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Once again, we are gathered together for an international conference. Yet another 
one, you might well say. How many have there been since the end of the Cold War? 
How many times have States come together to reflect on the major questions of our 
time, and to discuss international relations and the issues which unite or divide them 
on the eve of the second millennium, when every word, every decision weighs so 
heavily in the balance?

First there was Vienna, then Geneva, then Cairo. Later on there was the world 
summit in Copenhagen and the Beijing Conference. More recently there was 
Vienna, again. At each gathering the matters discussed were crucial: human rights, 
the protection of war victims, development and population growth, economic and 
social rights, women's rights, prohibitions and restrictions on certain conventional 
weapons. Each time the core issue was the same: the future of humankind. A future 
fraught with questions to which there are no ready answers, a future filled with 
promise yet overshadowed by uncertainty, inequality, injustice, economic and 
cultural disputes and armed conflict.

The international community, divided for decades by the Cold War, must now find 
new bearings and strike a new balance. This is a complex task in an increasingly 
tight-knit world, where communication is instantaneous, where abject poverty exists 
side by side with opulence, where the individual interests of States collide, as 
witnessed daily, with the common interests of all humanity. It is of course impossible 
to shake off overnight, in one miraculous burst, a long heritage of fierce 
intransigence and mutual distrust. However, it is not enough merely to wish for the 
peace we have dreamt of for so long. Peace must be painstakingly built and rebuilt, 
day after day, in a world where people can live in harmony. All those who, like 
ourselves, are striving to make this possible know that to achieve peaceful 
coexistence - and thereby a new world order - we must change people's hearts and 
minds. We must foster the cultural differences that make up the rich heritage of 
mankind, without jeopardizing each nation's right to ensure the security and welfare 
of its citizens. We must also, in a spirit of solidarity, eradicate virulent nationalism,

violent fanaticism and blind selfishness, which inevitably breed exclusion, 
xenophobia, racism and, ultimately, war. Peaceful coexistence is our key to the only 
future possible.

All the international conferences that have taken place since 1989 have 
endeavoured to find universal values that can transcend individual interests and 
differences of opinion and enable all men and women, living together on the same 
planet, to express their individual identities and to achieve self-fulfilment in a climate 
of mutual respect and understanding of their common humanity. However, as all can 
see, our ability to live together is especially threatened today by hatred which is 
steadily gaining ground, bringing in its wake a plethora of conflicts and a new wave 
of barbarity.

What must we do, all of us who are gathered here today? What can we do? This 
Conference is certainly the right place to address humanity's most urgent priority, 
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which is to contain the current surge of violence and prevent and alleviate the 
suffering of the victims by restoring greater respect for human rights and for 
international humanitarian law.

Our Conference has a unique dimension and an indispensable role to play. Created 
more than a century ago, it was the cradle of humanitarian law; it gave the 
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement its strength and its raison 
d'etre; it also enabled the Movement to affirm its cohesion in the very midst of 
diversity by uniting so many different National Societies around the common 
principles of humanity, impartiality and independence. Through the resolutions it 
has adopted, the Conference has gradually fostered the emergence of a universal 
humanitarian conscience whose demands no one, especially today, can deny. 
Lastly, by bringing together the States party to the Geneva Conventions and the 
components of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, our 
Conference is also the incarnation of a modern concept of the international 
community, in which civil society can make its voice heard. Indeed, through the

ICRC, the National Societies and their Federation, it is the victims of conflicts, 
natural disasters, social injustice and exclusion who speak out and address the 
States. In these troubled and violent times, it is our responsibility, and it is indeed a 
solemn one, to ensure that this dialogue is productive, for the sake of all the victims. 
In this forum, therefore, we must rise as one above our quarrels, political disputes 
and selfish interests, summon up the resolve and find the means to ensure that the 
notions of compassion, tolerance and respect for the individual, which are at the 
very heart of international humanitarian law, are upheld even in times of conflict.

I am deeply convinced that to deny our fellow human beings the right to exist is 
tantamount to denying our own humanity. On the strength of that conviction, which I 
am confident you share, what I should like us to do here is simply to prepare the 
ground for a new contract of humanity, one for which each of us feels personally and 
fully responsible. And I should like us to stand by our decisions so that they do not 
ring hollow for all the victims who are counting on us for what they need most: 
acknowledgement and restoration of their human dignity.

It is up to all of us, from this moment on, to demonstrate that a new humanitarian 
mobilization is under way, and that nothing and no one can stop it.


