Welcome statement by

Ms Elisabeth Walaas, Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, Norway

At the International Conference “Where Peace Begins: The Pivotal Role of Education for Lasting Peace” 

White Hall, Parliament of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Sarajevo

12 March 2009 

Excellencies, distinguished guests, dear friends,

Save the Children has a clear vision of how to build peace. Its global programme Rewrite the future states that ”Peace begins in the minds of children”. The challenge, it continues, is to “make sure children receive the quality education that will help them build peace”. 

Education provides skills and knowledge. By promoting critical and independent thinking, it is a counterweight to manipulation and propaganda. It is a key to economic and social development of a society.  

There is no doubt; education shapes the minds of children. And children grow up to become decision-makers. Quality education is characterised by inclusion, safety, non-bias and accountability. It makes a positive, transformative contribution to conflict-affected societies. Quality education provides a platform from which other Millennium Development Goals can be achieved, and promotes peace and development in a broader sense. 

Quality education is a key measure of a government’s commitment to meet the needs of its citizens. Both parents and children understand the advantage of supporting a government that is a reliable provider of essential services. Education provides hope. It provides an alternative to conflict. In an insecure environment, quality education provides safety and predictability.

All this is true. However, we also know that education has the potential to create tension and divide. Teachers have a powerful position. When education is characterised by segregation, insecurity, bias and corruption, it also corrupts the minds of children. As a role model, a teacher has tremendous influence. However, curricula, textbooks and educational policies can all be turned into platforms for propaganda. Education can be used to serve a political strategy with biases towards language, ethnicity, religion or history. Because it shapes identity, education is a powerful tool.

We know that prejudice and discrimination take place in classrooms around the world. Children are being abused in schools that are supposed to provide security and inclusion. This must be prevented. Teachers have the potential to be important peace-builders in their daily face-to-face meeting with the children. Quality education tears down prejudice and builds understanding for diversity.

How do we, as third parties, make sure that countries emerging from conflict give priority to providing quality education? We know that the likelihood of children living in fragile states going to school is much lower than of those living in other developing countries. 

A peace process that includes peace talks provides a rare opportunity to ensure agreement on a common and sustainable education system. Education is mentioned in many peace agreements. However, it is the implementation of the provisions in the peace agreements that counts. 

Since this conference is taking place in Bosnia and Herzegovina, it is natural to look at how this country is dealing with the issue in a post-conflict period. The Dayton Peace Agreement makes few references to education. However, the complex governing structures set out in the Agreement make the provision of quality education difficult. There is a limited national mandate and the system is highly decentralised: 

· 13 Ministries of Education; 

· Two at Entity level, one in each of the 10 Cantons of the Federation and one in the District of Brcko; 

· In addition the national Ministry of Civil Affairs has a division with an education mandate. 

In practical terms, education policies are based on the ethnic distribution of the country’s population. There are examples of multiethnic education. However, many children in the Federation attend schools that are organised according to the principle of “two schools under one roof”.  Pupils that belong to different ethnic groups attend the same school, but at different times. Although it is not official policy, in Republika Srpska many children in practice attend mono-ethnic schools. The challenge with such a policy is that if children from different ethnic groups don’t even meet in school, how can reconciliation and peace be built through education? If children are kept apart, how can further ethnic segregation be prevented?

In the period immediately after the signing of a peace agreement, the expectations of the civilian population are high. At the same time, the government will face challenges at all levels, having to rebuild state structures and provide the population with basic services. It is in this period schools should serve as a model for reconciliation, paving the way for reintegration, and for wider conflict transformation. They should be secure, unbiased, inclusive and transparent, thus promoting reconciliation and helping to prevent the recurrence of conflict. Sustainable peace has to be built every single day, and here education plays a vital role. 

So how can we ensure that the potential of education is utilised to build sustainable peace? As politicians and donors, we should first of all make sure that education is kept high on the agenda in peace negotiations. Once an agreement is reached, we should respond quickly to ensure that education is a priority area in the implementation period. Norway will continue to advocate this approach. 

At the UN General Assembly in December last year, Norway facilitated agreement among the members to secure the right to education as an integral part of humanitarian assistance. Norway and Bosnia and Herzegovina, together with Benin, Costa Rica, Nicaragua and Qatar, have been advocates of the thematic debate of the UN General Assembly on education in humanitarian disasters that will take place 18 March 2009. 

Despite significant progress, 72 million children are not in school today. 37 million of these children live in conflict-affected countries. Unless we focus more attention on this issue and increase our support for education in these countries, the world will not reach the Millennium Development Goals goal on education for all by 2015. I believe it is about time that education also becomes a political issue, high on the development aid agenda.

Save the Children’s global education campaign Rewrite the Future reaches out to more than 8 million children. The Norwegian Government is the largest single donor to Save the Children’s efforts to provide education for children in countries affected by conflict.

We support Rewrite the Future and today’s conference because education is a prerequisite for all other development. This includes reducing the risk of war and conflict, creating economic growth and adjusting to climate change. Education is vital to further developing health services, basic rights, equality and democracy. Access to education is a human right. 

Today’s conference Where Peace Begins is an important step forward in putting education higher on the agenda of peace processes and in rewriting our future. I wish you all success with the conference. Let us not forget that “Peace begins in the minds of children”.

Thank you for your attention.

