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Background of the Roundtable in the Context of Central Asia
The Oslo Coalition and the UNESCO Division of Cultural Policies and Intercultural dialogue have for several years been planning a conference on intercultural and inter-religious dialogue in Central Asia. From UNESCO’s viewpoint, the conference was to be a follow up of the UNESCO Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity, adopted by the 31st Session of UNESCO’s General Conference in 2001 (appendix 1). From Oslo Coalition’s viewpoint, it was also a follow up of the Oslo Global Meeting of Experts in September 2004 (appendix 2), where one of the conclusions was (point 7):

« UNESCO and the Oslo Coalition should encourage regional network meetings and workshops that could foster exchange of ideas and material and other kinds of cooperation at the regional level ». 

The idea behind the conference was to focus on best practices and exchange of experience within intercultural dialogue, with special emphasis on inter-religious dialogue. Inter-religious dialogue is, however, a politically sensitive area, especially in the context of emerging nations after the break-up of the Soviet Union trying to forge a unique, single identity. The size of the task these countries are facing can be illustrated by the fact that Kazakhstan alone has 135 registered ethnic groups, each with their own version of Kazakhstan’s history. Both language and religion tend to be involved in the creation of a holistic identity, very often with negative consequences for minority groups. 

In this situation, with delegates from Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan (particularly Uzbekistan!) present, it was felt that it would be wise to tone down the inter-religious content in the general session, and concentrate on this on the 4th day, when only the UNESCO chairs and partner organisations were present. Even so, the Oslo Coalition was permitted to focus its presentations on the question of religion, but in this context it became one of many topics: intercultural dialogue in relation to music, visual arts, handicrafts, dance, films, food, archaeology, history, education etc.
The Oslo Coalition was represented by Barbara Sivertsen (in this case as member of the Teaching for Tolerance project group) and Rana Lehr Lenhardt (project-coordinator of the resource book for tolerance). Bente Sandvig, chair of the project group, was forced to cancel at the last minute.  
Roundtable Part 1: the Central Asian round Table on the Exchange and Sharing of Good Practices in Intercultural Dialogue. 
Participation and Programme

65 participants (attachment 1) were present. These included the UNESCO chairs from the region (with the exception of Uzbekistan Chairholder), leaders of university departments and other academic and cultural institutions, and leaders of organisations focusing on arts, crafts, music and other cultural activities. 
This section consisted of two and a half days of presentations and half a day of summarising and consensus building around the final declaration and resolution. 
It was broken up into the following sessions (see attachment 2, programme):

Monday:

· Opening

· Results of country based surveys and case studies

· Presentation of Good Practices

Tuesday:

· Exchange of Lessons Learnt 
· Strengthening Cultural Cooperation and Dialogue
Wednesday:
· Questions and discussions

· Adoption of Round Table Recommendations

Note: Although the roundtable was broken up into sessions with titles like “good practices”, “lesson learnt” and “strengthening cooperation” many of the speakers simply present the activities of their own organisations. This was very useful from the perspective of getting an overview over the many wonderful things that are happening in Central Asia, both on academic and grass-root level. For the purpose of this report and to avoid the repetition that occurred at the conference, I have included the reports of best practices and lessons learnt in the country reports for each country. 
Country reports
Kazakhstan 
(Ref: Lyaila Akmetova
, Viktor Grabnev
) 
General:

Kazakhstan has 135 ethnic groups, many of them deported from Russia. The whole basin around the Aral Sea was populated from Russia during the Soviet Regime, and the large community of Germans living along the Volga were deported to Kazakhstan during the 2nd World War. Kazaks feel that they have always opened their country and welcomed other peoples, but that now they themselves are suffering as a result. Lyaila sees a need to promote synergy rather than competition, both between peoples and between NGO's and Universities that attempt to tackle the problems. She identified the mass media, which thrives on conflict and competition, as a problem in this respect. She sees a need to introduce a special multicultural channel on the radio.
Grebnev presented the Assembly of the Peoples of Kazakhstan – see comment below. He also praised the new content in the secondary school curricula: the study of Central Asian Countries, and mentioned how the government encourages assemblies of students and sponsors museums and multi language libraries for the people of Kazakhstan. 
Interesting projects:

The 3rd Forum of World Religions to take place in Astana in September, entitled Inter-religious dialogue in the context of the East-West Dialogue”.
See also the report on the activities of the Institute of Oriental Studies under Section 2. 

