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Speeches and debates at UNESCO’s Executive Board 
on the occasion of the visit of 

His Excellency Mr Karzai, 

Chairman of the Interim Administration of Afghanistan 

UNESCO, 1 March 2002

1. Address by Mr Koïchiro Matsuura, Director-General, 
welcoming the Afghan Minister of Information and Culture of Afghanistan

Your Excellency, Mr Said Makhdoom Raheen, Minister of Information and Culture of Afghanistan,

Madam Chairperson of the Executive Board,

Mr President of the General Conference,

Distinguished Members of the Executive Board,

Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is hard for me to express with what pleasure and emotion this House, the house of all the cultures of the world, greets the return of a brother. 

You are more than welcome, Your Excellency, and your visit marks the beginnings of the re-birth of Afghanistan, an endeavour which the entire international community is pledged to assist, and UNESCO within it.

UNESCO has never foresaken Afghanistan, however difficult it has been to remain by its side in the recent decades of war and internal strife.

One of its enduring efforts has indeed been to help your people, Mr Minister, to protect an invaluable cultural heritage, some of whose most precious treasures are on display at the Musée Guimet.

The safeguarding of the town of Herat, for instance, was the subject of an international campaign launched back in the nineteen seventies, and we have been working with you over the years to restore the fortress, the town’s fourth minaret and the cupola of the Friday Mosque. More recently, our experts have been busy on the consolidation of the minaret of Jam. 

I cannot but refer, lastly, to the great and regrettably fruitless efforts we all made last year to try to save the giant Buddhas of Bamiyan from their insane obliteration.

In recent months, as events have unfolded, we have done all we could to continue to help your country protect its cultural heritage and draw up a series of actions in the immediate and longer term.

First and foremost comes the assessment of the state of conservation of the monuments, archaeological sites and museum collections, and early steps to be taken to safeguard and consolidate them. One of our experts was already in Bamiyan and at the Kabul Museum last December in a bid to protect what is left of the Buddhas from the winter weather and make an initial inventory of the state of the museum collections. Two more experts are leaving for Afghanistan in the coming days on a mission that will take them to Kabul, Jam, Ghazne, Herat and Balkh in order to make preparations for the rehabilitation of the museum, assess the state of the monuments, initiate any necessary emergency consolidation measures and design operational restoration projects for submission to donor Member States.

In parallel, and following the Tokyo Conference, UNESCO has prepared a number of proposals to the tune of several million dollars in favour of culture and communication in the framework of the UN Consolidated Joint Appeal. 

In the coming weeks, in accordance with a decision taken by the World Heritage Committee at its meeting in Helsinki, a mission is being fielded to assist your country in preparing proposals for the inscription of cultural and natural sites on the World Heritage List, so as to ensure they benefit from the international recognition and particularly protection they so clearly deserve.

In the longer term, and as soon as we have been able to muster the necessary resources, our plans are not only to restore and preserve the country’s monuments and sites, but also to revitalize the arts and crafts and traditional techniques, with a particular eye on the involvement and participation of women, and their resulting empowerment. Knowledge and know-how have indeed in part been forgotten, or those who possess it have scattered far and wide around the world, as a result of the troubled times the country has experienced. Another need is to train or update the knowledge of all those involved in conservation and heritage safeguarding, professionals in cultural administration, museum management, the performing arts, cultural enterprise and so forth.

The wealth and diversity of the heritage of Afghanistan and their importance in the history of humankind are reason enough to want to set in train this vast programme I have just outlined and which UNESCO and its Member States have a duty to undertake.

An important first step is the Memorandum of Understanding we just signed this morning in regard to the rehabilitation of the National Museum of Kabul. I am sure this collaboration will results in the substantial rehabilitation of the Museum, the safeguarding of its collections, and the harmonious coordination of international funds and expertise mobilized for this purpose.

But cultural heritage is not just a priceless value per se. It can also be a key factor of development and reconciliation. This is indeed the central theme that has been chosen as the slogan, as it were, for the UN International Year for Cultural Heritage: heritage for development; heritage for dialogue.

There is, in this regard, no doubting the experience UNESCO has acquired and the role it has built up for itself over recent times as coordinator of often complex operations for the safeguarding of heritage threatened by situations of conflict. Such operations – and I am thinking, for example, of Angkor, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Cyprus, Caucasia and the Korean peninsula – bring into play many different public and private sector partners. We have seen how central is the role of cultural heritage in peace-keeping and peace-building, after times of armed conflict or civilian strife. The heritage of a country, people or community is indeed all too often a target during conflict owing to its value as a vector of identity. But, under UNESCO’s guidance, it can also become a rallying point for former adversaries, enabling them to re-build ties and dialogue, and re-design a common identity and future together.

