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Summary of Proceedings 

 

Over eighty academics, diplomats, civil society leaders, analysts and NGO activists gathered 

at Hotel Sofitel Europe in Brussels on Tuesday, 14 April 2014. Coming from a wide range of 

backgrounds and opinions, they discussed “Europe and the Islamic World: There is more 

than unites us than divides us”. The meeting was organised jointly by LINKS (Dialogue-

Analysis-Research) and the Islamic Conference Youth Forum for Dialogue and Cooperation 

(ICYF-DC), under the auspices of the United Nations Alliance of Civilizations (UNAOC). 

Opening Session 

 

1) Merabi George Chkhenkeli (LINKS) welcomed participants on behalf of the organisers 

and introduced the title of the conference and speakers at the opening session. 

2) Dennis Sammut (Executive Director, LINKS) welcomed participants to the conference.  

Sammut said it was an honour that UN High Representative, Mr Nassir Al-Nasser was 

present to make the keynote speech, and he thanked ICYF-DC for co-hosting the event, and 

UNAOC for its patronage. 

 

Sammut outlined the role of LINKS, established in 1997, as an organisation that has worked 

to promote the peaceful resolution of conflicts and good governance in the immediate 

neighbourhood of the European Union, working closely with the international community in 

facilitating dialogue and fostering mutual respect, re-enforced by sound analysis and 

extensive and robust research.  

 

He said that LINKS approaches the issue Europe-Islamic relations in the same spirit. For 

dialogue to be constructive, effective, and useful, it must be based on a good understanding 

and analysis of the issues at hand, he said, with a firm grounding in research.  

 

Sammut highlighted the sense of realism that comes with the statement: “there is more that 

unites us than divides us”. Europe and the Islamic World, he said, have differences, and these 

differences are often deep-rooted. Sammut grouped these differences into three categories: 

the reading of the past and the baggage of history; differences on current issues in global 

politics; and thirdly, differences in the way we interpret and implement the values that 

underpin our societies.  

 

He argued that the need to identify what divided us was as important as the need to identify 

those elements that unite us, in order to identify the common ground between us. Sammut 

expressed his hope that the first panel discussion would pick up on some of these issues in 

their contributions.  

 

Unfortunately, the debate on relations between Europe and the Islamic World, Sammut 

argued, is often based on clichés and anecdotal evidence, sometimes on outright lies and 

manipulation of the truth. The age of instant news and social media, he said, had meant that 

even the most bizarre and improbable stories are read by millions, and often believed. He 

argued that the communications revolution had brought better access to information, yet 

made us equally susceptible to misinformation.  
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Dennis Sammut gave an example of a story that went viral on the internet a week ago – it was 

said that the grand mufti of Saudi Arabia had issued a fatwa that in case a Muslim man was in 

danger of starvation he may eat his wife. It even went into detail about which arm or leg the 

Muslim man was supposed to eat first. This article had in fact been an ‘April fools’ joke, 

Sammut was shocked that many had believed it. He asked whether we had become so 

conditioned by the negative propaganda against Muslims that we now believe every 

disparaging story against Islam that is out there, no matter how bizarre, Sammut questioned 

whether the fault lied with media coverage, or with misguided Muslim preachers who 

sometimes do issue unacceptable edicts, He said that he hoped the second panel discussion 

would pick up on some of these issues. 

 

Sammut said he was pleased that the panels were made up of wide range of opinions 

representing the diversity of Europe in their views, age, gender, and political outlook. 

 

Dennis Sammut referred to the recent events in Paris and Copenhagen, and how they had 

instilled a sense of urgency on the part of the organisers of this conference, to discuss issues 

that had hitherto only been discussed abstractly. The radicalisation of fringe groups on the 

margins of the Muslim communities, he said, was one of the serious challenges facing us. 

 

Another issue, he argued, was the plight of Christian communities in the Islamic world, 

particularly in the Middle East in Syria and Iraq. Sammut supported the need to stand united 

in ensuring that those who commit such atrocities are brought to justice. The international 

community already has the right mechanism to deal with these situations, he argued. The 

International Criminal Court, he said, had been established as an important instrument in 

ensuring that the ongoing crimes being committed in the Middle East are punished. Europe 

has on this issue led by example, he argued. All European Union member states have signed 

and ratified the Rome Statute. Sammut expressed his delight that the latest signatory had been 

Palestine. He argued that this would enable the Palestinian people to reach out for their rights 

through this important international mechanism. Sammut added that it was the right time for 

many Muslim states, which have not done so already, to think again about signing the statue. 

Sammut extended this appeal to those non-Muslim countries that had also not done so, 

including the United States and Israel. 

 

He then went on to highlight the issue of Islamophobia in European society. He argued that 

most Europeans had not woken up to the problem yet. Many, he said, would say it does not 

exist. He said that many honest, peaceful, and law abiding Muslim citizens of Europe were 

starting to feel threatened.  

 

Sammut alluded to Europe’s history of intolerance. The tolerance and openness that exists in 

Europe today is the result of a painfully learned lessons: of religious intolerance, anti-

Semitism, homophobia and political totalitarianism. Most Europeans, he urged, are 

unambiguous in saying “no” and “never again” to these excesses. He argued that the same 

message needed to be sent to those trying to stoke up Islamophobic feelings in Europe.  

 

Dennis Sammut maintained that for fifteen centuries European and Islamic societies had fed 

on each other’s culture, knowledge and traditions. He said there were common challenges 

today: in combating poverty, securing our environment and ensuring sustainability. Sammut 

said that the huge number of Muslims living in the European Union were no threat, and 

should be seen an opportunity, and have been making a daily and important contribution: 

economically, culturally and intellectually. Muslim Europeans, he said, are the communities 



 5 

through which bridges need to be built between Europe and the Islamic world, referring to 

them as our “live interconnector”. 

 

Sammut’s final remarks focused on EU relations with its neighbours to the East and to the 

South. The European Neighbourhood Policy, he said, is the flagship programme supported by 

the Eastern Partnership and the Union of the Mediterranean. He welcomed the positive 

outcome of the European Neighbourhood Policy in its twelve year history. He said that the 

European Union was now revising its neighbourhood policy. Sammut emphasised that civil 

society groups can impact the way this instrument works in the future by voicing their 

opinion.  

 

Sammut said an artificial division had started creeping in, whereby different groups of EU 

countries champion one pillar against the other. Countries in the north and east, he 

understood, focus more on the Eastern Partnership. Those to the south focus on the 

Mediterranean dimension. Sammut urged a nuanced approach in Europe’s strategy, saying 

one must not lose sight of the fact that the EU is one entity, and that Algeria and Tunisia are 

in that sense as much the neighbours of Sweden and Poland as they are of Italy and France.  

 

Finally, Sammut thanked all the panelists and participants, and Ambassador Elshad 

Iskandarov and his team for their support throughout the process of preparing for the 

conference. Sammut said this initiative was a modest contribution to this important debate on 

the state of relations between Europe and the Islamic World, but one that the organisers hope, 

would be a positive contribution, in looking forward, and believing that there is more that 

unites us than divides. 

 

3) Ambassador Elshad Iskandarov (President of the Islamic Conference Youth Forum 

for Dialogue and Co-operation) started by welcoming participants to the conference, and 

thanking the members of the opening session. He began by setting out the general purpose of 

the conference: to initiate a dialogue between civil society, institutions of the European 

Union and member countries of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation, an initiative which 

has been made even more urgent given recent tragic events and clashes at both the local and 

national level. Ambassador Iskandarov spoke of the importance and preciousness of the 

support given to this dialogue by H.E. Mr Nassir Abdulaziz Al-Nasser and the United 

Nations Alliance of Civilizations. He said this represented a courageous decision to support a 

critical discussion at a critical time, and in fact, the first time since the attacks in Paris that 

both members of civil society and representatives of official structures were taking the 

initiative of repairing the bridges that were severely damaged by recent events. 

