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FINAL DECLARATION

The Abuja Statement

 “The International Congress on Dialogue of Civilization, Religion and Cultures in West Africa” 

Abuja, 15 – 17 December 2003

“The International Congress on Dialogue of Civilization, Religion and Cultures in West Africa” held in Abuja (Nigeria) from 15-17 December 2003, is the first UNESCO attempt to root dialogue in its diverse forms in Africa. The Congress follows similar initiatives in areas such as the Mediterranean Basin and Central Asia.

Dialogue is understood as a unique way to foster peace among different communities belonging to various cultural, ethnical and religious walks of life, that compose the main wealth, cradle to many civilizations which interacted and enriched one another during centuries to present days. This Civilization spread to many parts of the world, mostly the Americas, because of the Slave trade. However, despite this tragedy, which deserves to be better known and taught, the African culture and spirituality blended with other cultures and enriched them profoundly.

Personalities present, among them the Secretary to the Government of the Federation who represented  the President of Nigeria and the Minister of Culture and Tourism, as well as participants from different countries and agencies of the United Nations system, acknowledged that it is only through dialogue, reconciliation, mediation and reciprocal knowledge and mutual understanding that conflicts can be prevented and resolved.

They recognized the deep impact of religious leaders on their communities and encourage them to work jointly for the well-being of communities and individuals, regardless of their origins and background, to promote equality between women and men, human rights, and to address issues such as the pandemic of HIV/AIDS. For these purposes, the creation of local Inter-religious Dialogue Councils, NGOs or Associations have to be encouraged in their grassroots activities and should be UNESCO’s partners in the field.

          The participants worked in a spirit of brotherhood and understanding, sharing their experiences and good practices. Furthermore, they were able to freely express their convictions and viewpoints. They agreed that UNESCO is a neutral forum and it should continue its efforts in promoting intercultural and inter-religious dialogue. In the light of the international and regional context, Dialogue among cultures and religions should be a beacon Programme of the United Nations system, and in particular for UNESCO, with the aim of building “peace in the minds of men”, as specified in the preamble of its constitution.

         The participants felt that it is very important to recognize a set of shared values that link all humankind in its diversity, considered as an asset, rather than a threat to identities, which are, essentially, as the West African example demonstrates, multiple, given the strong proximity of the different communities and mixed families.

          The religious leaders and participants of the Congress strongly stated that their beliefs and practices should not be manipulated or misinterpreted for political or ethnical purposes. These beliefs and practices, which are part of ancient civilizations and cultures, and the foundation of the daily lives of the populations in West Africa, should not be stereotyped nor lead to amalgams. The religious leaders of all denominations present in Abuja wish to convey a common message of peace, justice and solidarity to mankind. 

Religious leaders alongside decision makers, be they academic or political, express their willingness to work together for the reconciliation of their communities, in particular, those who live situations of war and inter-ethnic, inter-religious or intra-religious tension or conflicts. They are aware that ignorance and mistrust of the “other” may be conducive to extremist attitudes, ranging from entrenched identities to the rejection of the “other” and even to open fanaticism based on the idea that his/her belief is the only truth.  Religious Leaders shall stand for life and teach that their Sacred Teachings condemn every act of killing in the name of the values they uphold and the messages they wish to convey. In this respect, the participants in the Congress call the attention, especially of political leaders, who must avoid the manipulation of religious differences to electoral ends. 

A change of mentality and behavioral patterns should be brought about, far beyond tolerance, by promoting dialogue among believers belonging to various denominations and non-believers alike, since humanistic values transcend all boundaries and are all equally committed to the common good.

Moreover, religious leaders, together with other partners, wish to work, not only for the spiritual well being of their communities but also for goals such as poverty alleviation and the eradication of HIV/AIDS in human rights and in cultural approaches.

           In this regard, reciprocal knowledge and respect should be strongly promoted through appropriate education, whereby children and youth learn to live together respectful of each other’s differences, while recognizing what they have in common.  In order to achieve this aim, a UNESCO Chair on Intercultural and Inter-religious dialogue is desirable, and could be part of a UNITWIN network of chairs in this field, covering all the continents.

In order to ensure a continuation of this fruitful discussion, the participants wish to recommend:

· The creation of”Inter-religious Dialogue Council” within the UN System, as well as at the continental level and Inter-religious Dialogue Council within the AU and ECOWAS. Such councils will promote and implement inter-religious dialogue on concrete issues.

· Encourage national and regional networks for common interfaith action, including the fight against HIV/AIDS.

· Bring together high profile persons coming from different walks of life, in order to share knowledge and wisdom.

· Recognize religious leaders, including the traditional ones, and their role as mediators in preventing or solving conflicts and in the fight against HIV/AIDS.

· Encourage the training of religious leaders to learn about other religious traditions. This sort of teaching may prove to be an efficient means of combating fanaticism, prejudices and stereotypes.

· Declare a joint war against HIV/AIDS, a common enemy attacking and killing all human beings.

· Mobilize religious leadership in order to fight HIV/AIDS, related stigma, discrimination and give support to those infected and affected by HIV/AIDS.