This Organization’s strategy in such instances is to help re-establish the linkages between the populations concerned and their long-term cultural history. In other cases, it involves developing a sense of common ownership of the monuments which are representative of different parts of society.

Where better than in Afghanistan could such a strengthening of inter-community ties around a common heritage make more sense? Your country’s heritage is a living testimony of over two thousand years of history, full of different peoples, cultures and beliefs. Today’s Afghan population is a mozaic of all those diverse influences, and it is important to raise awareness of the fact that it is that very diversity which makes Afghans what and who they are today: one single identity of countless different parts.

Communication and information issues, including the necessary guarantees of a free and plural press, are part and parcel of this quest for identity and reconciliation, for independent media are buttresses for the democratic process on which a society at peace with itself has a better chance to thrive. UNESCO is also active in these areas, as you and has supported the re-appearance of the ‘Kabul Weekly’ as one small but significant step in these efforts. A media centre in Kabul is also in the planning stages, as are training courses for journalists of the written and audiovisual media. We are particularly keen to address the question of media and women. Just yesterday, with UNESCO’s assistance, the Afghanistan Women in Media Network was launched in Kabul. In addition, we are supporting the publication of a women’s magazine. Moreover, we are also encouraging the public service television stations in other countries to donate quality television programmes for Afghan viewers, and are actively involved in reorganizing records and archives management in public administrations.

UNESCO is, as you can see Mr Minister, ready and eager to help you in all these undertakings. We are particularly honoured that your government should have recognized UNESCO’s unique expertise in the area of culture and requested us to coordinate all international contributions to the safeguarding of the Afghan cultural heritage. We are committed to being equal to the challenge, whatever the difficulties may be. Allow me to thank you personally for placing this trust in us. Of course, we can only succeed with the help of our Member States and their own determination to be a part of this great venture, including through the financial resources they make available for it.

Let me as of now express my sincere gratitude to the authorities of Greece and Italy who have been most forthcoming in providing material support in the form of extrabudgetary funding. I seize this opportunity to launch an appeal to all other Member States, that this Organization, their Organization, may have the means with which to carry out its mission. We owe it to Afghanistan to rise to the challenge.  Thank you.

2. Address by Mr Koïchiro Matsuura, Director-General,
welcoming Mr Hamed Karzai, Chairman of the Interim Administration of Afghanistan

Mr Chairman of the Interim Administration of Afghanistan, 

Your Excellency Mr Hamed Karzai,

To look on, as a member of the community of nations slips down into darkness; to stand by, as a country’s citizens are deprived of their basic rights and liberties; to watch helplessly, as increasingly frenzied attempts are made to tame a society’s soul and to obliterate its living memory – these matters weigh heavily on all those who work for peace and development around the world.

For this Organization, whose very purpose is the enlightenment of the human mind in pursuit of universal justice, dignity and equality for all, such a witnessing of a country’s suffering has been hard to bear. 

Mr Chairman,

As I bid you a warm welcome to UNESCO, I say these words so that you may understand the mixed feelings of humility, conviction and hope with which I greet you; so that you may sense why this institution wishes so intensely to help you to right so much wrong-doing, not only to people’s livelihoods but also to their very souls.

Mr Chairman,

Honourable Ministers,

Madam Chairperson of the Executive Board, 

Mr President of the General Conference,

Distinguished members of the Executive Board,

Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

This is UNESCO’s first opportunity to reciprocate the hospitality I personally received as Director-General during my visit to Kabul in January. It was a visit that affected me deeply. 

The tasks ahead are enormous. They require that same mix of humility, conviction and hope. They also require that the remarkable qualities of Afghan men and women are channeled in positive and constructive directions. This will call for leadership and vision of the sort which you, Mr Chairman, already have shown in defining your country’s challenges and priorities.

Everywhere you have gone, I am sure that you have become conscious of the fund of goodwill that exists towards your country. However, this empathy and goodwill are tinged with concern over Afghanistan’s security situation, the durability of international commitment, and the delivery of promised assistance. 