Ambassador Iskandarov spoke of the vicious cycle of radicalisation and Islamophobia: trends 

that serve to reinforce one another. Marginalised and neglected communities, he said, were 

breeding grounds for radicalisation, fuelling anti-Muslim sentiment, which in turn further 

marginalises communities.  

Iskandarov went on to summarise findings from a recent study conducted by the Islamic 

Conference Youth Forum, which analysed the driving forces behind these negative trends. 

Islamophobia in Europe, he said, was based on three pillars: first, the fear that Muslim 

populations in Europe are expanding at a rate which will result in them achieving majority 

group status within twenty to thirty years; second, the belief that Islamic values are 
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fundamentally incompatible with Western liberal democratic values; and third, the belief that 

the Muslim community is inherently inclined towards violent means of defending these 

‘incompatible’ values.  

Iskandarov emphasised that such fears were based on misperceptions, rather than reality. An 

example of this is the tendency for Europeans to grossly overestimate the proportion of 

Muslims within their population. Polling shows that citizens of Germany believe that a 

quarter of their population are Muslim, whilst the actual proportion is closer to 5%. 

Demographic statistics reveal that within the last ten years, Muslim communities grew only 

by 4-6%.  

With regards to values, Iskandarov noted that in France, 70% of Muslims placed their civic 

identity first, their ethnic identity second, and their religious identity third. A similar 

percentage of Muslims believed there was no conflict between their religious values and their 

civic values.  

With regards to violence, Iskandarov pointed towards the Muslim community’s widespread 

condemnation of violent attacks. He said that out of all the terrorist incidences in Europe in 

2012, only 2% were religiously motivated, the rest were ideological, separatist or related to 

ethnic tensions. 

Iskandarov said that every wave of Islamophobia served to support a far right agenda that 

historically had brought Europe to the catastrophes of the Second World War. He said the 

patterns of economic crises, anti-immigration sentiment, and xenophobia, which led to the 

state-supported persecution of a religious minority group in Nazi Germany, were re-emerging 

in recent times.  

Ambassador Iskandarov concluded his remarks by emphasising the importance of forming a 

coalition amongst those who seek to end the vicious cycle of radicalisation and Islamophobia. 

Mainstream parties which are concerned about the rise of the far right, businesses that rely on 

immigrant workers, academics, liberals, civil society activists, and members of the Muslim 

community were all, he said, natural allies in forming initiatives aimed at creating a better 

future for Muslim communities and European countries. Islam, he said, is not just a Middle 

Eastern religion, or an Asian religion, but also a religion of Europe. Tackling these issues, 

with the right set of perceptions, is needed to build a better future for a continent whose 

history and culture is so intertwined with that of Islam. 

 

4) Janos Kendernay (European External Action Service) began his opening remarks by 

discussing the importance of dialogue in today’s debate. He said that dialogue leads to mutual 

understanding and mutual respect – key-guiding principles for any interpersonal or 

communal dynamic. Kendernay emphasised that dialogue between the Islamic world and 

Europe is always timely and necessary, and its relevance should not be linked solely to the 

occurrence of negative events. For these reasons, he stated that these types of forums are 

highly important, adding that this conference is by no means a modest contribution. 

 

Kendernay then spoke of the external relations of the European Union. He mentioned three 

key partners for EU relations with the Muslim world: the Union for the Mediterranean; the 

League of Arab States; and the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC). Kendernay said 

these partnerships had become increasingly significant since the events of 2011, and that he 
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was pleased to see the participation of Ambassador Arif Mammadov, representing the OIC. 

Kendernay alluded to the importance of the OIC’s recently established presence in Brussels, 

and the necessity of further developing the dialogue between OIC countries and the European 

Union. 

 

Lastly, Kendernay affirmed the importance of civil society, particularly in developing 

dialogue at the interpersonal level. Kendernay ended his address by welcoming participants 

to attend the EU Southern Neighbourhood’s Civil Society Forum in late May, and wishing 

them a positive discussion at today’s conference. 

 
5) Ambassador Arif Mammadov (Permanent Representative of the Mission of the 

Organisation of Islamic Cooperation to the European Union) started by greeting the 

participants on behalf of the Secretary-General of the OIC, His Excellency Iyad Ameen 

Madani. He said that the OIC appreciated the role of the Islamic Conference Youth Forum in 

general, and specifically, in co-hosting this event together with LINKS. Ambassador 

Mammadov said this initiative should hopefully lead to more events of its kind in Brussels, 

and elsewhere in Europe. 

 
Ambassador Mammadov said that the OIC Mission to the EU opened in 2013 with the 

intention to strengthen relations between the European institutions and OIC member 

countries. The organisation, he added, is the second largest inter-governmental organisation 

after the United Nations, with 57 member countries across the globe. 

 
Ambassador Mammadov then went on to discuss the role of youth involvement and social 

media in harmonising relations between cultural and religious groups. The Muslim youth in 

Europe, he said, is a particularly active segment of European society. Mammadov said that 

interaction between youth is more widespread than it has been for previous generations, 

thanks in part to the role of social media in allowing for more interaction, and consequently, 

less misunderstanding between cultures. 

 
Mammadov said that he was pleased to see several representatives of youth organisations 

participating at the conference, including FEMYSO and DeMus. He reiterated that the role of 

the youth must be supported. 

 
Ambassador Mammadov ended his address by emphasising that the OIC has and continues to 

be very open to dialogue and cooperation with the European institutions. The OIC, with the 

cultural and visionary diversity of its member countries is well placed to contribute to 

strengthening relations between Europe and the Islamic world. Specifically, Mammadov 

proposed that EU senior officials meet with OIC ambassadors for an open and transparent 

discussion. The OIC, he said, is ready to engage with the EU, if the EU participates in taking 

the necessary steps to address these different challenges.  

 

6) H. E. Nassir Abdulaziz Al-Nasser (High Representative for the United Nations 

Alliance of Civilizations) began his keynote address by thanking Ambassador Elshad 

Iskandarov, ICYF-DC and LINKS for joining the UNAOC in organising this conference. Al-

Nasser stated that the UNAOC had recently strengthened its cooperation with ICYF-DC, 

through the signing of an action plan on joint cooperation that highlighted their common 

aims. The conference, he said, was part of that cooperation, guided by the shared belief that 
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youth are the driving force for change, and that inter-faith dialogue and cultural diversity are 

the path for peoples and nations to live in peace and security. 

Al-Nasser welcomed the participants from Europe, and stressed that cultural, societal, 

economic, and political changes were requiring Muslim, western and southern countries to 

strengthen relations with the EU and one another. The UNAOC, he said, is ready to deepen 

its engagement with the EU. The eminence of the speakers gathered at the conference, he 

said, showed that the subject of the discussion was of great interest to the leaders of both 

European and Islamic organisations. 

Al-Nasser said there was a shared sense of urgency after recent terrorist incidents in Europe. 

He said the attacks had torn apart communities, which had for centuries coexisted in 

peacefully. He added that there remained a limited window of opportunity for addressing the 

challenges posed by Islamophobia. The discussion, he argued, was one that represents the 

responsibility of all to find ways for diverse communities to coexist peacefully and achieve 

mutual respect. These conflicts, he added, were not limited to Europe, but rampant across the 

world.  

Al-Nasser then spoke of the aftermath of the Second World War, and the political will that 

had given birth to the United Nations. The war had brought havoc across Europe, he said, 

resulting in a continent that sought to champion human rights and democracy, in an effort to 

prevent the repeat of such a war, and to commit to never again allowing religious and racial 

discrimination to take their roots.  

