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Ladies and gentlemen,

‘Driven by diversity’. Living, achieving and working with diversity are some of the
key themes of this gathering and they in fact go back to the very beginnings of
your organization 58 years ago. Plus ¢a change, plus ca reste le mémel.. as the
expression goes. Judging by the list of participants, you embody diversity and
after this conference you’ll hopefully have an even better indication if you
managed to live, achieve and work together effectively or not. That said, | will
challenge you later on whether or not you are as diverse a group as you think

you are.

To make diversity work, to allow it to question preconceived notions and to foster
creativity and learning requires a genuine interest and understanding of the
‘other’; of what is different. We should celebrate diversity, but do so as part of a

two-way process.

| am delighted to be here today to talk to you about an important issue that even
in a diverse gathering like yours - of differing cultures, backgrounds, gender and

strengths — may not be self evident for you.

I'll have to disappoint you, if you expected this opening speech to cover the many
aspects of the complex theme of diversity. What | want to do — as specifically
asked by the organizers of this year’'s President’s meeting - is to cover what |
believe is one of the most important preconditions for any steady, sound and
healthy society: literacy. In the context of diversity, | would like you to try and
understand and indeed feel what it means to be illiterate for the individual and for



society as a whole. Why we should all care about literacy. Why we cannot take it
for granted anywhere in the world - north, south, east, west.

To give you a bit of context: this handicap is faced by an estimated 900 million
people worldwide. That’s one out of every five adults who cannot, at least not
sufficiently, read or write... A staggering and yes, a worrisome number. In this
country alone, there are 1.5 million adults — about 10 percent - who cannot read
and write sufficiently to function fully independently in society. You may be even
more surprised to hear that the vast majority of them were born and bred in the
Netherlands — although that said, it is an unacceptable situation regardless of
who is affected by it. Other developed countries face a similar and in some cases
even worse situations; in developing nations, percentages are often even higher.
We often believe it to be a problem of past generations and the elderly, but it is
not. Far from it. The situation among the children is no better, which arguably has

an even worse impact for the future of our societies.

| don’t want to burden you at such a festive global gathering with the statistics
and the underlying problems and possible solutions. | would however like to go
through four fundamental values that are closely intertwined with literacy —
intertwined with a society where everyone is able to use language as a key to
happiness, to work, to information and to our fellow man. In many ways, they are
also closely connected to diversity. Perhaps most of all, | hope that these values
find a resonance with you — all talented individuals eager and no doubt able to
play leadership roles in tomorrow’s societies. These values are: self-esteem,

well-being, competence and democracy.
First, self-esteem. Not being able to read and write undermines self-esteem; and

lack of self-esteem is a barrier to quality of life, self-fulfilment and in fact

progress for the individual and society.
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Most of us here today are fortunate enough to have been given a first chance in
life — with education playing a central role. Now imagine that you are a woman or
a man of let's say 50 years old. You did go to school, but had problems keeping
up with your peers. When you got married, you knew you had trouble reading
and writing, but managed to hide it, even from your spouse. You had to limit your
job search to jobs where reading and writing skills weren’t needed. You then had
children. When they were young, you read books to them by making up the story
to match the drawings. This all worked fine until the children got older and told
you that you are not actually reading the story in the book... In the meantime,
your company merged, your job description changed and now does include
reading and writing... an unsustainable situation! Imagine how you’d feel. What

it would do to your self-esteem...

This is not a fabricated story — the essence of the story is the reality for so many
adults — and if we’re not careful for a growing number of young people who are
not able to write sufficiently to function fully independently in society. Young
people who are not stupid at all... but young people who are not getting, or
taking, that first chance.

On the up-side, education helps contribute to a feeling of self-respect and
confidence. So many people have told me about how the light went on at the end
of the tunnel, once they had learnt how to read and write. About how they felt
free, facing a new world with self-confidence. We need to break the vicious circle
for those needing education most but not seeking it because they lack the self-
confidence to do so. Education boosts self-esteem. And everyone deserves

access to education.

A second important value is well-being. Well-being relates to the quality of life
experienced by people. It typically depends on a range of factors such as basic
health, the quality of relationships, intellectual fulfillment and emotional

satisfaction.
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If you really want to understand the issue of illiteracy, listen to the impressive life
stories of people who are or have been illiterate, to whatever degree. They talk
about their intense feelings of shame, about feeling socially isolated and about
the excuses and lies they came up with to hide their handicap. Imagine the stress

this brings about....

They may also tell you about the long, difficult road towards admitting to their
problem, about taking the step to go back to school to learn reading and writing,
and their amazing perseverance. Knowing how to read and write is intricately
linked with communication — and thus with a sense of well-being and being able
to fully develop oneself, to maintain relations with your surroundings and to gain
additional skills.

Thirdly, competence. In the debate about the knowledge-based economy — here
in Europe I'm sure you’ve all heard about the Lisbon objectives - we tend to focus
on topics such as university education, innovation, technology and research. But
in our understandable drive towards growth and progress, we often forget that
the knowledge-based economy also includes those who lack the necessary
reading and writing skills. Their situation is aggravated by the fact that our
society now requires additional skills to function effectively, think about e-skills for
example. As society leaps ahead, there is a distinct danger that those who lack
the basic skills are being left behind, with serious implications for the individuals

themselves and for our social cohesion and economic development.

The knowledge-based economy that Europe intends to become will be built on
shaky foundations if only the upper echelons of society are able to participate.
Equally, businesses should invest in all employees, not only for altruistic motives,

but out of enlightened self-interest.
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The last component is democracy. Democracy describes a philosophy that
insists on the right and the capacity of a people, acting either directly or through
representatives, to express their opinions and to control their institutions. It

places a high value on the quality and equality of individuals.

Being able to read, write and compute are building blocks to enable you to
absorb, grasp and actively use information independently. It enables you to
know the law, to understand your rights and obligations as citizens. In
knowledge and information-driven societies such as the ones we live in, literacy
is a precondition for truly participating in democracy and making full use of its
benefits. We should not, and unfortunately cannot, take democracy for granted.
Equally, we cannot take literacy for granted. Literacy is a basic human right.

To conclude. Living in diversity also means accepting and dealing with people
who are at risk of being marginalised due to a lack of skills. However diverse you
are in this audience today, you do share a high level of education, which allows
you to communicate in a more or less common language which reaches out
across borders, cultures, genders and social class. These shared educational
levels enable you to live diversity in its entire beauty. And yet this common
language simplifies how you live diversity. It is a privileged situation to be in —

I’'m sure you all know this.
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The ability to communicate and learn is also strongly enhanced by a sense of
belonging and knowing who you are, and what you are worth, regardless of
where you come from. Self-esteem, wellbeing and competence give you a
favourable predisposition to profit from diversity to actively participate in all
segments of society. This in turn will support the vibrancy, elasticity and
dynamism of societal development. But as | tried to point out today, this is not
self-evident and often even lacking, where individuals find themselves excluded
and marginalised.

| hope that in one way or another you will be inspired to consider what this
means; how the values of self-esteem, well-being, competence and indeed
democracy resonate in your own lives and of those around you. Maybe when you
will come to occupy positions of leadership — in business, politics, the medical
world, academia, civil society.... you will realize that literacy is everyone’s
business; that our — and your - success depends on the ability to enlighten
people by giving them the tools to become equal participants in this world of
diversity.

Diversity seems the one true thing we all have in common. Let’s celebrate it with
respect and fill the gaps and build bridges where we need to.

Wishing you an inspired and action-packed AIESEC Presidents’ meeting 2006.
Thank you.
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