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Distinguished guests

Ladies and gentlemen

Dear colleagues
In the 7th Century B.C., Sappho was regarded as one of the greatest lyric poets of her time. Described by Plato as Ancient Greece's tenth muse, Sappho is reputed to have commented "I declare that later on, even in an age unlike our own, someone will remember who we are". Today, almost three thousand years later, after the Roman and Byzantine Empires, the Renaissance, Enlightenment, two World Wars and the reunification of Europe, we still remember Sappho. For in Europe, we made the conscious decision to adopt the classical world as our common European heritage. We decided to create a community of Europeans based on a shared history, common values, responsibilities and normative ideas. The question today though, is what went wrong? Did we go too far or not far enough? Can Culture help us overcome the systemic, political and identity crises which are currently shaking the European Union? What role can Culture and Cities play in strengthening social and territorial cohesion, in engaging in dialogue and building trust in our complex societies? Can Culture bring Hope, New Narratives and a second Renaissance to Europe? These are some of the questions that together with Silvia Costa, Chair of the Culture and Education Committee of the European Parliament and Paul Dujardin, CEO of Bozar, we will raise today. I am very honoured that they accepted my invitation to partner with us on this event – we share common objectives and a common commitment.    
Without doubt, many of you will recall the words of Jean Monnet, who commented: "If I had to do it again, I would begin with culture". For culture gives a direction and a meaning to individuals and societies. It is the very essence of our humanity, driven by emotions, making us see, feel and think differently, in effect determining our perception of the world. Culture, Civilisation and Art are intertwined, engaged in a dialectic relationship, bouncing off each other, absorbing external influences and constantly evolving. Nonetheless, throughout history, Culture has also been employed as a political instrument. The case of the Florentine Medici family in my own country, Italy, being one of the most famous examples. Culture is able to do this because it is closely tied to the concept of the demos, the people. Membership of the demos implies common identity and loyalty to a collective political entity, where there are those who belong and those who are outsiders.
In the case of the European Union, to date, the political dimension of Culture has largely been understated and subtle. The Treaties clearly defend the principle of subsidiarity. Article 167 of the TFEU states that "The Union shall contribute to the flowering of the culture of the Member States". Nonetheless, it adds that "…at the same time (it will bring) the common cultural heritage to the fore". There have certainly been concrete European initiatives, which have grasped the public imagination, notably the 'European Capitals of Culture '. Recently, there has even been the creation of a new Jean Monnet Chair for universities, the 'Jean Monnet Chair of the Culture of European Integration'. But not enough has been done.
Nonetheless, Culture has an enormous untapped potential for becoming a unifying and mobilising instrument in Europe. It is my firm belief that at a time when extremism is increasing unabated, at a time when our citizens are questioning their common identity more than ever since 1945, now is the moment to firmly place Culture and cultural policies at the heart of the European political agenda!          
However, to persuade political authorities of the importance of Culture, we need to speak the simple language of facts and figures. Crucially, economic facts and figures: how many Europeans are employed in the cultural sector? How much of the EU's GDP does the sector constitute? How much has the sector grown in recent years? For this reason, we commissioned the study entitled 'Cities, Culture and Identity in Europe'. This is an excellent study written by 'Culture Action Europe' and 'Agenda 21 for Culture- UCLG' and it will be presented publicly for the first time this morning. 
Without wanting to pre-empt the presentation of the study, I would nonetheless like to state that we already have impressive figures regarding the economic 'weight' of the sector in Europe. It is true that there are still challenges relating to the harmonisation of definitions and data and I urge European and international cultural actors to rapidly take steps to agree on common definitions and systems of measurement. Nonetheless, these figures demonstrate that beyond the philosophical considerations surrounding Culture, the sector can also make a very concrete economic contribution to sustainable growth and employment. Particularly as in Europe, we are creative, we are curious, experimental, we are innovators! So the potential is unlimited!
Regrettably, the crisis which began in 2008 has had a very negative impact on cultural investment and funding. As we will hear from the authors of the study, on average in EU Member States, cultural spending accounts for only 1% of government budgets. Moreover, since 2008, public spending on Culture has decreased by 1% annually. As was written in a recent article in The Economist, the European countries with the greatest cultural heritage, namely Greece and Italy, are also the ones which spend the least on preserving and protecting this heritage. This, despite the fact that a Eurostat survey in 2011 found that 92% of those surveyed believe that cultural exchanges should be at the foundation the EU. Hence, it would appear that there is a considerable incongruence between the perceptions of citizens of the EU's role and the investment currently made into the Cultural sector. Without wanting to be politically partisan, it is nonetheless a hopeful sign that the Italian Prime Minister has announced that the Cultural Ministry's budget will be increased by 27%, as a direct consequence of the attacks in Paris and Brussels.
I would now like to broaden the discussion to also bring in the second important element, which is the role of Cities and Territories. Throughout European history, cities have consciously placed themselves centre-stage in our political systems. Today, increasing poverty, alienation and ill-managed migration policies are putting excessive pressure on cities and territories. Despite these challenges, a multitude of grassroots, community and cultural actors engage with energy, creativity and determination to reconvert and regenerate public spaces. To make them more inclusive, to stimulate social and territorial cohesion, encourage dialogue, build trust, innovate and find joint solutions. As the German sociologist Niklas Luhmann so eloquently stated: "Art creates a sense of possibility". Today, in our cities and territories we must speak of new models of democracy, of a plethora of engaged actors and of the necessity to invest in local cultural ecosystems. 
In my opinion, the direct consequence can only be the realisation and acceptance that Culture should become the 4th pillar of sustainable development. This is not a new concept. The '2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development' does recognise Culture as a crucial enabler of sustainable development.  However, whilst struggling to implement the other three pillars, we are very far from making Culture the 4th pillar. Nonetheless, Culture should be seen as the link which gives sense to the other pillars. Culture gives us a long-term commitment, identity, perspective and sense of direction. By using Culture, we can engage in a common narrative of sustainability, bringing all pillars into a circular and inter-dependent relationship.
Allow me to abuse my position of host to launch proposals without providing solutions! I will do the same with the concept of Cultural Diplomacy. As many of you will be aware, the European Commission launched its Communication 'Towards an EU Strategy for International Cultural Relations' earlier this month, following the personal initiative of Ms Mogherini and some strong pressure by Ms Costa! Personally, I very much welcome this approach and I hope that inter-cultural dialogue and the promotion of European values will indeed enhance and render more effective our role as a global player. However, if we are to preach human and cultural rights, freedom, democracy, tolerance and solidarity, then we must apply these principles in Europe. For without doubt, our external credibility depends on our internal cohesion and on our respect for European values, something which is very much challenged at the moment, with the refugee crisis.
Ladies and gentlemen, before concluding, allow me to add that when discussing Culture, we need to 'think' with our heart. We should reflect on the future and that which is most precious to all of us: our youth and our children. Indeed, education, notably of children, has a pivotal role to play in this debate. We must introduce the 'seed' to respect and love Culture, at a young age. Why not make it fun, why not introduce a European voluntary scheme, where Culture could be given centre stage? Similarly, why not setup a European Culture Day, to be celebrated in all Member States?
Dear friends, in two days the citizens of the United Kingdom will vote in a historic referendum. To a large extent, the campaigns have been driven by emotions, in defence of a perceived national culture and identity. I sincerely hope that our friends across the Channel will find it in their heart to recognise the multiple layers of Culture and Identity that we, as European citizens, can have. Even the great ethical philosopher Socrates, stated 2.5 thousand years ago: "I am a citizen, not of Athens or Greece, but of the World".
In concluding, I wish to dedicate this conference to Jo Cox, the young British Labour MP who was brutally assassinated by a far-right fanatic at the very height of the referendum campaign. 