Al-Nasser referred to the words of the preamble of the charter of UN, which he said were 

inspiring, for framing a commitment to the dignity and equal rights of men and women and 

nations alike. Europe, he said, was historically a continent of nations constantly at war with 

one another, but that had united under the vision of the European Union. These values, which 

include the value of pluralism, need to be protected, he said. The mosaic of cultural diversity 

has utility in society but can easily be destroyed by extremist forces, he added. 

He then went on to speak of the historical ties between Europe and the Islamic world, and 

how different religious groups had coexisted peacefully throughout different times and 

regions in Europe. More recent demographic changes had led to a large increase in the size of 

Muslim populations, changing the profile of what were mostly Christian nations. Segments of 

the population, he said, had refused to respect each other’s beliefs, resulting in horrific acts of 

violence. Al-Nasser said this was a vicious cycle, providing the grounds for other extreme 

groups to spread anti-Muslim sentiment, which some political parties and interest groups 

thrive on, through the promotion of fanaticism and hatred. 

Al-Nasser stated that he had no doubts in his mind that European governments, institutions 

and organisations are fully committed to combat intolerance and discrimination. However, he 

suggested that their implementation needed enhancement. He reiterated that the presence of   

European institutions signaled to all, the readiness on their part to prevent any movement that 

condones xenophobia, prejudice and hatred towards Islam, and at the same time to confront 

and solve the current wave of Islamophobia, anti-Christian sentiment and anti-Semitism, that 

plagues the world, especially the  Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region.  

Muslim countries, especially in the MENA region, he said, need to increase their efforts 

through constructive education led by religious leaders and by ensuring the existence of an 
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effective legal framework to combat hate and incitement. However, Al-Nasser suggested that 

governmental institutions could not achieve these alone, and that even the best legal 

framework against discrimination and hate is just one tool. Legal enforcement on its own, he 

emphasised, cannot eradicate prejudice and intolerance. Al-Nasser emphasised the 

importance of finding ways of tackling the roots of the problem before it deepens any further. 

In this struggle, he suggested the need for cooperation between governments, international 

and regional organisations, civil society, and private organisations. 

In particular, Al-Nasser underscored the role of youth organisations as indispensable in 

defending the core of European values. He added that good education, which takes into 

account the importance of diversity, is essential. 

Al-Nasser then discussed the initiatives he had taken on during his presidency of the 66
th

 

General Assembly, to focus the work of the members of the UN towards the promotion of 

cross-cultural dialogue. An important step had been the thematic debate on fostering cross-

cultural understanding for building peaceful and inclusive societies.  

As High Representative of the UNAOC, Al-Nasser said it was his mission to expand the 

impact of the alliance beyond the fault lines that currently exist between the West and the 

Islamic world. He said he had frequently emphasised the need to strengthen dialogue and 

alliances across all civilisations, and that he had initiated roadmaps and action plans to bridge 

differences among communities, regardless of their religious, ethnic or cultural background. 

Al-Nasser set out the purpose of the UNAOC as the arm of the UN aimed at galvanising the 

efforts of the international community against extremism, and in diffusing tensions between 

the West and the Islamic world. Extremist groups, he said, had exploited the inability for 

these two worlds to coexist peacefully. Al-Nasser stated he was pleased to inform 

participants of the upcoming high-level meeting, that he had convened together with the 

President of the General Assembly and the Secretary-General of the UN which will take 

place in a week, and will be promoting tolerance and reconciliation, fostering peaceful and 

inclusive societies and countering violent extremism.  

The initiative, he said, had arisen after observing recent trends in the Middle East, especially 

the worrying rise of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and other terrorist groups. Al-

Nasser said it was the responsibility of the entire international community, and not just a 

single region, to respond to this very dangerous threat. The high-level meeting, he added, will 

include many religious leaders, whose role it should be to counter the destructive narratives 

of extremism.  

Al-Nasser spoke of the role of the world leadership in coming together in September at the 

UN to reiterate their commitments in resisting extreme poverty, through the framework of the 

post-2015 development agenda. It's not surprising, he said, that the two agenda items, the 

prevention of violent extremism and the promotion of sustainable development were to be 

held at the same session of the General Assembly. The two agendas are linked, he argued, 

since the absence of development creates fertile grounds for breeding individuals who see no 

hope in improving their living conditions, and thus become prone to radicalisation. 

Al-Nasser re-emphasised his efforts in launching a range of projects to promote youth 

involvement in decision-making, to ensure education for all, and to develop platforms for the 

media to produce factual coverage, rather than inciting hatred or prejudice. In these 
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endeavours, Al-Nasser stated that he has favoured cooperation, and that the present year will 

be a particularly crucial one for the international partnership. 

His Excellency Nassir Abdulaziz Al-Nasser concluded his keynote address by saying that 

meetings, like today’s, where individuals can sit down and join efforts, were crucial for the 

future of humanity, and that without these concentrated efforts, we could end up endangering 

the principles which underpin the United Nations. He said he looked forward to today’s 

discussion, and to future cooperation. 

Panel Discussion I 

 
7) Joseph D’Urso (LINKS & Chair) introduced the topic of the first panel discussion: 

“Europe and the Islamic World: addressing common challenges and building a common 

future. Rejecting violence, xenophobia, and Islamophobia; seeking partnership and co-

operation based on mutual respect and tolerance”.  

The Chair reminded the audience of a recent incident involving a commentator on one of the 

mainstream news channels in the US, who had proclaimed that his hometown, Birmingham 

in the UK, was a “no-go zone” for non-Muslims. The overwhelmingly negative response to 

the commentator’s statement, had in the Chair’s mind, solidified the idea that the majority of 

citizens were resistant to accepting misinformation about Muslim communities.  

The Chair introduced the three speakers of the first panel: Dr Ahmad al Dubayan; Mehdi 

Karimi; and Ambassador Ismat Jahan.   

8) Dr Ahmad Al Dubayan (Director-General of the Islamic Cultural Centre and 

London Central Mosque, and Member of the Supreme Council of Experts of ISESCO) 

said the topic of the panel had been addressed in many books, academic publications and 

conferences, but he welcomed the opportunity to address it again since it has become even 

more pertinent given recent developments in the Middle East, and the reciprocal effects these 

developments have on Europe. 

 

Al Dubayan referred to the title of the conference: "Europe and the Islamic World". He posed 

the question of the extent to which Europe and the Islamic world were two different entities: 

were they interacting with each other, with more similarities than differences; or were they at 

conflict with one another?  And if they were in conflict was this a social, religious, or 

geopolitical conflict? Al Dubayan suggested that the media persistently frames it as a 

religious issue. 

 

In analysing the historical aspects of the relationship, Al Dubayan pointed towards the 

peaceful coexistence of religiously diverse societies, such as those of the Iberian Peninsula 

during Arab rule. He also remarked on the historic contribution of Islam to Europe. 

 

In modern times, Al Dubayan emphasised that Muslims are part of Europe, suggesting that 

Europe and the Islamic world are not separable spheres. European Muslims, of which there 

are close to 50 million, are as Al Dubayan noted, standing on both sides. 

 

Al Dubayan asked whether Islam carried with it the elements of conflict, or whether 

situational factors were largely at play. He further raised the issue of the media and its 

treatment of Muslims, asking whether it could be considered fair coverage, and suggesting 



 11 

that media coverage plays a role in fueling Islamophobia. He alluded to the war in Bosnia, 

where Western media outlets had consistently described Bosnians as ‘Muslims’, but never 

described Croatians or Serbs as ‘Christians’. 