Be sure that UNESCO in its entirety is with you and will remain with you. Since there is a premium on counsel that is neutral, impartial and without special pleading, I believe that, if called upon, UNESCO will serve you well in this regard. The same applies to the provision of operational assistance, subject to the availability of financial means on the necessary scale. This is all the more important and urgent given the clear convergence between your strategic choices and UNESCO’s special expertise. 

You have made security and education your top priorities – “education even before food” as you said to me in Kabul and later in Tokyo. How inspiring it is to find such farsightedness in a leader, particularly considering the desperate conditions facing you at every turn.

We join you in looking forward to the reopening of schools on 22 March as an event of immense symbolic and practical significance for the Afghan people and yourself. We are doing our utmost to help make 22 March a success, although such action, requiring logistical and manpower resources beyond our reach, is not where UNESCO’s mains strengths lie.

Alongside such immediate steps, an equally important and urgent need is the design of a new educational system, covering all types and levels of education.

This process is a complex one. In the light of UNESCO’s fifty years’ experience, we are convinced that educational change is not just a matter of solving technical problems. It is a lengthy process of consensus-building on thorny questions such as the relationship between central government, the regions and local communities; or issues surrounding language and core curricula. But the most important thing is that Afghanistan’s education system, constituted on the basis of shared values and respect for diversity, becomes the key instrument in shaping the society you envision. Failing this, all efforts at reconciliation and nation-building will come to nought. This is precisely where UNESCO can make its distinctive contribution.

The search for shared values requires that the whole education system be infused with a sense of common identity, which is why I take special note of the priority you are giving to culture. In particular, I welcome the importance you have given to the rapid repair and reconstruction of the National Museum in Kabul. I have seen with my own eyes the enormity of the task. But how could I be anything but optimistic when I saw the sign over the museum’s entrance: “A country is still living if its culture is still alive”. This message symbolizes for me your country’s deep attachment to its cultural memory and heritage. Notwithstanding the many shortages and unfulfilled needs in Afghanistan today, I admire your insight that reassembling the scattered stones of Afghan cultural identity is as important for restoring internal peace and national self-confidence as rebuilding the homes, schools and factories of your ruined country. 

I pledge UNESCO’s assistance, as you requested of me in Kabul, in coordinating efforts to safeguard Afghanistan’s cultural heritage and to ensure the safe return of stolen artefacts and treasures as soon as suitable conditions permit. Support will also be given to encourage living culture, the performing arts and intangible cultural heritage. The cultivation of crafts, such as weaving and tile-making, will contribute not only to the preservation of cultural heritage but also to economic development, employment opportunities and the empowerment of women in particular.

I was impressed to learn of your keenness to enact a new press law in view of the restrictions on press freedom in your country’s 1964 Constitution. Indeed, the importance of strong public service broadcasting along with pluralistic and independent media cannot be over-emphasized in the building of democracy. Important steps in this direction, taken with UNESCO’s assistance, have been the re-launching of Kabul Weekly after a period of enforced silence and the publication of a magazine aimed specifically at a female readership. Let us not forget, moreover, that a free press will help your country’s voice to be heard in the outside world.

Indeed, we have much to learn from Afghanistan. Your country’s identity, forged in the crucible of contact and exchange, was noteworthy as a culture of inter-ethnic dialogue, harmony, co-existence and tolerance. Today, through the priority you are giving to education, culture and communication, this rich and diverse identity can be re-constructed by all Afghans together, drawing upon their common heritage and developing a vision of a united future. That would be a lesson worth learning and a lesson worth sharing.

Mr Chairman,

You are here that we may listen to you and even better understand your needs. We do so with humility in the face of our own limitations and the scale of those needs; we do so with conviction, such are the points of convergence between your priorities and the very core of UNESCO’s mandate; and we do so with hope and optimism, for those are the sentiments inspired in us by all you are doing for your country’s future.

Thank you. 

3. Address by His Excellency Mr Hamid Karzai, Chairman of the Interim Administration of Afghanistan, to UNESCO’s Executive Board 


Bismillâh ir-rahmân ir-rahîm (In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate).

Madam Chairperson,
Mr Director-General,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

I see opposite me, sitting in the seat of Peru, Mr Pérez de Cuéllar – so glad to see you; you were busy on Afghanistan for many years, some 10 years ago. And greetings to all the ladies and gentlemen sitting here.

