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As a newcomer to the UN galaxy and to New York, I am particularly grateful for the invitation, eager to learn from the accumulated experiences and happy to share a few remarks, which at this early stage should be seen as my own. 

At the outset, I would like to recall that, though not unique of its kind, the Alliance of Civilizations is a rather special process, fairly flexible and informal; it is a forum for dialogue involving many stakeholders (governments, civil society, youth, religions, media, corporate world) and a platform for cooperation and synergies among existing international agencies, national programs, foundations and other civil society initiatives. The Alliance occupies a distinct place within the UN; its constraints and opportunities do no necessarily reflect the mechanisms of the rest of the UN system.

The starting point of our reflections here is that the role of non-state actors in international affairs is increasingly being recognized and this applies also to religion representatives.

As already pointed to by many, the UN system has evolved in it relations with religious communities. Engagement with faith-based organizations and religious leaders has intensified in the last few years through a number of events and initiatives, including the work of UNICEF and UNFPA to engage with faith-based NGOs, the Tripartite Forum and the High Level Dialogue on Interreligious and Intercultural Understanding and Cooperation for Peace held in the GA on 4-5 Oct 2006.

The Alliance of Civilizations is no exception. As most of you would know, it was created only three years ago as an initiative of Spain and Turkey endorsed by the UN Secretary General, in order to address growing cultural divides in a world too often presented and perceived as made up of mutually exclusive cultures, religions or civilizations, historically distinct and destined for confrontation. 

In an imbalanced and fast globalizing world, it contributes to re-inventing ways of a peaceful living together, bound by a common humanity, respecting cultural differences and  countering stereotypes and misconceptions that deepen patterns of hostility and mistrust.

The Alliance’s raison d’être is to build bridges through a genuine dialogue (more interested in creating/feeding dynamics across governments and societies than necessarily producing new intergovernmental instruments with the risk of reproducing well-known deadlocks) and a “dialogue that delivers”: supported by concrete activities designed to make a difference in citizens’ everyday life. 

Developed with the help of many partners in full awareness of and appreciation for other relevant initiatives developed in the UN, such activities cover the fields of Media (Rapid Response Media Mechanism, Media Fund, debating with editors and journalists on challenges and responsibilities in reporting on cross-cultural issues), Youth (support for cross-cultural youth initiatives), Education (Clearing Houses on Media Literacy Education and Education to religions and beliefs) and Migrations (integration of migrants and recognition of their build-bridging potential). 

Now, clearly, religions play an important role, though different according to different regions and cultures, in the shaping of complex individual and collective identities, in the development of culture, attitudes towards the others (ethical values), perception of others. While its mandate is broadly to promote dialogue among cultures and nations, the Alliance must therefore be attentive to the inputs of religions and organize a dialogue with them, alongside a number of other actors. 

And it does:

- One of the guiding principles of the High Level Group report reads: “religion is an increasingly important dimension of many societies and a significant source of values for individuals. It can play a critical role in promoting an appreciation of other cultures, religions and ways of life to help build harmony among them”

- Religious leaders and faith bases initiatives are invited to contribute to this multi-stakeholders’ initiatives

- The Madrid Forum featured a working session on the "The Role of Religious Leaders in Promoting Shared Security", co-organized with Religions for Peace. 

- The Alliance is currently developing a Clearing House on Education on religions and beliefs

- The High Rep President Sampaio is increasingly addressing that issue in the context of his politico-diplomatic activity 

- The Alliance particularly recognizes, follows and values faith bases initiatives at local and regional levels (integration of migrants, reduction of tensions, conflict settlement etc) 

The Alliance does naturally not seek a role in the dialogue that a number of faiths are directly developing among themselves. Both intra- and inter- faith dialogue are welcome. In a way, I think, many agree with Hans Kung when he expressed the conviction that there can be no peace among nations without peace among the religions, through a dialogue that investigates their foundations. 

This suggests that inter-faith dialogue has in reality political implications, which in turn explain the political world’s interest in promoting that dialogue and getting somehow involved, not of course on the theological dimensions but on the political and cultural consequences of religious ideas.

With it broader mandate covering all aspects of cross-cultural dialogue and cooperation, the Alliance as such has not taken any initiative of global interfaith dialogue, nor been directly involved as such in existing initiatives. But obviously, the Alliance acknowledges these initiatives, which by the way involve many of the 90 odd countries and international organizations that are its “friends” , pays attention to them and is prepared to build on positive consequences of the various interfaith processes under way. 

And it continues to offer to religious communities and representatives, next to other stakeholders but with due respect for their specific contribution, opportunities to make inputs into the debate and the concrete activities designed to reduce cross-cultural tensions and conflicts, to foster awareness of the common human dignity, to promote better knowledge of and respect for different cultures.

The procedures are flexible. They could evolve. There is room for steady improvement and experimentation, in an attitude of openness and complementarity with other initiatives and reform processes.