 

Al Dubayan then went on to discuss a number of other issues. He raised the distinction 

between religion, faith, and practice, which are susceptible to divergence. He discussed the 

dangers of using historical relations between countries to frame relations. Clinging to the past 

can act as a cage, preventing countries from moving forward and reconciling past grievances. 

Generalising to all Muslims a judgement that is based on the actions of a handful of 

individuals is a concern, he said. Al Dubayan also argued that political factors underpinned 

the violence and conflict that is wrongly associated with the religion of Islam. 

 

Al Dubayan expressed his concerns for the youth in the Muslim communities of Europe. 

Poverty, lack of proper education, low employment prospects, and various social problems 

are, he said, some of the motivations to reject one’s community, and in some instances 

become radicalised. In addition, Al Dubayan pointed towards the lack of proper education on 

the nature of Islam. 

 

Muslims living in Europe feel European, he stated, despite also feeling victimised by 

generalisations or media support of Islamophobia. Addressing these issues, as well as the 

social and economic woes mentioned before, are ways of increasing integration and feelings 

of social cohesion, he argued. The more we as citizens perceive Muslims to be part of 

European society, the more can be done to solve common problems. Seeing Muslims as the 

other, he contended, isolates them further. 

 

Al Dubayan reiterated that faith has nothing to do with crimes or violence associated with 

Muslims. He echoed Mr Nassir Al-Nasser’s point that legislation was important although not 

sufficient in and of itself, but that something additional was required – a higher awareness of 

facts and understanding of issues. 

 

9) Mehdi Karimi (Secretary-General, European Convention of Muslims for Democracy: 

DeMus) began by thanking the organisers for allowing DeMus to take part in this discussion. 

Karimi described DeMus as a recent initiative, born in the aftermath of the Paris attacks, for 

young Muslim European citizens to engage in the debate and to fully claim their citizenship, 

in exercising their rights and duties. He described his organisation as a contribution to the 

ever-increasing number of similar initiatives. The willingness of Muslim Europeans to tackle 

these issues, serve to contradict political narratives on the failures of integration, he argued.  

Karimi supported Al Dubayan’s claim that radicalisation must be treated as a complex issue 

encompassing a number of contributing factors: discrimination; poverty; and exclusion. He 

added that the issue must be tackled within Muslim communities, pointing towards the need 

for civil society initiatives. However, policies that favour security measures and a top-down 

approach, he argued, cannot fully succeed in preventing radicalisation. He said that 

cooperation between civil society organisations and public authorities was limited, despite 

the majority of counter-radicalisation work belonging to civil society initiatives. He said there 

is a need for cooperation between public and civil initiatives to overcome the mistrust that 

had characterised their relationship. 
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The number of Islamophobic incidents is on the rise, said Karimi, yet the issue is at times not 

taken seriously or even denied by some political decision-makers. Islamophobia and 

radicalisation, Karimi said, are mutually reinforcing, echoing Iskandarov’s and Al-Nasser’s 

thoughts. Recognising Islamophobia is necessary to effectively fight radicalisation. At the 

same time, Islamophobia should not be treated as an isolated issue, but as part of a more 

global fight against hate speech, intolerance and discrimination. Diversity was an asset, 

Karimi maintained.  

The vast majority of Muslim Europeans, Karimi said, adhere to common European values: 

respect for human dignity, human rights, and equality. Karimi emphasised the need to act on 

the European level, as well as the national level. As a concluding remark, Karimi reinstated 

the need for civil society and citizens to take an active part in the debate, so as not to delegate 

all responsibility to public authorities, especially given the existence of some political leaders 

who have taken an opportunistic outlook on the issue of Muslim integration and 

victimisation.  

10) H.E. Ismat Jahan (Ambassador of Bangladesh to Belgium and Luxembourg and   

and Head of Mission to the European Union) welcomed the holding of the conference at a 

critical time. Violent acts in the name of Islam, she said, have resulted in the increase of anti-

Muslim sentiment, as well as the stereotyping of some Muslim men as terrorists. Muslim 

women, she added, are generally stereotyped as oppressed and victimised. She urged for 

objective information about Islam, and for the examination of shared values between the 

world of Islam and Europe. 

 

Jahan fully endorsed the aspirations of the conference’s subtitle: there is more that unites us 

than divides us. She said there was a need to build relations on mutual respect, tolerance and 

a deeper understanding of each other through an honest and dignified dialogue. The topic that 

she had been invited to speak on, Islam and women’s rights, is a topic that is often 

misunderstood and wrongly represented in the media, she argued. 

 

Although she was not claiming to be an authority on the subject, Ambassador Jahan said that 

as a Muslim woman, a strong supporter of women’s rights, and a member of the UN 

Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, she would try to speak in 

all frankness, and share some of her reflections, in a personal capacity. 

 

Jahan proceeded to describe an incident that had occurred to her in New York several years 

ago. She was confronted by a group of Westerners, and asked how it was possible for her to 

be a diplomat, given that women in a certain Islamic country were not even allowed to drive. 

Baffled by the question, Jahan explained to them the great achievements of Muslim women 

throughout the long history of Islam, arguing that there is no conflict between women’s 

empowerment and Islam. 

 

Jahan agreed strongly with the point made earlier by Ambassador Iskandarov on the 

differences that exist between perceptions and reality, adding that misperceptions exist within 

the Muslim community too which need to be addressed. The immediate image that is 

conjured up when one sees a woman wearing a Hijab is one of oppression and helplessness. 

In such instances, the Hijab is seen as having been forced onto the woman by her male 

relatives, and something that could not have possibly come out of her own free choice. Jahan 

argued that these were mostly misperceptions, rather than reality. 
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The need for integration into European society was clear, but Jahan cautioned against 

demanding assimilation. She said that people should not be forced to give up their identity. 

European society must accept the differences that Muslim communities proudly represent, 

she said, and in turn, Muslims must respect the values that Europe stands for. 

 

Jahan then spoke about the so-called honour killings and female genital mutilation. She 

argued they had no sanction under Islam, and despite people sometimes justifying them in the 

name of the religion their origins were in feudal practices. She said it was unfortunate that 

feudal practices were sometimes confused with Islam. 

 

The negative treatment of girls and women, she said, was not unique to a single religious 

group. Discrimination against women is prevalent across the world, and unacceptable in all 

instances. All kinds of religion, she said, are often invoked to justify discriminatory 

behaviour against women. 

 

In her final remarks, Jahan mentioned the participants of the conference. She said the 

Organisation of Islamic Cooperation served as the collective voice of the Muslim world, and 

that the new OIC mission based on modernisation, moderation and solidarity in action 

emphasises the importance of inter-civilisational dialogue. She was also pleased to see H.E. 

Nassir Abdulaziz Al-Nasser present at the conference. The UNAOC, she said, was an 

important platform, if one was to showcase the real face of Islam and the rights granted to 

Muslim women by their religion. 

 

Furthermore, Ambassador Jahan argued that women’s empowerment was not unique to the 

West either. Almost all the countries with Muslim majorities are signatories to international 

conventions against gender-based discrimination. Islam as a religion of peace and equality, 

she said, pioneered the protection of the rights of women, including their rights to education, 

equal treatment, and participation in decision-making. The claim that Muslim women are not 

granted their fundamental human rights contradicts the teachings of Islam, she argued. The 

revolutionary spirit of Islam, which pioneered these rights and protections, she said, should 

be reasserted. Finally, Jahan spoke of the different trajectories for interpreting Islam, within 

the framework of the Quran, and the need to challenge patriarchal domination of the religion. 

  

Panel Discussion II 

 
11) Adel Hamaizia (Oxford University / SOAS, University of London & Chair) 

welcomed participants and introduced the theme of the second panel discussion: Perceptions 

and Misperceptions: the role of media, new media and culture in forging the 

contemporary relationship between Europe and the Islamic World. Working together 

for the common good of humankind.  

