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pean Year of Intercultural Dialogue what became reality in 2008. He
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Chapters and Contexts, (together with Miroslav Adamis§) and Matura-
tion for Europe. (Negotiator's Chronicle). He was awarded with sev-
eral awards, among others Human Tolerance and Humanitarian
Award (The Czechoslovak Society of Arts and Science, Washington
DC), Knight of the Honorary Legion (President of the French Repub-
lic), The Interfaith Gold Medallion (International Council of Christian
and Jews, Cambridge, Great Britain). Several universities awarded
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stress the role of education. How our education systems deal with diversity
is a litmus test of the wellbeing of our societies. The doors to education,
employment and to the active participation in social and cultural life should
be open to all. Education is the best equaliser!

Focusing on the economic side, managing diversity is a crucial factor for
local and regional development, cultural diversity being a driver for crea-
tivity, innovation, and competitiveness. Cultural diversity is an asset in the
workplace; from this point of view | would also like to stress the impor-
tance of intercultural management and mediation. Intercultural dialogue
should be more clearly embedded in companies' corporate social responsi-
bility strategies. Although the European Year is focused on such areas as
migration and integration, culture and the arts, media and education, it is
also devoted to cultural relations in the workplace. The 2007 survey that
took a snapshot of one week in the life of 27,000 people living in the 27 EU
member states found that, after public spaces, the workplace was the sec-
ond most common place where encounters with people from different cul-
tures occurs: 49% of respondents mentioned they had met people from a
different background at work, more than those who mentioned leisure, edu-
cation and virtual spaces. Creating the best conditions for these encounters
Is one responsibility of companies as well as an opportunity. In business
parlance, the term ‘intercultural’ originally referred to the need to develop
new management skills as the workforce became increasingly diverse and
companies expanded overseas. The meaning of the term has since ex-
panded from its original focus on client management, marketing and human
resources. It is becoming more and more evident that the companies that
embrace intercultural dialogue benefit from an open and stimulating at-
mosphere that can contribute to productivity and profitability, whereas en-
terprises that allow frictions or hostilities to fester among staff because of
cultural differences tend to be less stimulating and less effective.

How can we promote intercultural dialogue in practice during the European
Year? First of all, we are encouraging reflection and policy input from civil
society and from businesses through initiatives such as the Brussels De-
bates. Seven debates are held in Brussels throughout 2008, covering a
range of intercultural-dialogue issues from interfaith dialogue to multilin-
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more often than not, cultural differences merely trigger potentially explo-
sive situations that are fuelled by other socio-economic factors that often
are internal to a specific community. It is an unfortunate historical constant
that aggression against the "others" - foreigners, minorities, etc. - is used as
an attempt to generate a force that glues social groups closer together when
unity and stability is threatened by economic or other difficulties.

The second consideration has to do with the surge of immigration from
outside the borders of the Union that has marked the past few years. This
immigration wave is an effect of the disparities in wealth and life prospects
between the north and the south of the world which is one of the true trage-
dies of our time. Nobody can deny that migration presents genuine chal-
lenges for the host societies; for instance, providing for education, health
care and social services. But dialogue allows us to meet these challenges
head-on. Managing the growing cultural diversity that migrant communi-
ties bring is a central topic of debate in many parts of the Union. There are
opinion leaders and political figures who try to exploit this debate to gain
quick political capital. I am referring to the ones who want to seal the bor-
ders, demonise the foreign, and - again - use migrants as scapegoats for the
problems, worries and frustrations of their own voters. There are represen-
tatives of these views in many parts of the Union. Fortunately, general pub-
lic opinion is much wiser than these politicians; but their intolerant stance
tends to be magnified in the media. So, there is a real danger here. | believe
that if we manage to build an adequate climate for intercultural dialogue we
would pull the rug out from under the feet of these people, and this would
already be a good result.

For this and other reasons, it is worth striving for intercultural dialogue.
There is a great deal of work to do in all the constituent elements of inter-
cultural dialogue. Together, we can build a culture of dialogue that will
continue to bear fruits well beyond 2008 and that will build a stronger and
more vibrant sense of solidarity and responsibility in our society.
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