Listening to the poetic tone of the Director-General’s remarks, I was reminded of a fifteenth-century Spanish poet who said something, which I have reverted to in order to match Mr Matsuura’s words: “To bear the unbearable sorrow, to dream the impossible dream, and to reach the unreachable star”. This somehow applies to our situation as well. These are the tasks we have ahead of us in order to rebuild Afghanistan. At the end of that poem, it says: “That is my quest”. We also have a quest in this sense with respect to Afghanistan. So thank you for reminding me of that old poem. But now, to go back to the reality of life in Afghanistan, and what we can all do to make things better for us in Afghanistan and for the region, and consequently for the international community.

Ladies and gentlemen, I begin with a little briefing of what is going on right now in Afghanistan. I do not intend to dwell on the past. When we took over the administration in Kabul two months ago, we were left with a country that had almost nothing: it did not have a functioning bureaucracy; it had almost no resources; and the general economic structure, culture and education all lay in ruins. Our immediate priority in Afghanistan was to improve and re-invigorate the Afghan bureaucracy so as to enable the administration to reach all the provinces, to administer properly, to collect taxes and customs duties, and to perform all the tasks that are incumbent upon us in the fields of education, health and culture. So our very first priority is the re-invigoration, the improvisation, as it were, of the Afghan bureaucracy in order to make it effective and strong. 

Second, but no less important, is naturally the question of education. Over the past 20 years, we have had two separate ways of suffering in this regard. First, a great number of educated Afghans, something like 200,000 of our top experts and educationalists left following the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, as waves of Afghan refugees began to flee the country for security reasons to neighbouring countries and to Western countries – Europe and America. These people could not return to Afghanistan, and many of them are still outside the country. Secondly, because of the war and the prevailing situation in Afghanistan, we could not send our children to school. In this way, we lost a whole generation of educated people through migration to the rest of the world, and the following generation could not be educated. The result is that we now have almost nothing in Afghanistan. One generation is either out of the country or too old to be fully productive, and the younger generation is not trained. Therefore education is the absolutely top priority in Afghanistan, and I very much hope that UNESCO, with its leading position in the field of education in the United Nations system, will provide Afghanistan with all it can in order to educate its children, both boys and girls.

Health is another very important area, which again comes down to the question of education; we have begun to work very, very intensively in this field.

Ladies and gentlemen, as you all know, during the years of the war, Afghanistan suffered from the point of view not only of education, but also of culture, on which the war had a devastating impact. The most horrible consequence was the destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas, which for us is a constant reminder of all that we have lost, and something we find it difficult to come to terms with. It is like losing a limb: a missing arm or leg is a constant reminder that you have lost something. The loss of the Bamiyan statues, which were part of the Afghan heritage, is exactly like that. We cannot reconcile ourselves with it. But life goes on in all societies, and we must go on and live without the Bamiyan statues, without the 1,500 years of our history that was dynamited. We do not know what to do with the site, but we will definitely work to keep it as a reminder to all mankind not to destroy things and to endeavour to preserve one’s cultural heritage.

On the culture side, since taking over the administration in Kabul, we have reopened the Kabul Art Gallery, which naturally was damaged – the building was damaged, and the paintings and artefacts were also damaged. Incidentally, we reopened the Art Gallery on a bitterly cold day, and the Minister of Culture had us all nearly frozen stiff while we were there inaugurating it, but this occasion inspired us greatly. I was so happy that day going round the rooms to find that we still had things to put on display. This is something that is very, very important and which touched me deeply. One of our artists preserved some of our paintings by doing something that I have no technical explanation for. He had some material that he had put over the parts of the paintings that showed human beings or animals, so that only those parts that showed natural objects could be seen, but the parts that showed the bodies of men, women or animals had somehow been made invisible. Then he cleaned the paintings, thus revealing that they also portrayed people. That is how he hid the pictures of men, women or animals from the Taliban, and that is how they were not destroyed and kept in the Gallery. So we have now put these paintings back on display – it was an ingenious thing to do.

We also have reopened the School of Music in Kabul, and we hope to promote traditional Afghan music once again, and our musicians will take it around the world. 

Soon after we return to Afghanistan, we will be reopening the National Archives of Afghanistan, a great treasure which we are trying to rehabilitate and improve.

As you all know, together with the help of UNESCO, for which we thank you all very, very much, we are working to reopen the Afghan National Museum in Kabul. Our plan is to rebuild the old museum, and UNESCO and some other organizations together with our Minister of Culture are also thinking of building a new museum elsewhere in Kabul. We were very fortunate yesterday to have the opportunity to see some of the Afghan heritage at the Musée Guimet here in Paris, and we were also pleased that some of the artefacts in the Musée Guimet will be given back to the Afghan National Museum. 

