April 25, 2008

Statement delivered by the Permanent Representative of Armenia to the United Nations H.E. Ambassador Armen Martirosyan on the marking of 93rd anniversary of the Armenian Genocide in City Hall, New York.

Your Eminence, Reverend Clergy, Distinguished Guests, Dear Compatriots,

Ladies and Gentlemen:

Every year on this solemn occasion, Armenians all over the world regardless their age, social status and political views unite to honor the memory of one and half million Armenians, who innocently fell victim to the first genocide of the 20th century. 

 By these gatherings we are striving to fulfill three ultimate goals. The first one is to pay a tribute to the memory of those who perished. The second goal is to remind the world that “Never again” ought to cease being just an appeal of various political organizations and summits. Regretfully and to the shame of the international community, the issue of genocide denial and prevention is still one of the challenges of the 21st century. It is obvious that despite the efforts of many governments and the global civil society, this revolting crime against humanity has not yet been uprooted. In this context I acknowledge the efforts of the American-Armenian organizations which have been outspoken not only on the issue of the Armenian Genocide but have expressed their indignation and raised their concerns on the tragedies of other people, like those of Darfur. In my opinion, the third objective of our meetings is to explore new and more efficient ways to expedite the process of the recognition of the Armenian Genocide worldwide. 

Over the elapse of several years, not only did the purpose of our memory change, but also the conditions. Turkey’s role in regional affairs is still in demand. They learn from us and try to organize themselves in their efforts to challenge our cause. Years ago, in the United States and in Europe the Armenian lobby used to promote its cause in   a more favorable environment working almost exclusively with friendly governments, while the Turks due to the absence of their national structures abroad were dependant on the lobbying activities of other national groups to promote their interests. Today the situation is different: the Turks are establishing their own organizations, and employing more elaborate methods to mislead the international community through mass media and other means of mass communication. They work tenaciously with academic circles in different countries to rewrite history. Azerbaijani petrodollars are also widely used against our cause. It has become obvious that addressing new challenges requires new approaches. The role of the Armenian Diaspora and its various organizations in this quest has been and will remain indispensable.

For the Government of Armenia the international recognition of the Genocide remains a high priority: the new President of Armenia, Serzh Sarkissian, reiterated this position. During his first meeting with the Armenian diplomatic corps he emphasized the importance of this issue, placing it among the main topics of the Armenian foreign policy. Together with various Armenian organizations in the Diaspora, we have to undertake new efforts to increase the number of countries that recognize the Armenian Genocide. Today, taking this opportunity, I would like to express our appreciation and gratitude to all the people and governments that were able to put aside the sensitivities of their bilateral relations with Turkey to acknowledge the vast tragedy of our nation. 

Ladies and Gentlemen:

Along with the traditional policies of lobbying through the legislators of different countries, another tool has been added to our arsenal, and it is the mounting pressure of the international community, first and foremost of the EU, on Turkey to undertake decisive steps for the further democratization of that country. For decades the population of Turkey has been brainwashed about its history and to a large extent is not familiar to its factual past. With this regard the process of the Turkey’s accession to the European Union, which requires a number of such preconditions as the introduction in the country of the genuine freedom of speech and expression, can become a real opportunity for the promotion of our cause.  

Recently I read a remarkable book, “The Bastard of Istanbul” by Elif Shafak. The author deftly reflected some mental aspects of the perception of the past by the Turks. There is a passage I would like you to hear: “…they [Turks] had seen no connection between themselves and the perpetrators of the crimes. Armanush, [Armenian hero of the novel], embodied the spirits of her people generations and generations earlier, whereas the average Turk had no such notion of continuity with his or her ancestors. The Armenians and the Turks lived in different time frames. For the Armenians, time was a cycle in which the past incarnated in the present and the present birthed the future. For the Turks, time was a multihyphenated line, where the past ended at some definite point and the present started anew from scratch, and there was nothing but rupture in between.” I think that the author managed to subtly reveal the state of mind of the modern Turkish society.  

