Celebration of 25 years of cooperation between Imam Sadr Foundation and Norwac, 27 March 2010
Dear friends,

It is a great pleasure for me to be invited today to mark the 25 years of co-operation between Imam Sadr Foundation and the Norwegian Aid Committee (NORWAC). 25 years is a long time in the modern history of Lebanon, as so many things have happened. Lebanon that was when the co-operation started is not the same as today’s Lebanon.  All of you present here today know far better than me what Lebanon and its Lebanese and Palestinian populations have been through and have suffered.  Today  it’s fair to say that developments are moving in the right direction. I am not, however, trying to hide the fact that political, social and economic problems still exist!
The work of foundations like Imam Sadr and organizations like Norwac have made great contributions to positive changes we’re seeing in local  communities and also in the lives of individuals. Where a central authority is missing, as it was for such a long time in Lebanon – and to a certain extent still is, people rely on the good work of NGOs, both local and international. The co-operation that has developed over the years between Imam Sadr Foundation and Norwac has many important aspects: One is the transfer of skills and building up of capacity and competence.  Another important one is the fact that the two organizations are very different – Imam Sadr Foundation with a clear religious and conservative basis and Norwac with a rather secular approach.  This difference creates a good starting point for dialogue, for mutual understanding and not to forget respect for “the other”.  I would here also like to draw the attention to you, Rabab Sadr. For me, you stand out as a leader, in all the positive meanings of the word. I don’t think anybody doubts you are a strong leader, but your strength is not the least expressed through your showing respect for people around you.  You are truly a role model for other women, young women in particular.
The work and activities of Norwac and other Norwegian NGOs in Lebanon have also over the years lead to an increased interest for Lebanon among Norwegians.  Attention has been drawn to the living conditions of ordinary Lebanese and Palestinians through the activities of these organizations. Norway as a country, and the Norwegian NGOs working here, does not have a hidden political agenda in Lebanon. But I would like to think that through our work we have succeeded in exporting values that are important for Norway and Norwegians, first and foremost the respect for others, respect for diversity, respect regardless of political or religious affiliation.  The relationship between the NGOs and the Norwegian governments, whoever is in power, is an example of this.

I have said this on several occasions, but I say again: As Norwegian ambassador to Lebanon I benefit a lot from the very good relations that have been created over the years by the NGOs. It gives me the possibility to see the situation on the ground, to meet and talk to people, to see how they live in their communities.  I strongly believe that this contributes to a better understanding of the people and of the country. And when I talk to people I am always impressed by how much they are  letting me share their hopes, aspirations, challenges, despair- in short – their lives,  with me. I take this trust and confidence in me  as an obligation – something I have to pass on. I can do that, and I try to do that, through having the experiences on the ground reflected in the reporting I and the Embassy to back to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Oslo. 
I would like to end by telling you how grateful I am to all of you present here today for the opportunity you are giving me, and hence Norway, to get a better understanding of the Lebanese and Palestinian communities in Lebanon.

Thank you!