Adel Hamaizia said that he was a British Algerian Muslim who considered himself well-

integrated in British society, and described London as  inclusive and tolerant. Yet a few days 

ago he had personally experienced racial hate when a  drunken woman hurled unprecedented 

abuse (at him) and had labeled him part of ‘IS’,  soon after leaving a meal with friends from 

‘all walks of life’, in a thriving multi-cultural area of East London. Something or someone, 

Hamaizia argued, had informed the views and prejudices of this otherwise uninformed lady. 
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Was education or lack thereof, her network and environment, or the media largely 

responsible? Hamaizia suggested the media played some role, if not a major role. He argued 

that our cognitive predisposition to focus on and remember negative information compounds 

the cleavages that Dr Al Dubayan mentioned. Hamaizia also argued that we must learn to 

focus more on positive interactions, and thus relegate the negative where possible, for 

example in this focus on the fact that he was out with friends from all walks of life - in a 

thriving multi-cultural area of tolerant and inclusive London -  rather than focusing on 

bigoted or ignorant remarks. 

Hamaizia referred to a study conducted by Professor Paul Baker and colleagues at Lancaster 

University on the representations of Muslims and Islam in the British press from 1998-2009. 

This study analysed more than 200,000 articles, finding that for every positive article on 

Muslims and Islam, there were 21 negative articles. Words such as extremist, radical, 

terrorist, fundamentalist and cleric have become synonymous with Muslims in the media. 

The use of moderate Muslim was used in every positive article, and moderate Muslims were 

conveyed as good for not being fully Muslim. Hamaizia pointed towards the role of new 

media in providing alternative voices and mediums for overcoming these destructive 

narratives, notwithstanding issues concerning quality assurance, quality control and 

'communication noise' 

The Chair ended his remarks by setting out what he hoped would be discussed in the panel, 

issues pertaining to: Orientalism and Occidentalism in the media; whether the so-called 

‘Clash of Civilisations’ is often constructed by the media; “how free is freedom of speech”; 

“how free should it be”; the role of social media; and “what can be done to remedy or 

counterbalance irresponsible reporting from traditional media outlets?”.  

The chair proceeded to introduce the four speakers of the second panel discussion: Nabila 

Ramdani; Brian Whitaker; Hajib al Hajjaji; and Veysel Filliz.   

12) Nabila Ramdani (Journalist and Broadcaster) spoke of perceptions and 

misperceptions, and the way the media manufactures both, often to extremely negative 

effects. Ramdani said her aim in discussing these issues was to knock down some of the 

stereotypical and lazy thinking that often surrounds such debates. Ramdani said she would be 

drawing from her own experiences, as a citizen of both a European nation and an Islamic 

country. She also cited the UNAOC fellowship programme, of which she was an alumni, as a 

very helpful influence on her. She commended the role of the UNAOC at promoting 

knowledge and understanding between the West and the Islamic world.  

The debate about free speech had come to the forefront following the horrific attacks in Paris. 

But Ramdani warned against conflating discussions on terrorism and discussions on freedom 

of expression. Opposing Charlie Hebdo-style free speech, should not, she argued, be seen as 

condoning terrorism, a nonsensical idea in itself. Ramdani regretted that support was still 

being given to Hebdo-style free speech.  

She argued that ‘Je suis Charlie’ had become the rallying cry of a new movement of self-

styled idealists, united in their support of a free media befitting a liberal democratic Europe. 

Yet European countries, she added, were not always bastions of universal free speech. 

Ramdani gave the example of France; where strict privacy laws and large state subsidies 
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offered to the press ensured that journalists were deferential to the establishment, often at the 

expense of Muslim minorities. 

Ramdani spoke of the difficulties faced by journalists from Muslim backgrounds in breaking 

into the media industry in Europe. Muslims, seen as outsiders in many countries, she said, 

were increasingly stigmatised. She added that despite the information and communications 

revolution, people were still displaying extremely ignorant opinions.  

Ramdani then spoke on France’s recent banning of the Burqa, an example of the challenges 

facing reporting. It was an issue that she said was discussed with divisive rhetoric. Former 

French president Sarkozy had described the Burqa as a ‘sign of enslavement and 

debasement’, and the then immigration minister called it a ‘walking coffin’. The media, she 

argued, had given a helping hand in facilitating this disruptive national debate, one that had 

essentially become about hating Muslims and Islam.  

In Ramdani’s final remarks, she argued that making the media industry more egalitarian, and 

widening opportunities for Muslim journalists to progress in the industry, would do much to 

counter the issue and reduce misperceptions. She supported this claim with her own 

experience navigating the British media landscape, which she had found both easier to break 

into and fairer towards Muslims than the French one. A more egalitarian media industry, she 

argued, would produce more egalitarian coverage. 

13) Brian Whitaker (Author and Journalist) said he wanted to explore what divides 

Europe and the Islamic world. Whitaker argued that there was no point in denying that the 

gap did exist, or that it was not so large. His presentation focused on five main ideas:  the 

right to offend, shock or disturb; the right to belief; constraints on the right to offend; 

religious protectionism; and the globalisation of ideas. 

 

In Europe, he said, there is a legal right to offend, set out in a European Court of Human 

Rights ruling in 1976: “Freedom of expression ... is applicable not only to ‘information’ or 

‘ideas’ that are favourably received or regarded as inoffensive or as a matter of indifference, 

but also to those that offend, shock or disturb the State or any sector of the population. Such 

are the demands of that pluralism, tolerance and broadmindedness without which there is no 

‘democratic society’.” Whitaker defended this legal principle: without it ideas could be 

supressed. Censorship of this nature, he argued, would indeed threaten many, including 

religious believers, whose texts could be censored by shocked and disturbed non-believers.  

Whitaker then supported the right to believe whatever they want, and that they shouldn’t be 

punished for this, but that the beliefs themselves do not have to be respected. Challenging 

these beliefs, which may include ridicule or satirical attempts, he argued, is acceptable and 

not in conflict with the aforementioned rights. 

Having the right to offend, he argued, did not mean that one could exercise that right at every 

opportunity. Constraints, in the form of ‘duties and responsibilities’ should be undertaken by 

whoever exercises this freedom of expression, as set out by the very same European Court 

ruling in 1976. Whitaker admitted the difficult nature of determining what is acceptable and 

what is not, given the different circumstantial factors at play. However, Whitaker referred to 

the distinction between causing offence gratuitously and causing offence in order to make a 

serious point. Yet tackling Islamophobia, Whitaker said, should not become a mandate for 

stifling free speech. He referred to a statement by the Forum Against Islamophobia and 
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Racism (FAIR) in the UK, which stated that “It is not Islamophobic to disagree or disapprove 

of Muslim beliefs, practices or actions”, recognising that disagreement and critical discussion 

were important for Islam and Muslim societies, to maintain relevance. FAIR encourage and 

appreciate criticism by non-Muslims, but urge it to be done “sensibly and sensitively”. 

Religious protectionism, taking the form of severe penalties against blasphemy and apostasy, 

are present in many Muslim majority countries, Whitaker said. Some of these countries were 

trying to pass international bans, through UN channels, of defaming religions. Why, 

Whitaker asked, should religion be treated any differently from other thought systems, such 

as communism or nationalism? The typical reply is that religious beliefs are deeply held, but 

Whitaker raised the possibility that communists and nationalists too, hold their beliefs deeply. 

He mentioned the claim  that because of its spiritual nature religion is different from other 

thought systems. He challenged the claim, especially when made by religious leaders who 

have in fact politicised their faith, therefore making it less distinguishable from other 

ideological systems. 

