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for the “Year of Intercultural Dialogue” 2008

Contribution of the Assembly of European Regions (AER)

Veszprem, 21st September 2006
1. About the Assembly of European Regions (AER)

For the past 20 years, the AER has been a key proponent of regional democracy, good governance and subsidiarity. Created in 1985, the Assembly of European Regions (AER) is the political voice of the regions and the key partner for the European and international institutions on every issue of regional competence.

The AER promotes subsidiarity and regional democracy and enables the regions to form the essential link between the European Union and the citizens. It supports the cultural diversity of the regions and translates this diversity into a strength. Through regular contacts and meetings of the AER's 250 member regions from 30 European countries and 12 interregional organisations, the AER is a key contributor to the intercultural dialogue between the regions of Europe. Riccardo Illy, President of Friuli-Venezia Giulia, is the AER President. The AER headquarters are in Strasbourg. 

1. AER Answers to the Questions of the European Commission Consultation on “Intercultural Dialogue”

A) How can one contribute towards identifying, evaluating, developing and exchanging projects, experience and good practice in intercultural dialogue on a European scale? 

Based on its membership of more than 250 members, the AER owns a network of regional authorities and experienced project leaders in a majority of European countries, from in- and outside the European Union. In cooperation with the European regions, the AER would be able to support the European Commission with valuable communication channels to the European regions and their experiences, projects and good practice in intercultural dialogue.

At the core of intercultural dialogue lies the communication between individuals from different cultural backgrounds that stem from the cultural diversity of Europe. When projects on important European issues are supported by the European institutions a top-down approach is insufficient without its completion by a bottom-up approach that takes into account the needs and experiences of European citizens.

Therefore, the European Commission might find it useful to involve European citizens or independent European organisations in the formulation of their strategies for the “Year of Intercultural Dialogue”. This consultation is already an important step, as its opens the preparations to the requirements of transparency for European citizens. The AER hopes sincerely that the principles of transparency and involvement of European citizens will be further upheld by the European Commission.

B) What information and communication initiatives could contribute towards involving all European Union residents, and particularly young people, in the promotion of intercultural dialogue in day‑to‑day life (e.g. schools and other places of education, sporting and cultural activities, the workplace, etc.) and familiarising them with it? 

As EU initiatives often face difficulties to reach down to the European citizens, the European regions with their competencies in the fields of culture, education & training, youth and the media could also ensure the successful transmission of Commission messages directly to European citizens. 

Especially, young people need to be more involved in interregional and international initiatives on the European level in order to become fully aware of their importance as European citizens. The AER currently implements three youth initiatives on a European level:

a) Youth Mainstreaming – to include young people in the structures of the AER in form of a Youth Team;

b) European Youth Ambassadors – started in 2006 at the AER Youth Summer School, this programme gathers almost 100 young activists sent by regions from all over Europe to develop and conduct projects in their home-regions on a variety of topics, among others on European questions. The Scheme created a network of young people all over Europe, who now communicate regularly about the issues that are important in their daily lives. In addition, they act as multipliers – communicating their intercultural experiences to their peers in their regions; and

c) Eurodyssey –an exchange programme between young people from European regions to gain working experiences abroad for a number of months. Their intercultural competencies are supported by language classes as well as their experiences from their daily working life in their host regions.

These three initiatives of the AER contribute significantly to the intercultural dialogue between the youth of European regions, especially since they add a European and intercultural dimensions to the daily lives of European citizens. The AER believes that the experiences drawn from these activities might be valuable for the Commission's preparations for the Year of Intercultural Dialogue.

C) What specific European‑scale initiatives likely to reach, directly or indirectly, as many people in the European Union as possible – and particularly young people – could contribute towards promoting intercultural dialogue?

Initiatives promoting intercultural dialogue should not be limited to the EU-headquarter and European capitals, but must reach out to all regions of Europe and should focus especially on r peripheral and rural regions, which might face particular problems regarding the involvement of their citizens in intercultural dialogue and European initiatives in general. As a consequence, citizens should be encouraged to meet other Europeans in ways that would not occur in their normal daily lives.

Even though through today's new electronic communications much intercultural dialogue between European citizens takes place, travelling is still the best means for the individual to encounter other cultures and to improve the level of intercultural dialogue. Obviously, as tourist programmes only would touch the surface, as many people as possible should be encouraged to experience the daily lives of other European citizens. 

Therefore, the European Commission should consider to emphasize the importance of initiatives that enable European to work and to live outside of their home regions for the furthering of European intercultural dialogue: More specifically, European initiatives should support and facilitate especially young people to learn and work abroad - especially from those European countries that are not part of the Schengen zone or are outside the EU and who suffer from strict visa and work legislation that form obstacles for their travelling to other European countries. 
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