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Excellencies,  
Distinguished participants, 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
It is a great honour to be here today on the occasion of the annual observance of 
the International Day of “Remembrance for the Victims of Slavery and the 
Transatlantic Slave Trade”. This Day offers an opportunity to honour and remember 
those who suffered and died at the hands of the brutal slavery system.  
The transatlantic slave trade marked one of the darkest periods of human history, 
as it reduced millions of human beings to mere property, making it a crime of 
universal scope that shook the very foundations of civilization.  
 
The history of the slave trade and its abolition has shaped the world in which we 
live. We are all heirs to this past, which has transformed the world’s map, its laws, 
and cultures.  
 
Most of all, this history has had lasting effects on relations among peoples.  
The significance and implications of this history must be known to all and must be 
taught in and outside schools, through the media and in the public arena.  
UNESCO attaches deep importance to transmitting this history, because we believe 
this is essential to the struggle against racism, for the observance of human rights, 
of human dignity and for building peace.  
 
This is the essence of the humanist spirit that has always guided UNESCO, to 
teach the past to understand the present and build a better future for all. 



This can only happen on the basis of respect, equal dignity and mutual 
understanding – which are the guiding principles of the UNESCO Slave Route 
Project. This year marks the 20th anniversary of this project, and therefore allow me 
to say a few words about it. We will show a short video produced under this project 
later in the programme. 
 
Ladies and gentlemen, 
I am convinced education is essential for raising awareness about the slave trade 
and slavery and for better understanding the fabric of societies we live in today. 
Through its cultural and educational programmes, UNESCO works to safeguard 
and promote this history and heritage as a force for rapprochement and dialogue 
today.  
 
This is the importance of the Slave Route Project, and especially the Educational 
Transatlantic Slave Trade “Breaking the Chains” Project, implemented with the 
UNESCO Network of Associated Schools. UNESCO supports scientific research, 
teacher training, the preservation of memorial sites and archives and the promotion 
of cultural interaction - so that everyone may grasp the stakes of this history. The 
Slave Route Project embodies these goals and contributes to action to counter 
demeaning prejudices inherited from a system of oppression.  
 
Under the Slave Route Project, UNESCO aims to reveal the extent and 
consequences of this human tragedy and to portray the wealth of the cultural 
traditions that African peoples have forged in the face of adversity – in art, music, 
dance and culture in its broader sense. Last year, on the eve of the twentieth 
anniversary of the Slave Route Project, UNESCO designated the great Jazzman 
Marcus Miller as a UNESCO Artist for Peace, who will undertake the mission of 
promoting the UNESCO Slave Route Project and conveying its message of respect 
through music. These endeavors will also contribute to efforts for the Decade for 
People of African Descent (2013-2022), proclaimed by the United Nations in 2012. 
The slave trade is not merely a thing of the past -- it has shaped the world we live 
in, it has moulded the face of modern societies, creating indissoluble ties between 
peoples, irreversibly transforming economies, cultures and customs across the 
world.  
 
This is why UNESCO launched the Slave Route Project in 1994… 
…to break the silence around slavery and the slave trade… 
…to shed light on the struggles for dignity and freedom of enslaved peoples… 
…to show their contribution to strengthening fundamental notions of humanity, 
liberty and justice, to contribute to the dialogue among cultures.  
 



Ladies and gentlemen, 
The slave trade concerns not only people of African descent but the whole of 
humanity.  It illustrates not only the barbaric practices that human beings can 
perpetrate, but also the resilience of culture in the fight for dignity.  
The slave trade is not merely a thing of the past: it is our history and it has shaped 
the face of many modern societies, creating indissoluble ties between peoples and 
continents, and irreversibly transforming the destiny, economy and culture of 
nations. Studying this history is tantamount to paying tribute to freedom fighters and 
to acknowledging their unique contributions to the affirmation of universal human 
rights. They have set an example for us to continue the struggle for freedom, 
against racial prejudice inherited from the past and against new forms of slavery 
that subsist to this day and affect some 21 million people globally. 
 
The event today also helps remind us that injustice – however deep-rooted and 
widespread -- cannot prevail. It will inspire us in the struggles we lead today against 
racial prejudice and discrimination, against all forms of slavery that persist. 
 
In closing, let me say that I am very moved to participate in this event – which helps 
remind us that the history of slavery is not only one of suffering and injustice – it is a 
victorious fight from oppression to freedom, a quest for universal human rights, 
guided by the belief in human dignity, in the equality of all women and men. 
 
These are the founding principles of the United Nations, and we must take every 
occasion to renew our commitment to these ideals. 
 
Thank you. 
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