The globalisation of ideas, Whitaker said, was the reason for having this discussion at this 

specific moment in history. Our less globalised past, in which a conference like this one 

could not have been possible, he argued, was a past in which the world could be more easily 

compartmentalised. Individuals would live in their communities with the knowledge that 

everyone around them had relatively similar beliefs and experiences. This ‘comfort zone’, as 

Whitaker described it, is shrinking.  

 

14) Hajib al Hajjaji (Director of Poincaré and Vice President of the Collective Against 

Islamophobia in Belgium) started his speech by showing the audience some photographs of 

instances of Islamophobic attacks. He then went on to describe his organisation, the 

Collective Against Islamophobia, as a human rights organisation rather than a religious one. 

Hajjaji set out the three priorities of his organisation: the official recognition of 

Islamophobia; the permanent monitoring of Islamophobic acts; discrimination, specifically, 

sexist discrimination against Muslim women (e.g., banning of religious dress).  

Hajjaji then went on to discuss the concept of Islamophobia, making three key points. Firstly, 

he said that violence against Muslims was not just physical, but often is in the form of hate 

speech and psychological abuse. Secondly, Islamophobia itself, he argued, is a human rights 

issue, not simply a Muslim issue. Thirdly, the monitoring of Islamophobic incidences could 

be usefully divided into three categories: cases that are not Islamophobic; cases that are 

Islamophobic but not in violation of anti-discrimination laws, and cases that are both 

Islamophobic and in violation of anti-discrimination laws.  

Hajjaji expressed his concern that one Islamophobic attack per week in Belgium violates anti-

discrimination laws. He also expressed his concern over the rise of political parties focused at 

spreading anti-Muslim sentiment. Islamophobia has clear consequences on the local level, but 

Hajjaji explored some of these consequences on the political and international level. He 

argued that anti-Muslim sentiment had impacted on international aid packages to Muslim 

nations, on the integration of countries such as Turkey into the European Union, on negative 

propaganda against Azerbaijan’s hosting of the European Games, and even on the perceived 

legitimacy of Barack Hussein Obama’s presidency.  
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Hajjaji reaffirmed the need to recognise Islamophobia. Given the interest in fighting 

radicalisation, by fighting Islamophobia one simultaneously fights radicalisation. These were 

“two faces of the same coin” according to Hajjaji, supporting the views of several of the 

preceding speakers at the conference. Hajjaji ended his address by urging the community to 

invest the same energy into tackling Islamophobia as it does with tackling extremism. Hajjaji 

proposed a national and European network for promoting human rights and tackling 

Islamophobia as a means of dealing with many of these issues.  

15) Veysel Filiz (Board Member, European Muslim Initiative for Social Cohesion: 

EMISCO) talked about the role of traditional and social media as opinion-formers. He 

started by observing that the world is becoming increasingly diverse and interdependent, and 

that the need for harmony between groups is ever more crucial. The concept of pluralism, he 

argued, was under assault. The role and influence of the media, he said, was in disseminating 

information across increasingly large audiences, informing opinions and supporting specific 

political agendas. Filiz noted that critique of the media and its negative influence, is often 

dealt with by merely stating the principle of freedom of expression.  

The fascinating spread and success of social media, Filiz contended, is a testament to how 

integrated our social interactions have become. Our opinions and views can now be shared 

across borders instantly. Filiz argued that we have become much more aware of the world we 

live in. Social media, by overcoming time and space constraints, had become a powerful 

vehicle for mobilisation and opinion-forming. However, with the power of social media, 

opportunities exist to spread manufactured and negative information out into the public 

sphere, where it can take on a life of its own, he argued. The need to apply ethics to new 

mediaand social media today is as necessary as the application of the same ethical guidelines 

were when regulating traditional media.  

There is a need to tell the truth, and avoid committing direct and intentional harm, Filiz said. 

He remarked on the use of social media, without accountability, and taking advantage of the 

anonymity afforded by the internet, to incite hatred and violence. Filiz claimed that 

governmental approaches to this issue have in the past been hypocritical, dealing effectively 

with cases of anti-Semitism but ignoring cases of Islamophobia.  

Filiz ended his remarks by reinstating his belief that social media often plays a positive force 

for change in many countries. However he emphasised the vulnerability of social media, to 

manipulation by extremist groups and other agents of misinformation that promote violence 

and hatred. He hoped this dialogue would discuss some of the ways to combat these new and 

unfolding challenges. 

General Discussion and Concluding Remarks 

 
16) The Chair, Adel Hamaizia, thanked participants of the second panel discussion and 

invited the panelists to make their initial comments. 

17) Brian Whittaker questioned the need for legal enforcement, citing discussions in various 

UN documents that had suggested tackling the issue of Islamophobia before it reached the 

level of requiring legal action, through, for example, education.  
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18) Nabila Ramdani disagreed with Whittaker’s statement,  saying the rule of law and the 

equality of all citizens before it forms the basis of any democracy. Ramdani further argued 

that the issue was not about any form of special protection for Muslims, but about the 

enforcement of those legal protections already in place for all citizens. She reiterated the case 

of Charlie Hebdo, which she argued, had been in the business of spreading hate speech 

against religious communities, something which is illegal in France. Charlie Hebdo had also 

indirectly caused the spread of violence, Ramdani added. The huge arsenal of legislation 

against hate speech had been completely ignored by authorities when dealing with this case, 

she said. Equality under the law meant that hate speech against any religion should be legally 

challenged, and that “egalitarian bigotry” had no place in France. 

19) Hajib al Hajjaji stated his wish to locate his own opinion in the middle ground between 

Whittaker’s and Ramdani’s. He said that the law is always the final limit, and should be 

enforced. However, the law on its own is not enough to develop social cohesion, let alone 

develop a society in which different groups can work and contribute together, he argued.  

20) Veysel Filiz agreed with Ramdani, that there should be no lawful exceptions or double 

standards, stating that Muslim communities simply ask for equality between all citizens.  

21) H.E. Nassir Al-Nasser added that the ultimate goal was to achieve peace, after which we 

can achieve sustainable development. He invoked the example of young people leaving 

Europe to join ISIS. Al-Nasser suggested that rather than focus all our efforts on military 

engagement, we should instead focus on the root causes, which requires a collective effort. 

Al-Nasser concluded his interjection by acknowledging the difficulty of achieving the goals 

set out at the conference, but reinstating the need for a collective effort through civil society, 

academia, government, religious leaders and, increasingly, the private sector. 

The initiative of the UNAOC, he said, was a political one that had come about in the 

aftermath of the September 11 attacks in New York, with the aim of being a soft power tool 

to prevent clashes and to diffuse tensions among different religious and cultural groups. Al-

Nasser expressed his fear, and the fear of many working at the international level, that the 

two main issues of the future will be cultural/religious conflicts and cyber threats. Al-Nasser 

emphasised the need to join our efforts in countering one of these futures. 

22) The Chair, Adel Hamaizia, opened the discussion up for contributions from the floor.   

23) A representative from the civil society group FEMYSO said that young Muslims 

living in Europe identify themselves as European Muslims, and that they see no 

contradictions in being both European and Muslim. She spoke of her frustrations towards a 

media agenda that constantly worked against Muslims. She said European Muslims with 

parents born in Islamic countries and who themselves are born in non-Muslim countries are 

trying to bridge the gap between the two, as was suggested earlier by Dennis Sammut. She 

said it was the responsibility of the whole of society to improve relations and reduce 

Islamophobia. She thanked the conference organisers for convening a discussion on this very 

important issue, and she hoped that one day Muslims would be fully accepted by European 

society.  

