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Ladies and gentlemen,

I am greatly honoured to be here today at Parliament House in Canberra. Thank you all very much for making me so welcome.

Much has happened since I was elected Director-General of UNESCO last November. We are slowly emerging from the worst economic crisis that the world has experienced in over seventy years. We have also witnessed wrenching natural ─ but also human-made ─ disasters: I am thinking in particular of the damage to Australia’s Great Barrier reef, a UNESCO World Heritage site, from the grounding of a bulk carrier ship last month. Such events affect us all.

They have also sharply highlighted the urgent need for reinforced cooperation. At UNESCO, we are working with our Member States to ensure that human dignity, rights and equality are brought to the centre of all economic and political decisions. Indeed, prosperity is about more than economic data – it is about equal opportunity, racial harmony, gender equality, respect for diversity and tolerance. These are at the centre of UNESCO’s action and vision.

So today, I would like to take the opportunity to discuss the relevance of UNESCO’s role in our rapidly changing world. We cast our net wide: our priorities run from ensuring education for all and managing climate change to promoting cultural diversity and freedom of expression. It is a role that we can only play through innovative partnerships, networking and dialogue. But I am convinced that multilateral organizations are vital to peace-building in our complex, knowledge-driven world. 

Ladies and gentlemen,

UNESCO was born in the wake of the Second World War, with the aim of building lasting peace through the “intellectual and moral solidarity” of humankind. Since then, the multilateral landscape has evolved considerably.

So what makes UNESCO special? First, we draw our legitimacy from our close to universal membership – 193 Member States and Associate Members. Second, we are specialized in several fields of knowledge. Our five fields of competence – education, culture, natural science, the social and human sciences, and communication and information – are cornerstones for building sustainable and democratic societies. All our actions build on these five pillars.

To chart ways forward, UNESCO brings together decision-makers, intellectuals, civil society, the media and many others to share ideas and experiences. We also help governments to improve their policies and develop their national capacities – whether to manage their education system, build a pluralist media or protect our heritage. 

Ladies and gentlemen,

Education is a fundamental human right. As Nobel Economics laureate Amartya Sen puts it: education expands choices and allows people to lead lives they enjoy and value. Without education, we will not speed up our progress towards the eight Millennium Development Goals adopted in 2000, which cover not only primary education but also poverty eradication, gender equality, environmental sustainability and health. This is why education is UNESCO’s top priority.

Ten years ago, at the World Education Forum in Dakar, Senegal, the international community set out six key goals to be achieved by 2015, known as the “Education for All” goals. UNESCO was designated as the lead agency for steering this process. We have made significant progress since then. More children are enrolled in school than ever before and illiteracy rates are decreasing – if slowly. 

But the world is not on track to achieve Education for All by 2015. On current trends there will be 56 million out-of-school children in five years. One in six adults still cannot read or write.

The 2010 Education for All Global Monitoring Report commissioned by UNESCO, which I launched in January with Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, warns that many countries are not doing enough to address the powerful influence of social and economic circumstances on access to education – being born in a poor household, living in a rural area, or speaking a minority language.

At the same time, millions of children leave school without having acquired the rudiments of reading, writing and numeracy. In these conditions, how can education be described as a lifetime investment? UNESCO is therefore helping countries to make their education systems effective and relevant. We are also urging donors to maintain, and better still increase, their aid to education.

Moreover, it is counterproductive to only focus on one age group. UNESCO is therefore pushing for an inclusive vision of learning throughout life. This September, our Organization together with the City of Moscow in the Russian Federation, will organize an international conference on early childhood care and education, which has a direct impact on health, cognitive development and later achievement in school. Countries also need to develop their human resource base through investments in secondary education, technical and vocational education and training, and higher education. Adult literacy – particularly for women – has an undeniable multiplier effect on development.

Ultimately, education systems are measured by their capacity to reach and respect all learners, and encourage tolerance, intellectual curiosity, civic responsibility and confidence in the future.

Ladies and gentlemen,

I am profoundly convinced that dialogue among cultures is the antidote to intolerance and exclusion. This is why, shortly after my election as Director-General, I convened a High Panel on Peace and Dialogue among Cultures, whose role is to assist me in charting new avenues for peace in the twenty-first century. Last 18 February, I also launched the United Nations’ International Year for the Rapprochement of Cultures at UNESCO’s Headquarters in Paris. It is encouraging that countries across the world have picked up on our message and organized initiatives to celebrate this International Year.

Our cultural heritage is part of our identity. UNESCO’s six culture conventions set the ground for safeguarding culture in all its forms: not only monuments, but also landscapes, traditions and cultural expressions. UNESCO’s World Heritage List includes 17 Australian sites, and we cooperate closely with national authorities to ensure their protection.