As you mentioned in your remarks, Mr Matsuura, we have already enacted a law on freedom of the press. We have issued a decree ensuring that the media are free in Afghanistan: radio and television, and naturally the print media. The private media have their own newspapers. We do not – the government still does not have the means to print a newspaper, but others do, so we get criticized, and have no way of replying.

The preservation of the national heritage of Afghanistan is extremely important to us, and since all the countries represented on the Executive Board are here, I should like to appeal to all of you to do whatever you can to help Afghanistan to preserve its cultural heritage. Afghanistan is an extremely rich country in this respect. One could talk for days on end about what we have in Afghanistan. There is no province in Afghanistan which does not have extremely beautiful and venerable pieces of heritage; from east to west and from north to south, we have a country which is full of heritage, full of history, full of valuable artefacts. So please help us to preserve what has not been touched so far. We hope that the United Nations and UNESCO may take particular note of this, and especially our neighbouring countries, most of which are represented here – I see Iran, I also see also Pakistan. I do not know whether Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan are here. India, which shares a border with us in the north, is here; China is here. Make sure that the smuggling of Afghan heritage out of Afghanistan is prevented. In the past year or two, we have had numerous accounts of people, businessmen, going to Afghanistan, excavating old sites, even graves – they were digging graves to take our Afghan heritage away and sell it in the market. We do not yet have the ability to prevent such things. Our borders are open and easy to cross, so please note that this is an area in which we need much assistance, especially from our neighbours. Naturally we will do our part in protecting the heritage of our neighbours. So if somebody smuggles things from you to us, we will stop that. We promise.

You mentioned the question of security. This is also a top priority for Afghanistan. Without security for our people, Afghanistan will have very little chance of fulfilling its aspirations in education, health and social welfare as a whole. From the physical point of view, Afghanistan is largely secure. When we speak of security, ladies and gentlemen, we do not mean physical security, we mean political security. When we asked for the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) to be expanded, we did not mean that the ISAF forces should watch every Afghan man and woman and protect them. We wanted this as a measure of commitment from the international community with respect to Afghanistan, not as a measure of physical security. And when our people ask us for increased international forces, this is not in order to be protected physically, but rather to be protected, as a nation, as a heritage, as a civilization, as a system of values, from the onslaughts they have long endured in recent years. To be protected from aggression as a political entity – that is what they mean. At this point, I think, Afghanistan is probably as physically secure as one could wish. 

I should also like to speak about the question of women here. This is extremely important for us: we have a Ministry of Women’s Affairs. In fact, the first cash assistance that we received, which was from the United Arab Emirates, we immediately allocated to four vital sectors: to provide education and health services in all provinces, to establish and equip the Ministry of Women’s Affairs, and to support the Ministry of Culture and Information. So you will find in Afghanistan, ladies and gentlemen, a country which is fully aware of itself, fully aware of its own value. If you think that the people of Afghanistan in the rural areas were not angry when the Taliban destroyed the museums or when they destroyed the Bamiyan statues, you are mistaken. The people in the countryside, and in fact all over the country, were anguished and saddened by those acts. But there was nothing they could do. Just as there was nothing that you could do to prevent that terrible loss. We in Afghanistan, as a country which values its own national heritage and culture as well as that of other nations, are extremely keen to receive all possible assistance to protect our heritage and cultural values.

Yesterday, our Minister of Information told me that UNESCO hopes to declare Band-e Amir, which is close to Bamiyan, a World Heritage Site. Well, this a great thing. It really is a site to be preserved, and we very much hope you will inscribe Band-e Amir, in Central Afghanistan, on the World Heritage List. There are other sites, other parts of our heritage which deserve the same status. So let us work together to give to Afghanistan what is good for us and what is good for the international community. I am confident that Afghanistan will soon be able to welcome all of you as distinguished representatives of UNESCO and of your countries, and also as tourists. Do come and spend your money in Afghanistan! We have much to show you.

Thank you very much.