24) Petra Hongell (UN Regional Information Centre for Western Europe) spoke in a 

personal capacity. She said the discussion on discrimination needed to be brought to the 

grassroots level. High-level discussion and legislation is important, she argued, but tackling 
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the issue at the grassroots level and amongst youth is essential. She said that reversing 

negative attitudes and prejudices is very difficult when those attitudes and beliefs have taken 

a lifetime to form and mould. She cited an example where some non-Muslim schoolchildren 

had been denied the chance to visit a mosque in Belgium. Children, whose beliefs are more 

open to change, she argued, needed to be the focus when dealing with Islamophobia. 

 

25) Eldar Latipov (University of Trier) reaffirmed that the best solution to radicalisation is 

prevention rather than military campaigns.  He asked the panel what they thought would be 

the way to protect young Muslims in Europe from being radicalised by terrorist 

organisations. He also asked about the role of the media in creating the broken image of 

Islam after 9/11, and what the panel’s suggestion would be to policy-makers in order to repair 

this broken image. His last question concerned proper education on Islam, and asked what 

solutions the panel could offer for dealing with ignorance towards the religion.  

 

26) Veysel Filiz responded to the questions by focusing on the lack of justice in the Muslim 

world. Filiz argued that the reason why so many have travelled to Syria to fight for terrorist 

organisations is precisely because the war in Syria is still unresolved, and the UN has of yet 

been unable to remedy the situation. Solving injustices in the Middle East is a necessary step 

in dealing with the root causes of terrorism, he argued. 

 

27) Hajib al Hajjaji said the immediate elimination of hate speech in social media was not 

always possible but was an important tool nonetheless. Hajjaji also commented on the 

feelings of 60% of young Muslims in Belgium who believe they do not have a good future, 

suggesting that the disempowerment felt by many Muslims, that makes them prone to 

radicalisation, was a feeling shared amongst non-Muslims in their outlook towards the future.  

 

28) Dr Ahmad Al Dubayan referred back to Filiz’s comments on the role of crises in the 

Middle East. Al Dubayan argued that there is a feeling among young Muslims everywhere 

that the crises in the Middle East are the result of US foreign policy. Whether correct or not, 

the result has been that many individuals feel there was a direct intention to destroy their 

country, fuelling once again the need to start a Jihad and attract young people to it. Al 

Dubayan supported the view that political solutions to these crises are important in 

challenging radicalisation.  

 

Al Dubayan argued that the blackening of the image of Islam was not a new issue. Some of 

the negative stereotypes about Muslims that exist today date back to the Middle Ages, he 

said. To change this, he said one needs to address school education, as suggested by Hongell, 

referring to many studies that show a bias against Islam in some schoolbooks, especially 

older ones  

 

Al Dubayan also stated that mosques must open doors to everyone, and serve society as civil 

organisations, not only as religious ones. In his own mosque, 60,000 students visited last year 

alone. Al Dubayan claimed that the idea that non-believers cannot enter mosques is an idea 

that has no roots in Islamic teaching.  

 

29) Nabila Ramdani thanked participants for introducing ideas on how to tackle 

Islamophobia and combat the negative portrayal of Muslims in the media. Ramdani spoke of 

her fellowship of the UNAOC, where she was part of a cultural programme that involved 

fellows from the Western world visiting the Arab world and vice versa, taking a 

comprehensive approach in trying to achieve change.  
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Ramdani reinforced the idea that legislation is important, to demarcate the legal and 

conventional boundaries as to how we communicate with each other.  Ramdani said that 

consistently stirring up negative images of Muslims is as disturbing to them as similar 

caricatures were to the Jewish population in the 1930s.  

30) Abdulatif Bhat, (Kashmir Foundation) asked Hajib al Hajjaji about the response of the 

police to incidents of Islamophobia. 

31) Hajij Al Hajjaji responded by stating that in Belgium, the word ‘Islamophobia’ is not 

officially or legally recognised. A survey conducted two years ago, he said, showed that less 

than 5% of people who face discrimination reported the incident. Organisations like his own 

are meant to provide support to victims, above and beyond what can be provided by the 

police. Hajjaji spoke of the necessity to destroy the silence surrounding Islamophobia, 

arguing that civil society initiatives need support.  

32) Brian Whittaker briefly mentioned that there is a great difficultly surrounding the legal 

definition of Islamophobia.  

33) Nabila Ramdani made a final comment and highlighted the direct link between the 

disenfranchisement of young people from deprived communities and the kind of lethal 

violence seen in the Paris attacks. Injustice in the Middle East, she said, was often used as an 

excuse to perpetrate these atrocities. However, Ramdani urged that all forms of radicalisation 

must be tackled, in all religious and cultural communities.  

34) The Chair, Adel Hamaizia, thanked the panelists, the participants and the organisers, and 

invited Dennis Sammut to make his final remarks.  

35) Dennis Sammut thanked the Chair and stated that he would not try to summarise the 

conference. Sammut said that a summary of the Conference proceedings would be produced 

shortly. He said that the promise of diversity of opinions had been fulfilled, and thanked all 

the speakers and panelists for their insights, arguments and experiences. Finally, Sammut 

thanked Ambassador Arif Mammadov, the OIC Representative for his advice and support in 

the run-up to the conference, Ambassador Elshad Iskandarov and the ICYF-DC team for 

helping co-organise the conference, and H.E. Nassir Al-Nasser and UNAOC for their 

patronage of the conference. 

 

At the end of the conference, the book “A Year at the Helm of the United Nations General 

Assembly” was presented by the author H.E. Mr. Nassir Abdulaziz Al-Nasser, UN High 

Representative for the Alliance of Civilizations (UNAOC). 
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Short Biographies of Speakers 

 
 
 
Dr Ahmad Al Dubayan was born and educated in Saudi Arabia, and later at Ruhr University 

in Germany. Since 2001, he has been the Director General of the Islamic Cultural Centre and 

the London Central Mosque. He has worked and written widely on interfaith dialogue and the 

contemporary challenges facing Muslim communities, and is a member of the Supreme 

Council of Experts of ISESCO. 

 

Joseph D’Urso is a British journalist who has contributed to Al Jazeera, Reuters and the 

Huffington Post. He studied PPE (Philosophy, Politics and Economics) at the University of 

Oxford, specialising in international relations. He also served as President of the Oxford 

Union in 2013.  

 
Veysel Filiz is a Board Member of the European Muslim Initiative for Social Cohesion 

(EMISCO) and the press councilor at the Turkish embassy in Brussels. 

 

Hajib al Hajjaji is Director of Poincaré and Vice President of the Collective Against 

Islamophobia in Belgium. He was local councilor in Verviers from 2006 to 2012 from the 

Humanist Democratic Centre (cdH), and has been involved in various initiatives aimed at 

empowering Belgian Muslims and increasing dialogue between cultural groups. 

Adel Hamaizia is a doctoral researcher at St Antony's College, Oxford, where he focuses on 

the political economy of the Maghreb (including Euro-Maghreb relations); and also teaches 

Middle East Politics at Oxford. Adel is also a Senior Teaching Fellow at SOAS, University of 

London, teaching on management, and the economies of the Middle East and North Africa.  

 

Elshad Iskandarov is President of the Islamic Conference Youth Forum for Dialogue and 

Cooperation, an international organisation affiliated to the OIC. He started his professional 

career in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Azerbaijan and continued as 

diplomat in the Permanent Mission of the Azerbaijan to the UN. Between 2012-14, he was 

member of the Azerbaijani Government responsible for the work with religious associations. 

He holds an MA degree in political science from Columbia University and has the rank of 

Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary.  

 

Ismat Jahan is Bangladesh Ambassador to Belgium and the European Union. She was the 

Permanent Representative of Bangladesh to the UN in New York (2007-2009). In 2010, 

Ambassador Jahan was elected to the UN Committee on Elimination of Discrimination 

against Women (CEDAW) where she is currently the Vice-Chairperson.  Ambassador Jahan 

holds a master’s degree in economics from the University of Dhaka, and a master’s degree 

from the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy at Tufts University in Boston. She was also 

a Fellow in the School of Foreign Service at Georgetown University in Washington, D.C. 