Tajikistan 
(Ref: Munzi Babadjanova
 and Georgi Mamedov
)
General:

In Tajikistan after the civil war, intellectuals are actively promoting peace and voicing support to intercultural projects. In Tajikistan there are 500 registered NGOs, of these 96 registered military-cultural organisations (!). There is much competition, and not so much synergy between them. Tajikistan NGOs do, however, appear to be able to cooperate with their colleagues from Uzbekistan.
Much of the intercultural work is done through museums - a legacy after the Soviet times that Tajikistan has taken advantage of, thanks to organisations like Restorers without Borders. There are huge numbers of museums, big and small, throughout Tajikistan, that are actively used by kindergartens, schools, universities, pensioner clubs and leisure time organisations. 

Tajikistan’s greatest problem: 1400 km. common border with Afghanistan, and the threat from extremism. In an attempt to create some synergy across the border, the UNESCO Declaration of Cultural Diversity has been translated into Farsi, and written in the old script that is still in use in Afghanistan. 

Interesting projects: 

“The Kaleidoscope of Cultures”  - an educational and cultural programme for secondary schools. 
“The Alliance of Civilisations” a project in which the Tajikistan government has invited top academics from Uzbekistan, Afghanistan, Iran and Turkey to a conference in Dushanbe to discuss cultural rights.
Munzi Babadjanova also presented the following examples of good practices that are co-operative projects with Uzbekistan:

· the International Festival of Music, with both countries as host and organisers

· the Common Calendar of Events

· The Cultural Kaleidoscope handbook which is based on 15 lectures that form the basis of a training course delivered to project universities that reflect the current situation and the most urgent issues. 
. 

Kyrgyzstan 
(Ref: Gulnara Musabai
, Adash Toktosunova
)
General:

This report also included business and military organisations that were involved in cultural dialogue in the report. 
The process of cultural dialogue in Kyrgyzstan is driven from the bottom up – there are 14 000 registered NGOs. Kyrgyzstan also has a People’s Assembly, which gives priority to cultural dialogue. It is an advisory organisation with the power to reject constitutional changes - a power which it has exercised in relation to the first draft on constitutional changes to advance intercultural dialogue, on the grounds that the amendment was too weak to protect ethnicity. 
The political situation has destabilised drastically since 2005. 

Both numbers of Christians and Muslims are increasing. There are 1744 Islamic institutions, and 7 Islamic Institutes of Higher Education.
Interesting projects: 
“Humanity at the Crossroads”: research project on the dialogue of cultures between East and West, looking at fundamental philosophies in Central Asia in their meeting with the West. 
Kyrgyzstan houses the headquarters of the artisan trades union, the Central Asian Craft Support Association (CACSA), led by Dinara Chochunbaeva
. CACSA is a trade union for arts and crafts makers that protect the rights of their members (including religious rights!), work politically to remove trade barriers, and attempt to create international markets. They stand truly for cultural diversity and the protection of ethnic heritage. Solidly behind each other, they are engaging with their respective governments on several levels. 

