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Thank You, Mr. Chairman.

Bismillahirrahmanirrahim 
Y.A.B. Datuk Seri Mohd. Ali Rustam
Chairman of the World Youth Foundation and Chief Minister of Melaka
Honoured Participants

Distinguished Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen

Assalamualaikum warahmatullahi wabarakatuh and a very good afternoon

Alhamdullilah, praise be to Allah, by Whose grace and blessings, we are afforded the opportunity to meet here today in the historic city of Melaka. I am honoured to be here to address this gathering, comprising the next generation of leaders of Asia and Europe. I also recognise the presence of participants from outside Asia and Europe. 
2. This Dialogue on Cultural Diversity for Youth of Asia and Europe marks a significant milestone in the promotion of mutual understanding, appreciation and respect for the diverse cultural and value systems of both Asia and Europe. I am firmly of the view that activities such as this would contribute significantly towards strengthening cooperation and ties between the peoples of Asia and Europe and should continue to be encouraged. It is also my fervent hope that the participants of this Dialogue could make the fullest use of the opportunity afforded by such engagement as a basis for fostering intercultural dialogue and as a means to find common ground for mutual understanding. 

3. In my view, the theme “We Are One’, which was chosen for this dialogue, is an apt and timely choice, given the current state of affairs in the world today. It can never be overemphasised that there is absolutely no case for any culture or civilisation to be seen as superior to any other as we all share many commonalities. Indeed, it is my hope that these commonalities will become more apparent as we proceed with the dialogue and will hold us in good stead, especially for the participants, who are our leaders of the future.
Ladies and Gentlemen,

4. The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 heralded the end of the Cold War and the subsequent collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 leading to the gradual disintegration of the Communist bloc had transformed the global political landscape forever. In the aftermath, the USA emerged as the sole unchallenged superpower which has since dominated the global political landscape. 
5. Without a doubt, the end of the Cold War had brought about many positive and welcome changes in the world, in particular, the spreading of democracy, economic liberalisation and the rise of the free-market economy as well as socio-political liberalisation which have greatly benefited a majority of the peoples of the world. It can be said that globally, an increasing number of people are now able to live in relative peace and freedom. 

6. In addition, advances in Information Communication Technologies (ICT) and globalisation have also facilitated and accelerated the pace of these developments, and indeed the world has now become a global village or borderless, as in the words of Thomas Friedman, these developments have helped ‘flatten’ the world. That notwithstanding, these developments have also resulted in perhaps unintended consequences which have far reaching implications for all of us.
7.  We have in the last decade or so witnessed the increasing resort to unilateralism by the rich and the powerful in imposing their will and value systems on others, without regard to the consequences of their actions. From another perspective, there are also strong voices which have argued that globalisation and its attendant processes are at least partially, if not totally, responsible for widening the gap between the haves and the have-nots. We have and continue to witness an increasing polarisation of positions and opinions between the haves and the have-nots, a clear example of which could be discerned from the deadlock currently paralysing the Doha (Development) Round of WTO negotiations. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,

8. The events of September 11, 2001 and subsequent acts of terror have unfortunately created untenable and unfounded perceptions and misunderstandings about Islam and its followers, widening the gap between the Islamic world and the West. Such perceptions and misunderstanding, if left unchecked, would have profound and far reaching consequences for all of us, should we fail to take corrective action. 

9. I put to you that this is one of the most severe challenges that we face today, which requires honest and concerted efforts by all to correct prevailing misconceptions, allay fears and distrust through promoting understanding and fostering cooperation with a view to bridging the divide that threatens to separate us from one another. 

10. While significant effort have been undertaken, as can be seen from the proliferation of various international and regional fora on intercultural and interfaith dialogue, there unfortunately remains a lingering tendency to either directly or indirectly surmise and allude to a linkage between Islam and terrorism. This strand of thought seems to persist when acts of terrorism, extremism and radicalism in various parts of the world are committed in the name of Islam. Sad to say, the media is also partly to be blamed for perpetuating this misperception.
11. I wish to disabuse this perception and emphasise that it is wrong and unjust to blame the religion or faith as the cause of conflicts between peoples and cultures today. All religions, including Islam, besides advocating peace and harmony, also preach the acceptance and tolerance of other faiths and cultures. As such, it is highly irresponsible to make a direct correlation between religion and acts of terror. 