The most exciting thing going on in Turkey today is the movement of modernization, despite the fact that nationalism and traditionalism has been rising in Turkey in response to the broad changes sweeping society and at times undermining its foundations. It appears that a continuous blindfolding of own people couldn’t go on forever. The taboo over the use of the word “genocide” is still prevailing but it stopped being a non-existing issue. Censorship continues to be a dexterous tool of the Turkish government not only in manipulating its domestic opinion, but also in misleading the international community. This is the very essence of the notorious Article 301 of the Turkish Criminal Code. All appeals of the European Union to abolish this provision so far have been ineffective. 
As stated by the Human Rights Watch on April 17, 2008, the Turkish government’s proposed revision of the Article, which has been utilized to investigate and prosecute hundreds of Turkish citizens for peacefully expressing their views, does not suppose the removal of the Article’s restriction on free speech. Article 301 became particularly notorious after a journalist and a human rights activist Hrant Dink was prosecuted three times and later assassinated in January 2007. Many other writers, journalists and other representatives of the civil society under this Article are being prosecuted and expelled from the country, including a Noble prize winning novelist, Orhan Pamuk. 

Under the conditions of the EU accession process Turkey is obligated to make certain commitments that can shake some perceived values and foundations of modern Turkey, inherited from its predecessor. We have to make the best of this opportunity, especially in this favorable time, when our goals, and the policies of European Union, regarding necessary changes in the Turkish state, coincide. 

Ladies and Gentlemen:

       The Genocide is not the only issue in our bilateral relations with Turkey. Throughout the 17 years of the existence of the independent Armenian state, Turkey has been refusing to establish diplomatic relations with Armenia. In the absence of war it is an unprecedented case in the international relations in the 21st century.  Moreover, despite the pressure of the international community, Turkey continues to maintain the land blockade of Armenia. The earliest solution of these two issues – establishment of diplomatic relations and opening of the borders - is of utmost importance for our country. Our position remains clear and unchanged: we are ready to establish diplomatic relations with Turkey without any preconditions. Normal, neighborly relations between Armenia and Turkey will strengthen peace and stability of the region for the benefit of all nations.

Dear compatriots:

No doubt that we are the guarantors of the security and prosperity of Armenia, Nagorno Karabagh and our peoples.  

 For the last seven years Armenia has been registering double-digit growth in economy and exports. This has enabled us to start to rebuild our country. Right before our eyes the look of Yerevan is changing. The ongoing development process is gradually reaching the villages of Armenia. New roads, new water supplying systems, modern schools and hospitals are being constructed in all regions of the country. The socio-economic development is also changing the cast of the minds of our people. However, the modernization of any society is not an easy task and we, Armenians are not an exception.  There are many challenges ahead. And as not-so-past history shows, the most dangerous ones may come from within. As the latest post-electoral developments in Yerevan have demonstrated, some are ready to do anything to achieve their narrow personal gains, shrouding them under the political struggle. The tragic events have not only affected the internal stability of the country but also undermined the country’s international standing. 

Notwithstanding the recent turmoil, the Armenian government is resolute to continue its efforts for the further democratization of our country. Even though there have been some setbacks, our determination and strategy remains unchanged and Armenia is moving towards the establishment of a democratic and rule-of-law society. 

Dear friends:

We have no choice but to be steadfast: state-building is not an easy task and we all learn on the path to democracy. A society based on the rule of law should be built through legal and constitutional actions. Following the law is a thorny path both for the government and the opposition. Nevertheless, it is the only acceptable, and the most thoughtful way. We have to take that path to build a prosperous state. It will also be the noblest way of paying tribute to the memory of the victims of the Genocide and of fulfilling the cherished dreams of our ancestors. I believe in such a luminous future of Armenia with all the hope that comes out of our deep commitments and dedication to our Motherland. 

I thank you.
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