Uzbekistan 
(Ref: Alisher Ikramov
 and Quodir Djuayev
)

Ikramov gave a surprising amount of space to the hard law of the Convention on Cultural Diversity, claiming that Uzbekistan has adapted its educational system to meet the demands of the convention, which it has tried to meet in the following ways: 
· all school text books are published in 11 languages, and all sold at the same price which means that the government is heavily sponsoring text books of minority languages. 
· One defined aim of the school programme is that each child becomes fluent in at least 3 languages. 
· The schools have special instructions to promote the values of regional cultures and indigenous knowledge, and tolerance has been “positively introduced” into the education system. 
· More than 1000 teachers have enrolled in vocational training courses in intercultural dialogue. 
· 31 educational institutions have become UNESCO schools.
· At the university level there are 3 chairs for intercultural dialogue. 
· There are also Adult Education Centres and Community Centres that focus on intercultural dialogue in addition to Intercultural Centres.
· The Uzbekistan government has created a National Cultural Centre and a Public Youth Movement (can a movement be created by a government??) for the promotion of intercultural dialogue, with branches in each town and city so that more than half the country is covered.  
· There are 12 official TV channels, but he noted wryly that “chat language” was probably more effective in reaching the younger generation.
· Multilanguage computer software and books has become a focal area for development

· A multi-religious congress will be organised to propose practical steps to teach religion in ways that promote intercultural awareness. 
Specific points of interest:

This is a potpourri of interesting facts and observations, in no particular order! 

Absences: 

· Turkmenistan was totally absent from the conference. The country is very isolated. It appears that Mongolia and China are easier to network with than Turkmenistan – many of the projects described involved these countries. From both CACSA and SOROS Foundation, however, came an appeal to attempt to reach colleagues in Turkmenistan “because they are ready to act”. 
Impressive people and organisations: 
There were several people and organisations that made a strong impression.

· The Institute of Oriental Studies Kazakhstan is quite an activist organisation, with an impressive and charming director, Meruert Abusseitova
. 
· Gulmira Bilyalova
, Chair of Philosophy and methodology Kazakh National Pedagogical University in Kazakhstan, creator and director of the courses for human science under the University programme on Cultural Pluralism. 
· Restorers without borders, Tajikistan, lead by the young and dynamic Georgi Mamedov
, with literally hundreds of projects promoting the concept of intercultural dialogue through common heritage projects across borders in Central Asia. 

· Central Asian Craft Support Association (CACSA), led by Dinara Chochunbaeva. CACSA an its work is described briefly under the Kyrgyzstan country report. 
Results:

The final session on recommendations was a very difficult session and the result was not as UNESCO would have wished, see Attachment 4, Recommendations. 

On all topics, the delegates from three of the countries Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan seemed in agreement as to the way forward, were encouraging and full of praise for each other’s projects, and were curious and open for new methods and practices introduced by their Western colleagues.  
The SG of the Uzbekistan UNESCO Commission, however, repeatedly questioned the proceedings, disallowed expressed criticism of governmental policies, and used the veto right of the individual under consensus building on the final day to great effect. Particularly sensitive was any mention of religion or interreligious dialogue, or any attempt to welcome tools or methods developed outside of Central Asia. The Uzbekistan delegate alone was also negative to the “Central Asian Cultural Portal for Cooperation and Dialogue”: a website for exchange of inter-cultural best practices for Central Asian Countries, including Mongolia and Singkiang province in Southern China, and to the “Common History” project, involving the same countries.

Requests involving Oslo Coalition:

The presentation of the two tools: “Facilitating Freedom of Religion and Belief: a Deskbook” and “www.educationforpeace.no, a website resource for teachers and workshop facilitators” resulted in 

1) 15 orders for the Deskbook (which will be sent free of charge through the Paris UNESCO Diplomatic Pouch), and 

2) a request from Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan for the website to be made available in Russian
3) Several wishes for further cooperation. 

See final recommendations.  

Roundtable Part 2: Workshop with UNESCO Chairs on Interreligious Dialogue for Intercultural Understanding

25 participants were present. These included the UNESCO chairs and partner organisations. The programme consisted of a presentation of the participants programmes related to religious dialogue, followed by a discussion on the way forward. 

The role of UNESCO Chairs 

(Martin Hauser
)
UNESCO sees religion only in the context of intercultural dialogue. There are 15 chairs
 in the network on Inter-religious dialogue for intercultural understanding. We lack chairs in many of the weaker countries, and forums are nearly always over-weighted with Europeans. We need to find ways to support and cooperate with the chairs that are in difficult situations. We can use the website better, improve routines for keeping in touch and organise meetings with their counterparts in higher education to give them a support network. 