Ultimately, I would like culture to be recognized by the General Assembly of the United Nations as a major driver of development, alongside education and health. UNESCO’s recent World Report on “Investing in Cultural Diversity and Intercultural Dialogue” develops a dynamic new vision of cultural diversity encompassing public policies, multilingualism, the media, education and other issues that are of utmost relevance in all societies. Australia harbours one of the oldest living cultures on Earth. Your government has had the courage to apologize for past wrongdoings and recognize the vibrancy of this indigenous culture. By taking culture into account, we will develop policies that are more respectful of different population groups and give globalization a more human face.

Let me now move on to UNESCO’s work in the natural sciences. Science is crucial to achieving sustainable development. One pertinent example is climate change, which affects all facets of life, and as such can only be addressed through a multi-pronged approach. This is the essence of our new Climate Change Initiative, which pulls together UNESCO’s interdisciplinary expertise to strengthen the capacities of the world’s poorest communities to deal with this important issue. It has four pillars: scientific, educational, environmental and ethical.

Let me give you some examples of our ongoing work. UNESCO monitors the oceans, water cycle and biodiversity in order to improve climate forecasting. In Australia, you are well acquainted with the importance of sound water management, having lived through a cycle of serious droughts and floods.

At the same time, our networks of experts in the social and human sciences study the different effects of climate change on societies. It is not just a matter of stemming environmental degradation, but also of anticipating how rising temperatures and sea levels will affect societies – by forcing people to move off their land, by increasing food scarcity and the risk of disease.

Recent global warming trends make this task all the more urgent. We are therefore empowering small island, indigenous and other vulnerable communities to share their experiences with climate change impact and adaptation. To highlight the urgent need to stem biodiversity loss, we tap our World Network of Biosphere Reserves and mixed natural and cultural World Heritage sites, which account for some 300 million hectares of forested landscapes and include the picturesque Noosa biosphere reserve, which I was lucky to be able to visit on Monday.

UNESCO also supports the transition to low-carbon societies through education. In this context, the celebration of the International Year of Biodiversity is more than timely. A travelling exhibition on biodiversity launched in January will make the public more aware of why biodiversity matters for life on earth.

Since the devastating tsunami in Thailand six years ago, we have stepped up our work in this field. Our Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission coordinates four early warning systems, respectively in the Pacific, the Indian Ocean, the Caribbean and the North-West Atlantic. Recent major earthquakes have each generated tsunamis of different intensity. These tragic events have demonstrated that no matter how good a warning system is, it is the knowledge of how to react at the local level that determines a system’s real efficiency. UNESCO surveys the affected countries to know how well the systems worked and to improve the predictive strength of these warning systems.

Finally, UNESCO works to empower people by promoting the free flow of ideas through words and images. This is because freedom of information is essential for democracy, development and dialogue. This was the focus of this year’s World Press Freedom Day, which UNESCO celebrated on Monday in Brisbane. Since journalists cannot play their role properly unless their safety is guaranteed, UNESCO also monitors crimes committed against media professionals.

Ladies and gentlemen,

I have given you some examples of UNESCO’s work. At the same time, our mandate is so far-reaching that we cannot act alone. I am therefore reaching out to all those – in all sectors of activity – who shape our world.

We are doing so in a number of ways.

First, we are forging alliances and partnerships with networks, communities of practice and civil society organizations from around the world: mayors, gender activists and youth groups, to cite just a few.

Second, we are strengthening our links with international institutions that can enhance UNESCO’s response to the challenges facing humanity.

UNESCO is also reinforcing its ties with its National Commissions. These bodies are unique in the UN system. Established by Member States, they act as a permanent liaison between the Organization’s Secretariat and the national government, keep the public informed of our work and mobilize civil society partners.

Finally, we are actively partnering with the media on topics that show how UNESCO can – and is – helping countries to find concrete solutions to their development challenges.

Ladies and gentlemen,

I profoundly believe in the power of words and ideas, and in the ability of ideas to move nations. I want UNESCO to be intellectually ambitious, strategic in its choices, forward looking in its thinking and forever driven by the idea that there are clear benefits in international cooperation.

Today’s economic and financial crisis reinforces the urgency of our mandate. People are looking to UNESCO to provide alternatives, promote cooperation, share ideas, and advocate for putting education, culture, the sciences and communication at the centre of the recovery and development process.

I am determined to provide this leadership. Remember, however, that UNESCO belongs to each one of you. Your energy, knowledge, skills and aspiration are what will steer your societies towards a more sustainable and peaceful future. We have a responsibility to share our knowledge and wealth, because we share the same fragile and precious planet.

Thank you once again for your warm welcome and attention.
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