officials sit together in committees which set priorities for the youth sector and make proposals for the budget and program. 

· In order to involve young people in policy making, the Ministers of Youth and of the Interior in Italy set up a youth advisory board to gather ideas and initiatives about the promotion of intercultural dialogue. 
· Some participants (among them the Dutch Focal Point) were of the view that youth was very fragmented. In particular, the Internet, instead of opening young people to a diversity of other cultures and connecting them with a variety of young people from different backgrounds, often allowed them to remain within a small, restricted virtual group.  Panelists underlined that, on the contrary, the Internet could be used to promote interaction among diverse youth groups on a global scale. 
· Some (among them the Egyptian Focal Point) underlined the lack of financial resources as one of the key challenges to promote intercultural dialogue among the young. Over the past 20 years, Egypt has been organizing a model UN event, bringing over 100 foreign students to Egypt. But such projects are limited by financial constraints. 
· In a similar vein, the German Focal Point mentioned 2 cross-cultural youth projects: a) a young workers exchange program allowing young people from Yemen, Egypt and other Arab countries to spend a few weeks in Germany an reciprocally, young Germans to discover life in Arab countries; and b) Berlin hosted a very successful Euro-Med youth parliament involving over 130 youth last year. A host for next year’s event has yet to be found. 
Challenges and Follow-up:

For such above-mentioned projects to be more effective, greater coordination is needed. That is where the Alliance of Civilizations can make an important contribution. 

Thematic Session III: Media

Objectives of the Session:
The objectives of the Media Session were threefold:

· To discuss initiatives which support the work of journalists covering tensions across cultural divides. These include intercultural training programs for journalists, engaging with the media community to support culturally-sensitive reporting and anti-discrimination efforts, public service broadcasting, as well as tools to enhance reporting on tensions across cultures, such as the Alliance’s Global Expert Finder.
· To explore ways in which Media Literacy Education could be advanced and, in particular, how programs, tools, modules and policies could be further implemented in national education systems.
· To discuss the establishment of platforms for media professionals to seek common ground on the issue of freedom of expression and respect for cultural and religious values.

Highlighted Issues and Outcomes of the Discussion:
The session highlighted several factors contributing to the increased complexity of media in a context of cultural and religious diversity:

· In some countries, only a small portion of journalists have received media training. This may lead an un-trained journalist writing about potentially divisive issues without understanding all the ramifications of the position taken. 

· The media industry is increasingly globalized. A story appearing in one part of the world can be disseminated immediately and reach people across the planet. This gives media outlets increased influence and power.

· The media industry is increasingly commercialized: the pressure to write or broadcast stories that are likely to increase sales is greater than ever. 

· There are vast imbalances in the reach of different media outlets: those have strong financial backing can benefit from a global reach while others only have a local reach.

· The digital divide is still very real, both in terms of access and presence on the Web. In order to help navigate through this complex context and progress toward a positive role of media in fostering understanding and respect among diverse communities, many are exploring self-regulation by journalists. Others are leaning toward developing a code of ethics or code of conduct as they see self-regulation as too subjective. In the end, the solution might be to seek a middle ground position in which self-regulation could be framed and strengthened by a code of ethics or an international binding instrument. Developing such an instrument, however, has proven quite difficult so far. 

· Participants also highlighted the importance of strengthening media literacy and critical thinking among readers or consumers of media products. Moreover, promoting pluralism in media production was seen as a way of improving understanding of global intercultural issues. 

· Finally, President Sampaio suggested that preventing or reducing further Cartoons- or Fitna-type crises would not only require a degree of responsibility in the exercise of freedom of expression, as often advocated; it would also suppose that opinions expressed by a single individual or a group be taken as such and not be confused for statements on behalf of entire nations or regions. For instance, the views expressed in the film Fitna – alleging, in particular, that Europe was threatened by “islamization” and that Islam was a religion of violence – were strictly those of its author, the Dutch far right MP Geert Wilders and his followers. Yet, in the minds of many people, they became emblematic of the “West” as a whole. Likewise, when a minority of individuals on the margins of the Muslim community voice their extremist propaganda, it is clear that they do not speak for Muslims in general. To address this issue, our world needs experts – and to some extent, regular citizens as well – capable of recognizing and analyzing the source and impact of events stemming from irresponsible media production. 

Challenges and Follow-up:
· Regarding the current debate over freedom of expression and respect for religions, there is a need to develop platforms for media professionals to discuss these issues and seek common ground.

· Much support was expressed for the Alliance’s Global Expert Finder (www.globalexpertfinder.org), a resource of experts developed to support the work of journalists covering potentially divisive cross-cultural stories. This online resource, part of the Rapid Response Media Mechanism, is currently being expanded, with new experts being integrated in the database and a redesigned website due to be launched in October. 
· As an immediate follow-up to the Paris meeting, Focal Points are invited to support the development of the Global Expert Finder by promoting its dissemination and highlighting it among the media community in their country or region. Moreover, Focal Points are also encouraged to provide suggestions of experts (academics, writers, civil society leaders or media commentators) from their region who can help articulate potentially divisive issues in non-polarizing ways.

Thematic Session IV: Migration

Objectives of the Session:
The topic of migrations is the fourth pillar of the AoC program of activities. However, compared to the three other previous topics, no specific program has been undertaken so far. Therefore, this session should be considered as a consultation and brainstorming session in order to identify what could be the priority of the AoC in this sector that is obviously crucial. It is a huge and cross-cutting issue and the AoC should consider whether the priority angle for action would not be that of integration, with some emphasis on the local level.
 

Highlighted Issues and Outcomes of the Discussion:
· Migrants account for 191 million people worldwide, representing 3 per cent of the global population (not including clandestine migrants’ population). If it were a country, it would represent the 5th larger country in the World. 1/3 of the total live in Europe, 1/4 in America.
· Beside traditional countries of destination, many new countries (Ireland, Italy, Norway, Portugal, South Africa, Saudi Arabia, etc) receive important flows of migrants. South-South migration is also becoming important trend.
· Main challenges of integration are the following: hammering a legal framework; mainstreaming integration policy; raising public awareness on positive contribution of integration, ensuring full human rights protection, including non discrimination.
· Remittances represent in many countries larger source of income than FDI or ODA and can contribute positively in education, health, local development. Therefore, it is crucial to reduce the cost of transfer which is usually very high.
· Co-development, working with diaporas on local development projects, is a promising avenue. The issue of multilateral agreement on social security and retirement plan is very important, therefore the need to create mechanism of portability of pensions.
· An important part of the external relations of the EU is related to migration and its dramatic aspects. Freedom of movement is in the essence of the EU vision, as well as its own integration, this is why the EU has been facilitating migration and promoting equal rights irrespective of people's origin and antidiscrimination policy. The EU has also adopted the charter on fundamental rights integrated in its core legal system and enforced by court. The EU Youth policy emphasizes intercultural dialogue and all EU supported exchange programs are inspired by this objective of breaking up barriers.
· Immigration and integration are the backdrop of many issues and topics related to the Alliance of Civilizations. 

· The role of local authorities, mayors, politicians is crucial in building societies which can deal with diversity and inherent tensions and developing structures which promote dialogue.

Challenges and Follow-up:
The challenge for the AoC will be to identify gaps where it will play a specific role or being a catalyst on some specific issues. It is also proposed that migration, as a transversal issue, should be integrated or reflected in all AoC projects. Several Focal Points expressed interest in creating a subgroup that would be working on migration and exchanging knowledge and ideas. 
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