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“Culture within multicultural cities – Agenda 21 for culture”


UCLG’s second world congress took place in Jeju on 28th October – 1st November 2007. The congress proved the growing importance of cultural affairs in the international agenda. Issues related to intercultural dialogue, cultural diversity, local development and cultural policies appeared in several plenary and parallel sessions. 

The parallel session “Culture within multicultural cities – Agenda 21 for culture” took place on Tuesday 30 October, from 16:00 to 17:30. The session was prepared to “rethink the role of culture in local governance”: many cities consider culture is an emerging topic in local policies for development, which are usually based on the virtuous triangle of sustainability (economic growth, social inclusion, environmental balance), but that are “squared” by culture, which brings values (creativity, critical knowledge, memory, rituality...) that are crucial for democracy and citizenship. At a global level, international organisations have launched important initiatives related to culture, including UNESCO’s Convention on Cultural Diversity (2005), the Alliance of Civilisations (2006), and the European Year of Intercultural Dialogue (2008).
The session was chaired by the president of UCLG’s committee on culture, Mr Jordi Martí, Councillor for culture of Barcelona City Council. The session enjoyed the very interesting speeches of Mr Habib Aoude, Deputy Mayor of Zouk Mikael, Lebanon; Ms Asma Chaabi, Mayor of Essaouira, Morocco; Ms Chen Feng, Deputy Secretary General, Dongsi Sub-District, Dongcheng District, Beijing, People’s Republic of China; Ms Madeleine Sjöstedt, Deputy Mayor for Culture and Sports of Stockholm, Sweden, and Ms Catherine Cullen, Deputy Mayor for Culture, Lille, France.

A written message from Ms Françoise Rivière, Assistant Director General for Culture of UNESCO, was read at the beginning of the session. Ms Rivière’s message stated “[t]he past few months have witnessed a strengthening of ties between the United Cities and Local Governments and UNESCO in several key areas, especially regarding cultural matters. We have noted with great interest your landmark Agenda 21 for Culture and are pleased that the Cooperation Agreement between UCGL and UNESCO, signed on 21 May 2007, is largely devoted to culture”. Ms Rivière noted “with much satisfaction that our organisations have successfully worked together on a number of activities”: the report on ‘Local Policies for Cultural Diversity’, the World Book Capital City initiative, the Creative Cities Network, and the preparation of the Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions. Ms Rivière expressed her “gratitude for all that our two organisations have achieved together and look forward to pursuing our fruitful partnership in the years to come”.

Mr Jordi Martí started his presentation by thanking all members of UCLG’s Working Group on culture 2005-2007, and especially the vice-presidents of Buenos Aires and Stockholm, for their strong commitment and successful results in disseminating and implementing the Agenda 21 for culture. Mr Martí declared Agenda 21 for culture had become a solid contribution of cities to global cultural governance: (a) strategic relations with the main networks of cities, local governments and civil society, have been created, (b) around 225 cities, local governments and organisations from all over the world are connected to the initiative, (c) a specific multilingual website (http://www.agenda21culture.net), a corporate identity and translations to 9 languages are available, (d) the report “Local policies for cultural diversity” commissioned by UNESCO and delivered in September 2006, (e) strategic relations have been created with UNESCO’s Culture Sector, the European Union (Commission) and the Direction for Culture of the Council of Europe, and (f) the feasibility of a joint celebration by cities each 21 May, World Day for Cultural Diversity, from 2008 onwards, has being explored. Mr Martí also detailed some initiatives the City Council of Barcelona has engaged in order to implement locally the Agenda 21 for culture, namely, a new local cultural strategy and a new Council on Culture, passed by the municipal plenary in December 2006, whose main aims are cultural citizenship and connectivity.

Mr Habib Aoude, Deputy Mayor of Zouk Mikael, Lebanon, gave a speech on “bearing multiculture in an area of war” (assumer la multiculture en zone de guerre). He emphasised the difficulties of a municipality that has received large numbers of new inhabitants from several Lebanese regions during the war. Mr Aoude explained that the organisation of cultural events, the promotion of sport and the creation of welcoming public spaces have been extremely important in order to include the youth. The task is “delicate and arduous”, as cultural differences “do exist”, as well as the need to “promote the culture of the other” in order to surpass the injuries of the war, renew cosmopolitan culture, and foster conviviality.

Ms Asma Chaabi, Mayor of Essaouira, the first female Mayor in an urban city in the history of Morocco, stated that “culture has become an integral segment for local development and a major constituent of globalisation and intercultural communication. (...) Essaouira was the first city in Morocco and North Africa where Agenda 21 project was launched, [and] regardless of the limited financial resources of the municipality, several projects have been launched in order to sustain the local development of the city and contribute to its cultural revitalisation”, in many cases with support from sister cities through decentralised cooperation projects. Ms Chaabi stated that “change was the centre of my vision: I have been and still working on the creation of various economic, social, and cultural projects that all seek to build a more developed Essaouira with better infrastructures, better human resources, more employment and more long term programmes.”

The speech of Ms Chen Feng, Deputy Secretary General, Dongsi Sub-District, Dongcheng District, Beijing, People’s Republic of China, focused on the relation between the Olympic Games (2008) and the local development of Dongsi and Dongcheng. Ms Feng declared the preparation of the Olympic Games takes place in a context of a growing number of inhabitants in the sub-district; thus, the process of transformation seeks to match infrastructure (not only sports, but also cultural and social) with the services the new inhabitants require. Ms Feng emphasised that all the transformation takes into account the environmental issues.