UNESCO chairholders can be seen to have more relevance if they are seen to engage in local problems – e.g. the UNESCO chairholder in Sydney was called upon to mediate during the riots there. 
The Institute of Oriental Studies in Kazakhstan 

(Ref: Professor Meruert Abusseitova
)

The Institute of Oriental Studies carries out professional analyses of the development of cultures, including the religious perspective and research in human sciences, with particular emphasis on joint projects.  Much of the research is aimed at developing materials for schools, e.g. the tenth grade course on History and Culture of Indigenous Groups in Kazakhstan. The material for the course describes not only the culture, but also the deportations that brought these people to Kazakhstan in the 1930s-50s, and emphasises that Kazaks opened their lands and have been living in peace with them.

With this regional project as a starting pint, the Institute is leading the larger project to create a consensus around a common history for the Central Asian region together with similar organisations in the other Central Asian countries. At present this includes Kazakhstan, Kyrgizstan, Tadjikistan and Usbekistan, but there is hope of including Turkmenistan, Mongolia and Sinkiang province in China. The Soviet versions of history were obviously a sore point, and important for these emerging countries. 
The Institute runs training programmes and training seminars for increasing the quality of teachers and lecturers in Kazakhstan, a programme which they hope to share with other Central Asian countries. The hope behind this is that knowledge about cultures will form a background for releasing social tension, and its aim is to help institutions of education to foster in each student a spiritually developed person, who is not prone to conflicts.

The Institute is also responsible for the arrangement of the 3rd Forum of World Religions to take place in Astana in September, entitled Inter-religious dialogue in the context of the East-West Dialogue”.

The Institute is open to the creation of international projects, working with scholars from abroad, and runs a database for researchers on an international level. 

Comments on the presentation:

Comment 1: The speaker deplored the one-sided exploration and explanation of history from Russian sources, and feels that Kazakhstan belongs historically to a Euro-Asian context, and that East-West dialogue is as important as the internal dialogue. In this she is particularly referring to Turkic and Persian literature, but also sees Chinese sources as important. 
Comment 2: The speaker from Kyrgyzstan emphasised the importance of overcoming the fact that Central Asia became merely a cultural museum during the Soviet Union. A common history project must be led by all the Central Asian countries together, and not have the stamp of Kazakhstan on it. It is imperative to focus on facts that unite rather than those that split. Lack of respect for another culture is the absence of culture.  

Kazakh National Pedagogical University
(ref: Gulmira Bilyalova
)
Among other good initiatives, the University has developed a course on Cultural Pluralism. This is a masters degree level training course that goes over two years and contains, among others, the following modules: personality and society, the nature of a human being, the search for social justice, music and artistic culture, psychology, ethnic identity and philosophical interpretation. The course also contains training for trainers, and uses both the showing and the creating of films as stimulation to reflection. The course is under continuous evaluation of a multi-professional team, including specialists on educational methods.

At present the course is being run at 10 universities in Tajikistan, 9 in Kyrgyzstan and 5 in Kazakhstan. UNESCO now wishes to include these modules in the training programmes of UNESCO schools and universities. 

The University also runs a course on inter-religious understanding. The greatest difficulty for the University in the beginning was that among the grass root religions there were no specialists in communication, research or teaching. The creation of a UNESCO chair at the University was “absolutely necessary and very timely”.  “Particularly starting up the modules for the philosophy and sociology of religion was difficult. The Moscow standard for a Master’s course was 500 hours. We had no specialists and no literature, but now we have overcome this problem.”  The University has now its full quota with lecturers that are themselves training lawyers and sociologists in order to reach out to all parts of the country.

The University organised the Bishkek International Round Table on Inter-religious Dialogue in 2004, and has also organised the following round tables:

· Wahibism: Political Trend or Religious Movement?