12. Religion, at one time or another, has always been seized upon by certain parties and individuals to forment ill will and hatred. However, in some cases, the resort to violence by certain quarters, as a last desperate resort, are built upon a deep-seated sense of injustice, marginalisation, exclusion and poverty as clearly exemplified by the Palestinian – Israeli conflict as well as from the developments in Iraq, Afghanistan and elsewhere.
13. Indeed, I would not be far from the mark to say that currently, there exists an underlying sense of injustice, felt in many parts of the world, which for various reasons, are unable to capitalise on the technological, socio-economic and political developments, leading to the perception that they are being marginalised even further. Such perceptions, if left unchecked, could deteriorate into feelings of prejudice, bigotry and hatred. As such, it is important to realise that in the plural society which is the reality of the globalised world that we live in today, any group whether rightly or wrongly, that perceives itself to be politically, socially or economically marginalised, excluded or discriminated against would most certainly react in a negative manner should their grievances be ignored or brushed aside.
14. I would further argue that such feelings are the seeds from which extremism are sown and nurtured, and constitute the real root causes of the many acts of terror that we are witnessing in the world today. These root causes must be recognised as such and should be addressed by the international community if genuine global peace and harmony is to prevail.
Ladies and Gentlemen,

15. These are the real issues confronting us today. In this context, I believe that these issues should be viewed as an opportunity, rather than as an obstacle, for us to work together towards a better future. Given the diversity in term of religious beliefs, culture and ethnicity existing among us, it would certainly not make the task any easier but all the more challenging. If we were to succeed in addressing these issues, all of us have a moral responsibility to foster mutual understanding and respect for each others’ cultures, faiths and civilisations through dialogue and cooperation. Let us also not allow our views to be further clouded by prejudice, bigotry and biases that seem to be such a common affliction in today’s world. 
16. Cultural diversity is not something to be feared. Rather, it should be harnessed as a source of strength which should be leveraged upon in order to build a better tomorrow, based on the guiding principles of mutual respect, understanding and tolerance. In other words, what is required is a paradigm shift to the approaches that we take in confronting these issues. Countries and leaders should move away from blaming each other for the predicaments which we find ourselves in and remain committed to resolving grievances in an honest, transparent and mutually beneficial manner to achieve peace and equality. 
17. However, dialogue alone is not enough. There must also be tangible programmes and plans of action for implementation, not only to foster intercultural appreciation and to find common ground for mutual understanding, but also to increase the number of ‘bridge builders’, such as yourselves, who would help to play an important role in eliminating or at the very least, narrowing the gap, through exchange programmes, education and use of the various media. In this respect, there is great value and importance in your presence here today in Melaka. 
Ladies and Gentlemen,

18. As a genuinely plural democracy, Malaysia is unique in the sense that its multi-ethnic, multi-cultural and multi-religious society live, work and play side-by-side harmoniously. Indeed, this has been the norm which has been imbedded in each and every one of its citizens from independence. Malaysia’s success in forging unity among such a diverse population, leading to its rapid growth from a sleepy colonial backwater into a rapidly developing economy, stands as a testament to what can be achieved, with a little effort, tolerance and understanding, from embracing such diversity. 
19. As an Islamic country with such a diverse population, Malaysia is well placed to share its views on the process of nation-building under such circumstances. Thus, with a view to doing so, the Malaysian Government has introduced the ‘Islam Hadhari’ or civilisational Islam concept. Islam Hadhari is not a new sect or branch of Islam, rather it is a comprehensive approach to the development of mankind, society and country, based on the perspectives of Islamic civilisation and to demonstrate that in reality, Islam is a progressive and peace loving religion of tolerance and understanding. In essence, Islam Hadhari advocates good governance, and the universal practices of justice, freedom, love for knowledge, balanced development, good quality of life, protection of women and minorities and moral integrity. Islam Hadhari is Malaysia’s contribution to the world which is aimed at achieving a better understanding of Islam by all. 
Ladies and Gentlemen,

20. As leaders of tomorrow, you are destined to carry a heavy load and have a moral responsibility to strive to reconcile the differences among us. As such, it is gratifying to see the youths from Asia and Europe all gathered here in Melaka, which is the birthplace of modern Malaysia, and embracing the cultural diversity which at once unites and distinguishes us from each other, with a view to better understand and appreciate the different cultures in a peaceful and collegial atmosphere. 
21. I hope that what I have mentioned here today makes us realise and recognise that dialogue, understanding, respect, tolerance and cooperation have now become important preconditions for achieving the peace, security and prosperity which we all seek. The youths are the inheritors of the future, and diversity must be accepted as an integral part of our being. More importantly, I hope that you would come to realise that ultimately, it is you, the youths, who would lead tomorrow’s world, and that it is yours to mould. I, for one, hope that the world of the future will be one in which everyone will be able to live their lives in peace and harmony, secure in the belief that ‘We Are One’. 
Thank you.
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