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Mr. President

The delegation of Sierra Leone welcomes the opportunity to participate in this High-level Dialogue on Inter-religious and Intercultural Understanding and Cooperation for Peace. We take note with appreciation the reports of the Secretary-General and the Director-General of UNESCO on activities and action undertaken at various levels in the field of inter-religious and inter-cultural development and in fostering a culture of peace and non-violence.  The involvement of civil society in these activities and their participation in this dialogue should serve as a reminder that the promotion of understanding, peace and cooperation is not the exclusive prerogative of governments. 

Mr. President, this dialogue should, first of all serve as a reminder of our obligations under the Charter of the United Nations and the principles enshrined in Universal Declaration of Human Rights, in particular to promote and encourage respect for human rights and for fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language or religion. 

Secondly, we should remind ourselves that the United Nations is itself an epitome of intercultural understanding and cooperation for peace. Here we are in this great hall, and under one dome, as representatives of the peoples of the world;  men and women of all races from almost two hundred nations; representing peoples of all beliefs and shades of unbelief; speaking hundreds of languages and dialects. In spite of political and other differences, and sometimes communicating in discordant tones, we try to interact, to respect one another, to tolerate one another; and to paraphrase the Charter, try to practice tolerance and live together in peace with one another as good neighbours.  

Tolerance is one of the seven national values of Sierra Leone. In spite of its status in the international system of economic and social development, Sierra Leone enjoys one of the highest levels of religious tolerance in the world today. Indeed, Sierra Leone is a model of inter-religious understanding. As former President Kabbah once observed in a Ramadan message to the nation, “Those who want to see religious tolerance at its best let them come to Sierra Leone.”  In a few days time, in connection with Eid-ul-Fitri, the end of the Holy month of Ramadan, Muslims, Christians and animists will all join in the celebration of Ramadan. Major religious observances such as the feasts of Eid-ul-Ahda, Good Friday, Easter, Christmas and Ramadan are national holidays in Sierra Leone.  It is not uncommon for a Christian and Muslim couple to perform the rites of holy matrimony in a church and in a mosque. I should add that virtually every public meeting opens with short Muslim and Christian prayers. We are proud of these practices because they help to promote respect and understanding.

Mr. President, in our view, religion should, as far as possible, be used as an instrument of national development. We acknowledge the important role that religious institutions and denominations have played and are still playing in the establishment and maintenance of primary and secondary schools in Sierra Leone.  We have also used religion positively as an instrument of peace, of healing, reconciliation and national cohesion, especially in connection with the eleven year long rebel war. For instance, the Inter-Religious Council of Sierra Leone made a significant contribution to the peace process.  

We acknowledge that education, like religion, can be a powerful tool for promoting peace and cooperation. Having emerged from armed conflict Sierra Leone has found it necessary to create and implement a number of peace education programmes and projects. For instance, as indicated in paragraph 3 of the report prepared by the Director-General of UNESCO in connection with activities for the International Decade for a Culture of Peace and Non-violence for the Children of the World, the agency has coordinated  a project on integrating peace and intercultural understanding in formal and informal education programmes. We support the recommendation in the report for increasing educational efforts to develop curricular, textbooks and activities that teach cultural and religious tolerance.

Peace education has also been developed at the tertiary education level. In cooperation with the University of Bradford in the United Kingdom, we now have a Peace and Conflict Studies degree-granting programme at the University of Sierra Leone. The Centre needs further support to strengthen its curriculum in the areas of conflict prevention and management, including indigenous or transitional forms of conciliation and resolution. 

In the area of non-formal education the National Commission for Democracy (NCD), is also demonstrating the importance of education in promoting peace and understanding in Sierra Leone. Established during the course of the rebel armed conflict, it has been a leading the Commission is the leading institution for educating the public about the Constitution and democratic principles, as well as the promotion of a culture of patriotism, nationalism and loyalty to the State.  The objectives of the Commission are, in effect, consistent with conflict prevention.  

Mr. President, Sierra Leone considers that the communication media constitute one of the most potent instruments for the promotion of intercultural understanding, cooperation and peace. Unfortunately, on a few unfortunate instances the media, at both the national and international levels, have perhaps consciously or unconsciously fanned the flames of intolerance.  After all Mr. President, irrespective of our professions, our national and corporate interests, we are tenants of one world. We are all potential victims of the consequences of intolerance, especially extreme forms of religious, ethnic and cultural intolerance.

My delegation therefore endorses the recommendation in the UNESCO Director-General’s report, urging the media, at the international and national levels, to support the global campaign for a culture of peace as well as a dialogue among civilizations, cultures and peoples.

Thank you, Mr. President.
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