4. Summary of the debates at UNESCO’s Executive Board on the occasion of the visit of His Excellency Mr Karzai,  Chairman of the Interim Administration of Afghanistan 

All speakers joined with the Chairperson of the Executive Board, Ms Aziza Bennani (Morocco), and the Director-General in warmly welcoming Chairman Karzai and his delegation. They were also united in their wish for a peaceful, independent, prosperous and democratic Afghanistan to emerge from its recent era of tribulation and suffering.  All expressed the hope that Afghanistan will fully play again its rightful role within the community of nations.

That role had always been informed by Afghanistan’s experiences at the cross-roads of several civilizations. It was recognized that Afghanistan was not simply a recepient of cultural influences but, out of its diverse cultural elements, was able to forge a strong and distinctive identity. It was in large part for this reason that the destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas was so shocking to world opinion; indeed, all Member States of UNESCO unanimously condemned this act as a crime against the common heritage of all humankind.  The President of UNESCO’s General Conference, Mr. Ahmed Jalali (Islamic Republic of Iran), stated that “by destroying the Bamiyan statues, the Taliban announced their own destruction”. Terrible in itself, this destruction exemplified the barbaric determination of the Taliban to destroy Afghan culture in all its forms. As stated by the Ambassador of France to UNESCO, culture is the key to the future: “if it had been resolved to destroy Afghanistan through culture, then it is through culture that the country will be reconstructed”.

The actions of the Director-General and of the Secretariat in rapid response to the unfolding situation in Afghanistan were considered exemplary by the members of the Board and were supported by all. These actions have included the establishment of an Antenna in Kabul; the provision of immediate capacity-building assistance for the Ministries of Education, of Higher Education and of Information and Culture as well as to initiatives of non-governmental organizations; the elaboration of a strategic orientations in all its areas of competence; and the preparation of proposals for the UN Consolidated Appeal for 2002.  Several speakers stressed the importance that UNESCO receives the financial means necessary to scale up its assistance in the fields of education, culture and communication.

Many speakers highlighted the relevance of UNESCO’s mandate to the present and prospective situation in Afghanistan. There was clear unanimity that UNESCO must play a leading role in education, culture, communication and science which together combine to “…build peace in the minds of men...” in fulfillment of the Organization’s Constitution. UNESCO’s mission in Afghanistan must be to support the Afghan people in recovering their pride, especially through their reappropriation of the legacy of shared cultural heritage and values. The rebuilding of the education sytem and the rebuilding of the way of life of the Afghan people are part of the same process. Electoral Group I (Western Europe and North America) emphasized that Afghanistan’s educational reconstruction should be framed with reference to the agreed international development targets, especially universal primary education by 2015 and gender equality in primary and secondary education by 2005.

Particular emphasis was placed upon UNESCO’s role within international assistance efforts towards the recovery and reconstruction of Afghanistan. It was stressed  that while the rebuilding of schools is of vital importance, so too is the rebuilding of the overall educational system, including curricula. It was seen as even more important since education will play such a formative role in shaping the new Afghan society.  UNESCO was acknowledged to be the only agency equipped by mandate, experience and expertise to assist the Afghan authorities and the Afghan people in this endeavour. 

Satisfaction was expressed with the fact that UNESCO has been entrusted by the Afghan Interim Administration with the responsibility for the overall coordination of international efforts to safeguard the cultural heritage of Afghanistan. In the context of  the adoption by UNESCO’s General Conference of the Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity and of UNESCO´s commitment to promoting dialogue among civilizations, members of the Board stated that they expect the Organization to provide every assistance and support to Afghanistan in all aspects of cultural development.  

The Ambassador of India to UNESCO summarized the general belief that UNESCO is uniquely positioned to help the Afghan authorities’ efforts in the fields of education, culture and communication. On his part, the Ambassador of France stated that UNESCO is the most appropriate coordinator of all international efforts in these fields, whether they are undertaken by international organisations, bilateral actors or the private sector. 

Most speakers took the opportunity to reaffirm their countries’ commitment to support Afghanistan as well as UNESCO’s specific efforts in this regard. Many shared the view that the international community owes Afghanistan an enormous debt for its abandonment for almost three decades of suffering. The Group of African Member States called on the international community to make good on their promises of concrete assistance. Others considered that the most serious and important task of UNESCO during the current biennium, in terms of humanitarian and political actions, was to support Afghan efforts to restore education, culture and media. 

The Ambassador of France expressed confidence in the determination of the Interim Authority to turn the sad page of Afghanistan’s recent history. He drew attention to the fact that the success of national reconstruction depends upon effective reconciliation and the establishment of stable structures. Afghans only can bring this about. 