The title of the presentation given by Ms Madeleine Sjöstedt, Deputy Mayor for Culture and Sports of Stockholm, Sweden, was “culture as a tool for tolerance”. Ms Sjöstedt declared that one main threat to the development of major cities in the world is exclusion and the democratic deficit amongst large groups in society. She stated that an active cultural policy was needed in order to create freedom, that is, in order to give all inhabitants the possibility to use their right to expression, speech and information. In the long run, Ms Sjöstedt asserted, an active cultural policy will show to be the way to prosperity and growth in an inclusive manner. Ms Sjöstedt also affirmed the importance of international standard-setting instruments, such as Agenda 21 for culture, and international fora, such as UCLG and its committee on culture.
Ms Catherine Cullen, Deputy Mayor for Culture, Lille, France, could not participate in the parallel session; her message to the world congress of UCLG was clearly heard: “for us, culture is today a central element of urban policies, a key dimension of our development”. The speech of Ms Cullen explained how Lille was one of the very first towns in France to have adopted the environmental Agenda 21 in 2000, and the Agenda 21 for culture in January 2005, and thus engaging to make culture a stake of democracy and citizenship. The success of the European Capital of Culture in 2004, and its continuation through cultural policies and programmes (as Lille 3000) become very concrete examples of how a city can connect democracy and citizenship with its urban strategy.

After the speeches, a debate with the audience took place. Ms Angela Spizig, Councillor of culture, City Council of Cologne, Germany, explained the importance to connect the global process of Agenda 21 for culture with continental networks, such as les Rencontres or Interlocal. Mr Hélder Ossemane, Head of Communication, Maputo Municipal Council, Mozambique, congratulated the speakers and asked UCLG to offer more strength and visibility to the Agenda 21 for culture process, still largely unknown but considered a unique tool for local governments to upgrade the role of culture in local development; Mr Ossemane also suggested international cooperation programmes to push through cultural projects. Mr Osman Baydemir, Mayor's Advisor on Culture, Diyarbakir Metropolitan Municipality, Turkey, declared that protecting and promoting cultural diversity at a local level is now connected to human rights (Unesco Convention on Cultural Diversity, Agenda 21 for culture), and proposed cities, regions and states to align their policies with these settings; Mr Baydemir asked for solidarity with the mayors and municipalities who are under threat because of their cultural activities or just cultures, as the recent case of using Kurdish language in public services in Diyarbakir, being this one a sad example of a range of situations that still hapen in many parts of the world.
Mr Jordi Martí summarised the session as follows:

1. Cities are growing in diversity due to migration, new technologies… but diversity has always been constitutive of culture; it is a fact: cultural diversity is richness. Cities and local governments need to adopt a solid cultural policy, which achieves for local development the same consideration than economic, social and environmental issues; culture can be seen as the fourth pillar of sustainable development.

2. All human rights are interconnected and are interdependent: freedom of expression, freedom of communication, use of language, right to education, are connected to the “right to participate in cultural life” (article 27 of Universal Declaration of Human Rights). Agenda 21 for culture makes very clear statements in this sense. It was suggested that UCLG emphasises the connection between culture and human rights.

3. Programmes and projects on decentralised cooperation and city diplomacy are increasingly focusing on cultural issues, but this is not yet mainstreamed. It was suggested that international and national donors include specific “culture and development” windows in their programmes for decentralised cooperation and city diplomacy, and that a collection of existing (successful) programmes was needed.

4. Agenda 21 for culture is seen as a useful document for local cultural policy-making, but this document is still largely unknown; it seems there are not enough means to disseminate its contents. It was suggested to reinforce the role of UCLG’s Committee on culture so that Agenda 21 for culture is better disseminated, through websites, bulletin and other publications.

5. The growing relevance of cultural issues in the international agenda needs to be taken on board by UCLG. Culture needs to become one of the Strategic Priorities of UCLG for 2007-2010.* An Executive Bureau or a World Council could be specifically dedicated to these topics. The next World Congress** could dedicate a plenary session to cultural issues. This everybody to engage in a serious campaign of advocacy.***

Mr Jordi Martí congratulated speakers and audience, and closed the parallel session.

* UCLG’s World Council of 31st October 2007 approved UCLG’s Strategic Priorities for 2007-2010. This document included this paragraph: Culture is one of the crucial aspects of globalisation, especially with regard to cultural diversity, intercultural dialogue and creativity. The Agenda 21 for culture, reference document of UCLG for activities related to cultural issues since 2004, has become the main contribution of cities to global cultural governance both because of its innovative character and its relevance in multilateral cooperation mechanisms. With its renewed commitment to the Agenda 21 of culture, UCLG will enhance in 2007-2010 its leadership in this area and develop its capacity as a forum for exchange, action and excellence on local cultural development”.
** UCLG’s World Council of 31st October 2007 agreed the third UCLG’s World Congress (2010) would take in Santiago de Chile.

*** UCLG’s World Council of 31st October 2007 created its Committee on culture, with this main aim: To promote the role of culture as a central dimension of local policies, fostering the relation between culture and sustainable development and the processes of intercultural dialogue, through the international dissemination and local implementation of Agenda 21 for culture.
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