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Excellency PM Sheikh Hasina, Deputy Leader Sajeda Chowdhury, State Minister Dipankar Talukdar, special guests, ladies and gentlemen,
I am delighted to be here today to attend this Festival which is an annual celebration of Bangladesh's diversity and of the contributions of so many different communities to the country's culture and society. 

I'd like to thank all the artists, and participants who will join and will be involved today, as well as UNDP for helping with the organisation of the event. A special thanks also to Government of Bangladesh and especially to the Ministry of CHT Affairs. Together with UNDP, the Ministry of CHT Affairs is the implementing partner of the CHT Development Facility, under which the festival has been organised. 

For the last 60 years we in Europe have worked to forge a new Union. 27 countries have been able to overcome their historic differences and work together in pursuit of peace and prosperity. But you know people in Europe are also profoundly attached to their traditions, to their different languages, cultures and religions. We are 500 million people, but with hundreds of diverse traditions. And in our union we want to encourage that diversity, because we believe it is our strength. We have a motto for this idea- unity in diversity.

I believe this is a concept we share with Bangladesh. This event and your presence here today, Prime Minister, show this to be so.

Today's festival of diversity is one of many important outputs of the Chittagong Hill Tracts Development Facility, which the European Union has supported through financial and technical support amounting to some 70 million Euros since 2005. The CHT Development Facility aims to improve the lives and welfare of all the people in the Chittagong Hill Tracts, regardless of their ethnic group or origin, and to create the conditions for progress to be made in bringing lasting peace to the region.

This weekend marked the occasion of the 14th Anniversary of the signature of the Chittagong Hill Tracts Peace Accord and I am happy to represent the EU here today. I happen to come from a part of Europe to the North West, right on the edge called Northern Ireland. And there, around the same time 16 years ago, another Peace Agreement was signed: an agreement which has led to lasting peace there, something I never believed would happen. And so I would like to underline the value of the CHT Peace Accord, both as a framework for development and as the cornerstone for a successful peace-building process. And I also know how helpful it can be to have international support for a peace process.

A number of steps in support of the CHT were taken by the present Government as soon as it entered into power in 2009. Among these were the establishment of the National Committee for Implementation of the CHT Peace Accord, of the CHT Land Dispute Resolution Commission Act and of the Task Force on Rehabilitation of the Returnee Refugees and Internal Displaced People. Responsibilities for a number of policy areas have also been transferred to the jurisdiction of the Hill District Councils. A number of temporary army camps have also been removed. This is to be welcomed. However, much remains to be done, as all stakeholders in that process agree. 
Full and effective implementation of the Peace Accord will be vital for ensuring a permanent end to all violence, discriminatory treatment and human rights violations against religious and ethnic minorities and indigenous people. This includes ensuring their entitlement to equal opportunity in all spheres of public and social life, and the adoption of special measures to secure their original ownership of land, water bodies, and their age-old rights to forest areas. Strengthening their rights is an essential part of implementing the Peace Accord. And, just as importantly, implementing the Peace Accord is essential to strengthening cultural diversity in Bangladesh.

The Peace Accord brings together many issues which are at the heart of European values and EU development activities around the world: support for peace-building, democracy, human rights and the rule of law, cultural diversity, and tackling poverty and regional disparities. But these are not our values alone. They are universal values, enshrined in the universal declaration on human rights and they are values shared by Bangladesh and enshrined in its constitution. That is why the EU and Bangladesh have long worked together in these areas, and will continue to do so.

Ladies and gentlemen,

I have just returned from Brussels from a conference of all EU ambassadors around the world. There were two main topics this year. First, what we can do to protect our union which is in the centre of a financial storm. I heard great determination from our leaders to take whatever measures are necessary to do this. This is important for Bangladesh as over half your exports go to the EU market. The other main topic was the Arab spring. Democracy and respect for human rights have made great strides in that part of the world this year. There are still huge challenges ahead. The EU has pledged to support democracy and human rights round the world, whether in North Africa or in Asia. People's aspirations, to be free to live in safety and to improve their lives, are the same all over the world.

I would like to wish an enjoyable time to all the participants and spectators who are here today. I hope we can all enjoy our different cultural traditions in mutual respect. Thank you all very much for your attention.