This was a young woman who had spent her life working in the world of NGOs, in close support of refugees in particular, and who went on to fight for social justice and for Europe.

The intensity of the debate in the UK is evidence of a clash between two narratives, the one economic one and the other historic, and which of the two should now prevail in order to preserve the social fabric of the nation. On the one side, the argument is based on the economic advantages of a thriving and open internal market which we have been building up for the past 60 years, and on the other, the pull of a distinct historic identity rooted in a shared cultural and symbolic heritage.

The same debate is today unfolding across ever wider swathes of the European continent, particularly in France, Hungary, Austria and the Czech Republic, and even in the United States, to cite but a few examples. 

It comes as no surprise that the Europeans should be in the forefront of those who are currently reassessing who they are, where they have come from, where they are going and with whom they wish to travel. There is nothing new in any of these questions.

Will the outcome be a cultural identity that is barricaded behind walls and new partitions, or one that is open to fresh cross-fertilisation, to dialogue and to building a future that is different, but nevertheless common?

I found the answer in a wonderful video that can be seen on Facebook as we speak. Trieste, a young street violinist playing an extraordinary classic by Yann Tiersen. Standing before him, a young Arab tourist, captivated. And in the background, the voice of her father urging her on: “Yalla, yalla Rima ... go on, Rima, go on”. She takes a few steps, shyly at first, but then she succumbs to the spell and, barefoot, launches into a sequence of unbelievable movements. A dance that envelops them, transports them - he a European musician, she an Arab tourist, a violin, a square, two cultures, fusing to create a moment of beauty. In the space of a few hours, the video was watched by more than five million people.

As the English writer G.K. Chesterton said: “The world will never starve for want of wonders; but only for want of wonder”.

In our heart of hearts, we yearn for the beautiful, the true and the good, a force that imbues every man and woman with an immense creative power that could stem the horrors of the violence assailing much of Europe - the murderous insanity of terrorism, the assassination of Jo Cox. The yearning for what is beautiful, true and good needs to be nurtured by the quiet force of culture if our continent is to move forward once again and find a new narrative in which we can all believe. 

 Thank you for your attention.
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