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Introduction 

I would like to introduce my speech with a quote from my favorite Latin American writer Eduardo 

Galeano. He once said: “The best side of the world is that it contains many worlds within itself. And the 

conservation of this diversity is the challenge for the future.” 

 

Constituent components of the diversity of the world are the human beings themselves and their 

material and immaterial expressions. Diversity comprises furthermore the natural heritage and the 

cultural memory of the world. And it has to be said clearly: One of the most important challenges for 

current and future generations is the protection of the diversity of the cultures of the world, the diversity 

of our heritage and our identities. The Safeguarding of cultural diversity is a concern of UNESCO since 

the organization has been founded in 1945. The strategy goes along with the human rights declaration 

and the other legal instruments related to the 1972 and 2003 convention. 

From the scientific point of view, safeguarding cultural diversity is based on a concept of culture and 

diversity which has been defined by UNESCO in 1995 when it was interpreted in a report that: culture 

is the base of our progress and creativity, it therefore has a constitutive and creative role for the 

human beings who have to see and learn development not only from the point of view of economy but 

mainly from the point of view of cultural development (UNESCO 1995).  
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Therefore: culture (includes) the values, symbols, rituals and institutions of the societies of the world, it 

influences it’s economic decisions and results as well as culture undermines the outcomes. Economic 

and social development is part of people’s culture. Development as a holistic concept embraces 

therefore not only access to goods and services, but also the opportunity to choose a full, satisfying, 

valuable and values way of life (UNESCO 1995). 

Based on this holistic concept of culture, cultural diversity is above all a fact. The world offers a wide 

range of distinct cultures, which can be distinguished on the basis of ethnographic, social, economic 

expression or their relation to nature. Cultural diversity has therefore become a major social concern, 

linked to the growing diversity of social codes within and between societies.  
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Distribution of Wealth 

The world at the beginning of the XXI century undergoes enormous changes of which we have to be 

aware of in order to understand the complex topic of Cultural Diversity.  

 

First of all I need to mention that UNESCO’s mission to establish peace is quite complicated. Peace in 

the world and respect for different cultures need to be based on sufficient income for people. It has to 

be based on cultural development and – of course – on education. From the aim of a balanced 

distribution of wealth, health and education we are still far away. Let me present some facts and 

numbers of global changes, just to get an impression of what globalization includes. 

First of all, the distribution of wealth is highly unequal. More than half of the world population has to 

live from less than two US Dollars per day.  
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The Financial Times Germany published in 2006 a survey on the poorest people in the world. Most of 

the world’s poorest people live in Africa, in the south of the Sahara, and in southern central Asia. 
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Access to Education 

Similarly unbalanced is the world’s access to education. The number of schoolchildren is a good 

indicator for the state of a country’s education system. In relation to this, access to education is highly 

relevant for our topic. The number of children in school indicates the state of education within a 

country. 

 

As you can see, across the world 72 million children do not have access to school education. 97% of 

them live in developing countries. The consequences for socio-cultural and technological development 

resulting from this lack of access to school education are evident.  
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Therefore UNESCO has launched programmes for implementing basic education. Certainly you have 

already heard about the “Education for all” programme, a global commitment to provide quality basic 

education for children, youth and adults worldwide. The statistical data collected for this project shows 

how unequally access to education is distributed worldwide. 
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Access to Information 

Respect for different cultures requires knowledge about the existing diversity. It presupposes that all 

members of the global community have similar access to the world’s information systems. However, 

we are still far away from achieving this goal in the 21
st
 century. In 2009, a study on World Internet 

Usage found out that only 25.6% of the world population enjoys the achievements of global 

communication to this day. (Source: Internet World Stats. World Internet Usage and Population 

Statistics; on http://www.internetworldstats.com/stats.htm, DOA 16.12.2009). In other words: Only 

around a quarter of the world population had access to the internet in 2009. 

 

But here is a far more important piece of information: According to these statistics, around one third of 

these users are from European (24.1%) and North American (14.6%) wealthy populations. African 

countries have only to 3.9% of this internet access.  

Free communication across borders is thus an achievement of the industrial countries. In many 

African, Arabic, Asian, or Latin-American countries international communication is still largely a desire 

and not a reality. And we also have to mention that many people especially from wealthy parts of the 

world still and urgently have to learn to lastingly accept cultural diversity, against recent nationalist, 

fundamentalist, racist or other discriminating movements.  