· Reinforce capacities of Faith Leaders and communities at all levels, in order to build effective prevention and care.

· Use contextual methods of counseling and prevention adapted to local realities and cultures. 

· Encourage the use of religious media channels to transmit messages of compassion, solidarity and tolerance. 

· Ensure better participation of women and youth at all levels (including decision making) through formal, non-formal and peer education. 

· Map potential areas of tension or conflict before they occur in order to prevent them. 

· Foster reciprocal knowledge through the design and production of pedagogical tools including NTCs and encourage UNESCO to set up Chairs on Intercultural and Inter-religious Dialogue in Africa, mainly in West Africa. 

· Encourage traditional expressions such as music, drama, and oral stories for a better understanding among the various African communities. 

            In conclusion, the participants wish to express their gratitude to the Government of Nigeria, in particular to the Federal Ministry of Culture and Tourism, extended to all the team, to the President of the General Conference of UNESCO for his full support, to all the officers of the UNESCO Office in Abuja and to the UNESCO Secretariat at Paris Headquarters, Division of Cultural Policies and Intercultural Dialogue, in the framework of the Inter-religious Dialogue Programme - for the successful accomplishment of the Congress, which, is considered by all, an important step in raising awareness to the urgent need of addressing the issue of reconstruction and reconciliation through a more pro-active attitude in handling potential situations of conflict rather than reacting to them when they occur, hindering sustainable development and creating mistrust among populations.  They all express their willingness to extend this initiative to other parts of Africa and deepen this dialogue targeting specific publics such as youth, women, marginalized populations, mainly, the victims of conflicts and all those who suffer from HIV/AIDS and other diseases. 

Abuja, 17 December 2003
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Final recommendations(
from the

Round table on the role of religious leaders and faith-based organizations in the fight against HIV/AIDS

organized in the framework of

 “The International Congress on Dialogue of Civilization, Religion and Cultures in West Africa” 

Abuja, 15 – 17 December 2003

The assembly

Recognizing that the HIV/AIDS pandemic is a major obstacle to sustainable development - and thus one of the main challenges that societies have to face in the 21st century,

Recognizing that HIV/AIDS is a human rights issue, and should be addressed in full respect of endorsed International Conventions, 

Recognizing that HIV/AIDS knows no borders, no religions, no sovereignty, 
Has called upon all religious communities to declare a joint war against HIV/AIDS – a common enemy attacking and killing all human beings. 

Concerned about the suffering of the infected and of the families and communities affected, the assembly has called upon national and international solidarity towards People Living With HIV/AIDS (PLWA), and committed to: 

· Mobilize religious leadership in order to fight stigma and discrimination.

· Reinforce capacities of faith leaders and communities at all levels, in order to build effective prevention and care.

· In close coordination with HIV/AIDS National Plans, encourage the creation of national interfaith networks against HIV/AIDS, and strengthen the existing ones, in order to form eventually an umbrella body of Interfaith Coalitions in West Africa. This partnership should be based on the common values shared by all religions, and aim at fostering a culture of peace and care for the vulnerable.

· Use scriptures to develop an “HIV/AIDS theology”, in order to support people infected and affected, to fight against stigma and discrimination, on the basis of the sacred texts, and integrate HIV/AIDS messages in all teaching, preaching and sermons.

· Use contextual methods of counseling, adapted to local realities and cultures

· Encourage the use of religious media channels to transmit HIV/AIDS-related messages.

· Reinforce cooperation with PLWA networks and organizations. Advocate and lobby for affordable treatment, care and support.

· Ensure greater involvement of youth and women at all levels (including decision-making) in the fight against HIV/AIDS, by promoting formal, non-formal and peer education.

· Ensure the use, in an appropriate way, of HIV/AIDS funding.

The assembly acknowledges the opportunity offered by UNESCO and UNAIDS to religious leaders from West Africa to discuss HIV/AIDS. 

It calls upon both organizations to bring all their support towards continuation of this crucial initiative on HIV/AIDS.

Annex 2

PARTICIPANTS LIST 

	Country
	Participants’ Names
	Profession

	Benin
	Mr Olabiyi Babalola Joseph Yai
	Historian, Permanent Delegate of Benin to UNESCO

	Benin
	Prof. Elisée Soumonni
	Historian

	Benin
	Prof. Finagnon Mathias Oke
	Researcher (Specialist on relations between religious traditional powers and the secular world) 

	Benin
	Mr Alligbononnon Oundogni*


	Traditional Voodoo Healer and Cultural Educator

	Brasil
	Ms Marisa C. Suarez


	Historian

Universidade Federal Fluminense

Departamento de Historia

Campus de Gragoata

Niteroi, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

(Visiting Professor- Vanderbilt University)

	Cameroun
	Reverend Jean Emile Ngue*
	General Secretary of the Federation of Protestant Churches of Cameroon

	Central African Republic
	Mr Jean Paul Ngoupandé
	Writer, Specialist of Islam in Africa

	Ghana
	Ms Hajia Katumi Mahama *
	Former President of the Federation of Muslim Women’s Association of Ghana