Mehdi Karimi is a Belgian civil society activist of Moroccan descent. He holds a master's 

degree in International Relations and in Management from the Catholic University of 

Louvain and has worked on international projects with NGOs in Egypt and Malta. He is 

currently the Secretary General of the group DeMus – the European Convention of Muslims 

for Democracy. 
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Janos Kendernay is a policy officer at the European External Action Service in the 

European Union. He was educated in Budapest and has previously worked in the policy unit 

of the Common Foreign and Security Policy of the EU.  

Arif Mammadov is Head of the Mission of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation to the 

European Union. He has previously served as Ambassador of Azerbaijan to Belgium, and as 

Head of the Permanent Representation of Azerbaijan to the Council of Europe, where he was 

a Co-Chair of the Council of Europe Exchange on the Religious Dimension of Intercultural 

Dialogue. 

Nassir Abdulaziz Al-Nasser is the United Nations High Representative for the Alliance of 

Civilizations (UNAOC), and was President of the Sixty-Sixth session of the UN General 

Assembly from 2011-2012. Prior to his presidency, Mr Al-Nasser served as Qatar’s 

Ambassador to the UN from 1998 to 2011. He has had over twenty-five years’ experience 

working as a diplomat in key parts of the Middle East and is the author of “A Year at the 

Helm of the United Nations General Assembly”.  

Nabila Ramdani is a Paris-born freelance journalist and academic of Algerian descent who 

writes columns for the Guardian, the Observer, the Independent, and the London Evening 

Standard. She specialises in Anglo-French issues, Islamic affairs, and the Arab World. Nabila 

is a winner of the 2013 International Media Awards Cutting Edge Prize and was named a 

Young Global Leader 2012 by the World Economic Forum.  

Dennis Sammut is a British foreign policy analyst specialising on Eastern Europe, the 

Caucasus and the Wider Middle East. He was born in Malta and educated at the London 

School of Economics and the University of Oxford. He is Director of LINKS (Dialogue-

Analysis-Research). In 2007, he was awarded the OBE for his contribution to the peaceful 

resolution and prevention of conflicts. 

Brian Whitaker is a former Middle East editor of the Guardian Newspaper. He is the author 

of 'What's Really Wrong with the Middle East' and 'Unspeakable Love: Gay and Lesbian Life 

in the Middle East' (both published by Saqi). His website, al-bab.com, covers Arab society, 

politics and culture. 
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Programme 

  

08.45-09.15  Coffee and Registration 

09.15-10.00  Opening Session 

   Welcome and introduction to the themes of the conference: 

   Dennis Sammut, Director, LINKS (Dialogue-Analysis-Research) 

 Ambassador Elshad Iskandarov, President of the Islamic Conference 

Youth Forum for Dialogue and Co-operation 

Janos Kendernay, The European External Action Service 

Ambassador Arif Mammadov, Permanent Representative of the 

Mission of the Organisation of Islamic Co-operation to the European 

Institutions 

Keynote Address: 

H.E. Mr. Nassir Abdulaziz Al-Nasser, High Representative for the 

United Nations Alliance of Civilizations (UNAOC) 

   

 

10.00-11.15 Panel Discussion I 

Europe and the Islamic World: addressing common challenges and   

building a common future. Rejecting violence, xenophobia and 

Islamophobia; seeking partnership and co-operation based on 

mutual respect and tolerance. 

Joseph D’Urso, LINKS (Dialogue-Analysis-Research) (Chair) 

Dr Ahmad Al Dubayan, Director-General, Islamic Cultural Centre and 

London Central Mosque Trust (London), Member of the Supreme 

Council of Experts of ISESCO 

Mehdi Karimi, Secretary-General, European Convention of Muslims 

for Democracy (DeMus) 

H.E. Ismat Jahan, Ambassador of Bangladesh to Belgium and Head of 

Mission to the European Union 

11.15-11.30  Coffee break 

11.30-12.45  Panel Discussion II 

Perceptions and Misperceptions: the role of media, new media and 

culture in forging the contemporary relationship between Europe 

and the Islamic World. Working together for the common good of 

humankind. 
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Adel Hamaizia, Oxford University/SOAS London (Chair) 

Nabila Ramdani, Journalist and Broadcaster 

Brian Whitaker, Author and Journalist 

Hajib al Hajjaji, Director of Poincaré and Vice President of the 

Collective Against Islamophobia in Belgium 

Veysel Filiz, Board Member, European Muslim Initiative for Social 

Cohesion (EMISCO)  

General Discussion  

12.45-12.50  Concluding Remarks 

12.50-13.00  Presentation of the book “A Year at the Helm of the United 

Nations General Assembly” authored by H.E. Mr. Nassir Abdulaziz 

Al-Nasser, UN High Representative for the Alliance of Civilizations 

(UNAOC) 

13.00-14.30 Lunch Reception for the participants of the conference. 
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About the Organisers 

 

LINKS (Dialogue-Analysis-Research)  

 

LINKS was established in London in July 1997 as an independent, not-for-profit think tank, 

working on areas of conflict and conflict prevention, governance, global security and 

international relations. Its main areas of expertise and interests are: the Caucasus and Central 

Asian regions; the European Union’s relations with its Eastern and Southern neighbourhood; 

the foreign and regional policies of Turkey, Iran and Russia; the Gulf region and its future 

role in the world; and relations between the West and the Muslim world.  

 

Over nearly two decades it has implemented a wide range of activities in support of its basic 

aims: the peaceful resolution of conflicts and the promotion of democracy in societies in 

transition, working most of the time through innovative, ground breaking projects. Around 

500 events in more than 30 countries were organised. For further information please contact 

LINKS at Adam House, 7-10 Adam Street, London WC2N 6AA t: +44 2075209308; f: +44 

2075209309. www.links-dar.org  

 

Islamic Conference Youth Forum for Dialogue and Cooperation (ICYF-DC) 

 

The Forum is a member driven organisation and consists of 35 leading national and 6 

international youth organisations. The ICYF-DC’s highest decision-making body is its 

General Assembly. It elects a 9-member Board, President and Secretary General of the 

Forum.  

 

The ICYF-DC is aimed at coordination of youth activities in the OIC countries. The Forum 

pursue its activities in five major fields: advocacy of youth interests; supporting sustainable 

development; promoting formal and non-formal education; strengthening moral values of 

young generation; and engaging in the dialogue among cultures and civilisations. 

 

The United Nations Alliance of Civilizations (UNAOC)  
 

The UNAOC was established in 2005, at the political initiative of Mr Kofi Anan, former UN 

Secretary General and co-sponsored by the Governments of Spain and Turkey. A High-Level 

Group of experts was formed by Mr. Annan to explore the roots of polarisation between 

societies and cultures today, and to recommend a practical programme of action to address 

this issue. The Report of the High-Level Group provided analysis and put forward practical 

recommendations that form the basis for the implementation plan of the United Nations 

Alliance of Civilizations. 

 

The UNAOC High Representative and Secretariat are based in and operating from New 

York. The Alliance maintains a global network of partners including UN member states, 

international and regional organisations, civil society groups, foundations, and the private 

sector to improve cross-cultural relations between diverse nations and communities. 

 

In its 2006 report, the High-Level Group identified four priority areas for action namely, 

(Education, Youth, Migration, Media). UNAOC project activities are fashioned around these 

four areas, which can play a critical role in helping to reduce cross-cultural tensions and to 

build bridges between communities. 

 

http://www.links-dar.org/

