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“Intercultural and inter-religious dialogue: an opportunity for local democracy” –

Recommendation 245 (2008) of the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe 
(Reply adopted by the Committee of Ministers on 22 April 2009 at the 1055th meeting of the Ministers’ Deputies) 

——————————————

1.
The Committee of Ministers has carefully considered Recommendation 245 (2008) of the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe on “Intercultural and inter-religious dialogue: an opportunity for local democracy”.  It has brought the recommendation to the attention of the governments of member states and forwarded it to the committees most directly concerned by the issues it raises.

2.
The Committee of Ministers reiterates its firm belief that respect for, and promotion of, cultural diversity on the basis of the values on which the Council is built are essential conditions for the development of societies based on solidarity and trust.  Intercultural dialogue, including its religious dimension, has an important role to play in this regard.

3.
The Council of Europe White Paper on Intercultural Dialogue argues that the growing cultural diversity in our European societies has to be managed so as to guarantee the equal dignity of every individual. This calls for a democratic management, based on the strengthening of democratic citizenship and participation, the teaching and learning of intercultural competences and the creation and widening of spaces for intercultural dialogue.  The Committee of Ministers thanks the Congress for its commitment to achieving these objectives and recognises the major potential of local and regional authorities in this area.  It welcomes the Congress’ support for the promotion and implementation of the White Paper’s recommendations, in particular the Intercultural Cities initiative, in co-operation with the Steering Committee for Culture (CDCULT).

4.
The Congress recommends focusing on the cultural dimension of religious beliefs and their social usefulness in textbooks (paragraph 8.c of the recommendation).  The Committee of Ministers recognises the benefits of this approach.  It underlines the importance of measures to promote better understanding between cultural and/or religious communities through school education, on the basis of shared ethical principles and democratic citizenship.  Schools play a major role in fostering dialogue characterised by tolerance.  Some of their key functions are to prepare pupils to participate, to live together and to communicate.  They can also facilitate this type of dialogue in the community within the context of their remit as regards the development of individuals’ knowledge, competences and attitudes.
5.
In this connection, the Committee of Ministers points out that, through the “2008 Exchange on the religious dimension of intercultural dialogue”, which it held on an experimental basis on 8 April 2008, the Council of Europe gave representatives of religious communities and of non-religious convictions, as well as the experts present, an opportunity to discuss the principles governing education policy in teaching religious and convictional facts, together with the practical details of organising such teaching.  A further Exchange will be held on 29 and 30 June 2009 on the same theme, with a view to looking still more closely at the related issues while seeking to ensure the practical involvement of the various partners engaged in intercultural dialogue.

6.
The work done by the Steering Committee for Education (CDED) under its project “The new challenge of intercultural education: religious diversity and dialogue in Europe” (2002-2006) covered many of the issues addressed in the Congress' recommendation.  In addition to the development of learning content and methods and the publication of the reference book “Religious diversity and intercultural education: a reference book for schools”, the project led to the adoption of Recommendation CM/Rec(2008)12 of the Committee of Ministers to member states on the dimension of religions and non-religious convictions within intercultural education.  This recommendation, which seeks to raise awareness of the dimension of religions and non-religious convictions within intercultural education among education policymakers in the member states, also takes account of the relevant orientations from the White Paper and the 2008 Exchange, as well as other developments such as the establishment of the European Wergeland Centre.
  It will be a key element of the Council of Europe 2009 Exchange on the religious dimension of intercultural dialogue.

7.
With regard to the proposal to raise awareness within civics programmes for non-discriminatory behaviour towards non-majority cultures (paragraph 8.f of the recommendation), a substantial part of the CDED’s “Education for Democratic Citizenship and Human Rights” and “The Image of the Other in History Teaching” projects is devoted to combating discrimination.  In order to foster such attitudes and help teaching staff to acquire specific competences, CDED projects such as “Policies and practices for teaching socio-cultural diversity” and the “Pestalozzi” training programme have focused their work on defining and helping teachers to acquire the necessary competences so that they are able to perform their tasks.  A reference framework on teachers’ competences in education for citizenship and diversity will be finalised in the course of 2009.

8.
Intercultural dialogue, including its religious dimension, is also one of the major priorities of the Council of Europe’s youth sector in its programme of training and education.  This approach was fully reflected in the Declaration on “The future of the Council of Europe youth policy: AGENDA 2020” adopted by the 8th Council of Europe Conference of Ministers responsible for Youth (Kyiv, Ukraine, 10-11 October 2008).  It was subsequently endorsed by the Committee of Ministers in its Resolution CM/Res(2008)23 on the youth policy of the Council of Europe adopted on 25 November 2008.
9.
The involvement of young people in intercultural dialogue and the role of the media in “provid[ing] opportunities for all to learn about each other’s cultures and beliefs, to exercise the right to freedom of expression responsibly, and to avoid stereotypes, which foster intolerance” (paragraph 8.h of the recommendation) were reflected in the field of action of the “All Different – All Equal” European Youth Campaign.  In the framework of the valorisation of this campaign, several events have already been held in connection with these issues in various Council of Europe member states and other countries.

10.
The Committee of Ministers would also draw the attention of the Congress to the Declaration on the role of community media in promoting social cohesion and intercultural dialogue, prepared by the Steering Committee on the Media and New Communication Services (CDMC), which it adopted in February 2009.  In the text, the Committee of Ministers declares its support for community media so as to help them play a positive role in social cohesion and intercultural dialogue, while underlining the need to implement appropriate legal, technical and educational measures.
11.
The Council of Europe campaign “Say NO to discrimination” supports the efforts made by the media sector to play a constructive role in an environment that is becoming more and more multicultural. This new campaign is a continuation of the White Paper on Intercultural Dialogue and the European Youth Campaign “All Different – All Equal”. It acts upon the increasing amount of discrimination that some groups of population are experiencing daily in numerous European countries.
� European Committee on Local and Regional Democracy (CDLR); European Steering Committee for Youth (CDEJ); Steering Committee for Education (CDED); Steering Committee for Culture (CDCULT); Steering Committee on the Media and New Communication Services (CDMC).


� “European Wergeland Centre – Resource Centre on Education for Intercultural Understanding, Human Rights and Democratic Citizenship” established in Oslo by the Government of Norway.


� “Beyond belief: Islamophobia and other forms of discrimination based on religion or belief: consequences for young people and youth work responses”, conference held in Baku, Azerbaijan, 5-8 November 2008); International Youth Forum on “Intercultural Dialogue and its Interreligious Dimension”, held in Kazan, Russian Federation, 30 November-4 December 2008; Intercultural Arabic language and culture course (Rabat, Morocco, July 2008) and a Turkish language and culture course (Istanbul, Turkey, August 2008) for youth leaders and youth workers.
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