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Today, on the 65th anniversary of the liberation of the Auschwitz-Birkenau camps, 

we honour the six million Jewish children, men and women killed in a tragedy 

unprecedented in scale and horror. We honour those murdered in the same 

atrocious conditions on the basis of their political belief, sexual orientation, disability 

or ethnic origin. We pay tribute to the survivors of the Holocaust and to the families 

and descendants of victims across the world.  

Every year, over one million visitors travel to Auschwitz-Birkenau to pay homage to 

the victims of this enterprise of mass destruction whose scale still defies 

comprehension. The Holocaust ravaged the heart of Europe but its significance is 

universal: it revealed how far human cruelty can go when one’s fellow human being 

is stripped of all humanity, dignity and identity. We can never forget that this 

happened within our living memory. It is precisely because of its universal value 

that Auschwitz-Birkenau was declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1979.  

The United Nations was born from the ashes of this tragedy. UNESCO’s founding is 

based on the conviction that peace can only be built through knowledge, dialogue 

and understanding. How we read the past shapes our future. This is why today we 

also commend the community of scholars, educators, historians, religious and 

political leaders who have dedicated their lives to fostering reconciliation and 

dialogue through remembrance of the Holocaust. 

In line with a resolution adopted by the General Conference in 2007, UNESCO is 

strengthening its efforts to preserve and spread the memory of the Holocaust. We 

have supported the development of Holocaust education, facilitated exchanges with 

teachers in Africa to reflect on the causes of conflict, and sponsored the launch of 
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the Aladdin project to spread awareness of the Holocaust through the Muslim world 

and promote Jewish-Muslim dialogue.  

Peace demands vigilance, it is built in our daily words and actions. We each have a 

responsibility to counter every expression of intolerance, anti-Semitism, racism and 

hatred. We must do so with renewed determination because today’s global 

economic crisis makes our world all the more insecure and prone to such divides. 

As we enter the 2010 United Nations Year for the Rapprochement of Cultures, let 

us continue to erect solid bridges of dialogue that respect and celebrate our 

diversity, the richest reflection of our shared humanity. It is the only way to honour 

the victims of the Holocaust and all those affected from close or far by this universal 

tragedy.   

Irina Bokova 