	Holy See
	Mgr. Chidi Denis Isizoh
	Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, Responsible for the African desk 



	Ivory Coast
	Dr. Japheth Agboka
	Seventh-Day Adventist Church

IRLA – International Religious Liberty Association

	Ivory Coast
	Prof. Aimé Pierre Kipré
	Professor

Former Minister of Education

	Mali 
	Ms Fatoumata Bintou Sanankoua
	Historian, Researcher at the Institute for Social Sciences, Vice-President of the  Women’s Collectivity

	Mali
	Mr Mamadou Traoré
	Vice-President of the Malian Association of Young Muslims

	Nigeria
	H.E. Mr Frank Nchita Ogbuewu
	Honorable Minister of Culture and Tourism

	Nigeria
	Ambassador Michael Omolewa
	Historian, Permanent Delegate of Nigeria to UNESCO, President of UNESCO’s General Conference  

	Nigeria
	Mgr. John G. Onaiyekan
	Catholic Archbishop of the Abuja Diocese, International Chairman of the World Conference of Religion for Peace

	Nigeria
	His Grace Bishop Alexander
	Greek Orthodox Bishop of Lagos

	Nigeria
	Dr Baba Aladura G.I.M. Otubu
	International Chairman, Organization of African Instituted Churches

	Nigeria 
	Mr Wole Soyinka
	Writer, Nobel Literature Prize

	Nigeria 
	Mr Ustaz Mohammed Kabir Kassim *


	Muslim Leader

Programme Coordinator, 

Interfaith HIV/AIDS Council of Nigeria



	Nigeria
	Reverend Kaine Nwashili *
	National Director

Interfaith HIV/AIDS Council of Nigeria

	Nigeria 
	Reverend Isa F. Bello *
	Coordinator of the Evangelical  Church of West Africa

ECWA AIDS Ministry (TEAM)



	Nigeria
	Prof. J.F. Ade Ajayi
	Historian

	Nigeria
	Prof. Afolabi Ojo
	National Coordinator, Leaven Club International, Nigerian Chapter

Educational Consultancy 

	Nigeria
	Prof. Algiwumi Isola
	Traditional Spiritual Leader

	Nigeria
	Prof. Wande Abimbola
	Special Assistant to the President on Culture and Traditional Religion

	Nigeria
	Dr. Lateef Adegbite
	Secretary-General

Surpeme Council for Islamic Affairs

	Nigeria
	Mr Jahman Anikulapo
	

	Nigeria
	Prof. Babatunde Osotimehin
	

	Nigeria
	Ms Omene
	

	Nigeria
	Ms M.Y. Katagum
	Secretary-General of the National Commission for UNESCO

	Nigeria
	Dr. Oluyemi Omotosho
	

	Nigeria
	Lt. Gen. Alexander Ogomundia
	Chief of Defence Staff

	Nigeria
	Dr. Sunday Ochoche
	Director-General, National Institute for Peace and Conflict Prevention

	Nigeria
	Dr. Dapo Asaju
	

	Nigeria
	Dr. Esohe Molokwu
	Consultant

	Senegal
	Abbé Léon Diouf *
	Vicary in charge of the Episcopal Secretariat for Social and Religious Pastoral 

Ecclesiastical Counsellor of SIDA/SERVICE

	Togo
	Reverend Godson Lawson *
	Secretary General of the Methodist Church of Togo

	UNAIDS
	Mr Aldo Landi 
	Representative

	UNESCO Secretariat (Abuja Office)
	Mr Hubert Charles
	Head of Office

	UNESCO Secretariat

(Abuja Office)
	Dr. Rashid Aderinoye
	Focal point HIV/AIDS UNESCO Office, Abuja

	UNESCO Secretariat (Abuja Office)
	Ms Angela Chukwunyem
	Programme Assistant to the HIV/AIDS Education Unit

	UNESCO HQ
	Ms Rosa Guerreiro
	Programme Specialist  Interreligious Dialogue Programme, Division of Cultural Policies and Intercultural Dialogue

	UNESCO HQ
	Ms Helena Drobnà
	Assistant Programme Specialist, Project “A Cultural Approach to HIV/AIDS Prevention and Care”, Division of Cultural Policies and Intercultural Dialogue

	UNESCO HQ
	Ms Cécile Mazzacurati
	Consultant 

Project “A Cultural Approach to HIV/AIDS Prevention and Care”, Division of Cultural Policies and Intercultural Dialogue


Support team in UNESCO HQ

	UNESCO HQ in HQ
	Ms Maria Isabel Rohmer
	Division of Cultural Policies and Intercultural Dialogue

	UNESCO HQ
	Ms Vittoria Fresco
	Division of Cultural Policies and Intercultural Dialogue

	UNESCO HQ
	Mr Amadou Ndoye
	Consultant, Division of Cultural Policies and Intercultural Dialogue
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( These recommendations summarize the suggestions made by the participants to the round table on the role of religious leaders and faith-based organizations in the fight agasint HIV/AIDS, held in the framework of the Congress on the 16th of December 2003. They were not adopted by the plenary.
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