 

http://www.internetworldstats.com/stats.htm
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Cultural Diversity  

 

Therefore and in order to protect the diversity of cultures including their products, another convention 

on the protection of humanity’s cultural expressions has been adopted. This is the Convention on the 

Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions. On 18 March 2007, it entered into 

force after more than 30 state parties had ratified the Convention. 
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Socio-economic background 

Compared to other conventions the 2005 convention has mainly been adopted in order to minimize 

the effects of the liberalization of the world market on cultural products. In other words, the 2005 

convention is not protecting an intangible cultural heritage as cultural good but as a product. And this 

is due to the historical development of the world economy. 

The most important tools for developing the international and national economies after World War 2 

comprised all kinds of products including a variety of services. This processes which later became 

known as globalization went along with the creation of the UN system and the adoption of a variety of 

legally binding committments. So far, the UN system was only committed to create peace in the world, 

the idea was that peace and economic development are interdependent. Therefore the initiatives of 

the UN organizations to create peace in the world went hand in hand with the creation of tools for 

scientific, technological and for economic development. 

 

Regarding this, three instruments receive particular attention. First of all the “General Agreement on 

Tariffs and Trade” (GATT), which was founded in 1947, shortly after the world community had created 

the United Nations. The GATT is a part of the UN system which was instrumental in opening national 

economies to investment and international capital. 
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The second most important agent in terms of global modernization and economic development was 

the WTO. The WTO was founded to make sure that countries opened themselves to foreign 

investment and means of production, to goods and services, as I mentioned before. 

 

 

Meanwhile globalization and internal developments had changed the social fabric of societies. What 

can be seen is that the structure of the societies has changed: from a type of development which is 

based on the processes of industrialization to societies in which the internal and external development 

is mainly based on the exchange of knowledge and services internationally regulated within 

WTO/GATS.  
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Sources: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/General_Agreement_on_Trade_in_Services  and 

http://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/serv_e/gatsqa_e.htm   

“The General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) is a treaty of the World Trade Organization 

(WTO) that entered into force in January 1995 as a result of the Uruguay Round negotiations. The 

treaty was created to extend the multilateral trading system to service sector, in the same way the 

General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) provides such a system for merchandise trade.  

All members of the WTO are signatories to the GATS. The basic WTO principle of most favored nation 

(MFN) applies to GATS as well. However, upon accession, Members may introduce temporary 

exemptions to this rule.” 

The increased liberalization of trade and services, as envisioned by the GATS, would mean that many 

public measures for the support of national culture and cultural products and services would be either 

cancelled completely, or made accessible for all member states of the WTO, in order not to be seen as 

improper intervention in the competition. This could threaten normal cultural standards, such as 

cultural services under public law (radio, museums, theatre, and orchestras) or the financing of cultural 

services through taxes, i.e. libraries.  

This will also affect the current procedure of giving away public jobs in the cultural sector, including the 

prices for financial assistance, scholarships and specific tax regulations (i.e. common prices for 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/General_Agreement_on_Trade_in_Services
http://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/serv_e/gatsqa_e.htm
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books). And as consequence, this would definitely destroy cultural diversity. The protection of the 

diversity of cultural expressions is only possible by acknowledging diversity. And this requires mutual 

respect, tolerance and openness which have firstly been declared in the Mexico declaration.  

 

Next to the Mexico Declaration the 2005 convention is convention on cultural policy not on the 

protection of specific heritage. It can therefore not be compared with either the 1972 or the 2003. 

Nevertheless as legal instrument it is as successful as the other instruments. Furthermore, like the 

other legal instruments the adoption was based on a process of normative action. 
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The conditions for peace reside in the cultural roots of the individuals and in the recognition of equal 

dignity of all cultures. This is one of the main political concepts of UNESCO and equally the driving 

force also behind this convention. Let my therefore repeat that the interrelation between culture, 

heritage, and identity cannot be better described than in Koïchiro Matsuura’s words. In other words, it 

can be said: In the process of globalization, UNESCO’s heritage conventions are significant tools to 

raise awareness of the need of cultural diversity. 
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Thank you for your kind attention. 