· Islam and Human Rights

· Christianity 2000, Christian-Islam Relations on Tolerance

· Regional Religions and Challenges

· Terrorism and its Origins, a Conflict of Conscience (this round table was televised, and broadcast in episodes over a period of 6 months!)

· Christianity and the International Community: is Christianity the background of the future democratic state?

· The Creation and Creatures of War

· The Role of Greek Civilisation in the Development of International Culture 

· The Arabic and Islamic Civilisations on the Eve of the 21st Century

· How can the Arab World Contribute to Peace?

· The relationship between the Slavic and Turkic Cultures

The University has also produced a text book of history of the region, noting that Soviet text books never included ethnology. 

The Russian-Tajik-Slavonic University in Tajikistan, 
Faculty of Psychology-Pedagogical Disciplines and Cultural Sciences
(ref: Professor Mavzhyuda Yuldasheva
)
The Faculty has engaged in the search for new methodology after the death of Marxism. 

They are looking at all perspectives of Inter-religious dialogue, including:

· Psychological

· Social

· Educational

The Faculty also has research projects on cultural politics, religion, international relations and international community including the business community. The Faculty receives funding from the government for research in these topics, and has cooperated a great deal with Turkey that has given particular attention to research on Central Asia. 

The Faculty has been a resource for the several Institutions of Peace and Tolerance that have been established. 

Note: In this study I have not reported the projects and presentations given by the Western European and American chairs and partners. 

Roundtable Conclusions:

1) There should be more mobility between the various universities and institutions of Central Asia with Interreligious dialogue in their portfolio and those of the West (eg. Degree in Intercultural and Interreligious Dialogue in Oregon, or Interreligious Communication at the UNESCO Centre in Catalonia or the Post Grad Diploma in dialogue at Hamburg). One possibility could be arrange 6-months experience for these students in exchange programmes. Martin Hauser will be responsible for looking into this and trying to bring it forward.
2) The Central Asian Chairs need to help each other with training materials, build a common database of lecturers and establish an electronic network. Meruert Abusseitova was elected to be responsible for building this network.

4) The UNESCO Roundtable in Moscow on Methodology in September will be an important event and we must try to get financing to ensure that the Central Asian chair holders will be able to be present. Everybody was encouraged to fund raise*!
(*Note: later the Oslo Coalition decided to sponsor the travel costs and hotels of the 4 Central Asian UNESCO chair holders)

� Coordinator of the CA Cultural Women Network, Women Intellectual Union  (NGO) ,  


 Professor, Faculty of Journalism, Al-Farabi Kazakh National University


� General Director of the Republic Fond of the Different Nations of Kazakhstan


� Sec. Gen. of the UNESCO National Commission, Tajikistan


� Founder and Director of Restorers Without Borders


� Director of the Public Association Arts and Culture Centre


� Director of NGO conflict Prevention Centre, and researcher/lecture at the Diplomatic Academy of the MFA of Kirgyz Republic


� Founder and president of CACSA


� Sec. Gen of the UNESCO National Commission, Uzbekistan


� Director of Programmes, Inst. For Civil Society Studies of Uzbekistan


� Director, Institute of Oriental Studies;   Chairholder, UNESCO Chair in Sciences and Spirituality


� The Resource Center of Aga-Khan Humanities Project for Central Asia, Kazakh State University named after Abai  


� Project Coordinator and Director, Restorers without Borders, Tajikistan


� UNESCO Chair on Interreligious Dialogue, University of Bucharest, Romania. 


� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.intercultural.org" ��http://www.intercultural.org� 


� Director, Institute of Oriental Studies; Chairholder, UNESCO Chair in Sciences and Spirituality


� Chair of Philosophy and methodology, Kazkakh National Pedagogical University


� Head of Faculty of Psychology-Pedagogical Disciplines and Cultural Sciences, Russian-Tajik-Slavonic University in Tajikistan, Professor at International Academy of Social-pedagogical sciences, Russia. 





