Address by Ambassador of India at Inauguration of Diamond Jubilee Celebrations of Netherlands India Association (NIA)
On Sunday, 27th March 2011

Mr. Badri Madan, President, NIA,
Mr. Dev Gurnani, Secretary, NIA,
Board Members, Dear Friends,


It is an honour to be present here at the launch of the year-long celebration of the Diamond Jubilee of the Netherlands India Association.  I am told that it is the oldest Indo-Dutch cultural Association founded by the earliest wave of Indians who came to the Netherlands.  NIA can take rightful pride in its remarkable journey of sixty years.  It has made a significant contribution to the rich traditions of both countries.
2.
In Indian tradition, Shastipurthi – completion of sixty years – is a momentous occasion for celebration.  Sixty years, whether in the life of human beings or an organisation, marks an important phase.  It denotes a stage of maturity and fulfillment of dreams and aspirations of its founding members.  At the same time, it is a time for reflection and reinvention.

3.
NIA was founded in 1951, just four years after India’s independence and establishment of diplomatic relations with Netherlands.  It has since then acted as an important bridge between our two countries by promoting people to people interaction.  A common thread in my conversations with various dignitaries of our host country, at the highest political level has been the singling out of the vibrant and dynamic Indian Diaspora in the Netherlands which, while contributing to the strength of the Dutch economy and industry, has maintained its unique cultural identity and traditions.  This also includes our Surinamese Hindustani community.  The Indian Diaspora is seen as a model community here in the Netherlands.  We can all be justly proud of our achievements and contribution which are now well recognised here, including by Dutch media.
4.
2011 is not only an important year for NIA but also for India.  It coincides with the celebration of 150th Anniversary of Gurudev Rabindranath Tagore, the first Asian Nobel Laureate from India.  Rabindranath Tagore was the first prominent visitor from India to Netherlands whose footsteps we have followed. He visited Leiden, Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Utrecht and Amersfoort in 1920. Besides Universities, Tagore reached out to the Dutch people by addressing large audiences in churches and the halls of the Theosophical Society.  Embassy of India and Friends of Tagore are organising several important activities to commemorate the Anniversary of this illustrious and versatile personality who was a poet, painter, thinker, philosopher and educationist.  Apart from various cultural events, you would be able to actually feel his presence at the Leiden University and the Public Library of The Hague where his busts are being installed in May this year.  
5.
India-Netherlands have the warmest bilateral relations, based on shared values, increasing convergence of interests, strong economic ties and  people-to-people contacts.  This is natural between two vibrant democracies, based on respect for human rights, fundamental freedoms and rule of law.  The bilateral trade has already crossed the five billion Euro mark.  Despite global economic turndown, the  bilateral trade registered an annual growth of 23% last year.  Both countries recognize the value in rapidly growing multifaceted cooperation and are currently engaged in further strengthening bilateral ties in various areas of cooperation including political, economic and trade, culture, education, science and technology, agriculture and other fields. 

6.
Since my presentation of credentials on 1st September ’10, there has been a qualitative shift in the relationship between our two countries and I feel a sense of pride in overseeing this shift.  Several high-level exchanges have taken place and many more are in the pipeline.  Foreign Office Consultations at Secretary General level were held in January this year after a long hiatus.  Mayor of Rotterdam led an important business delegation to India last month.  Mayors of Amsterdam and The Hague will also be visiting India this year.  Minister of Infrastructure and Environment Ms. Melanie Schultz whom I recently met and briefed is scheduled to lead a large official and trade delegation comprising more than seventy five companies to India from 2-9 April 2011.  Dutch Minister of Agriculture and Foreign Trade Mr. Henk Bleker will be paying a  visit to India from 6-10 June 2011.  A visit to India this year by the Dutch Foreign Minister Prof. Uri Rosenthal at the invitation of our EAM, is being worked out.
7.
As I speak, Permanent Secretary of the Ministry of Science & Technology of India, Dr. T. Ramasami and his  delegation are on their way to the Netherlands to address an important Seminar on Investment and Technology in the Water Sector in India which is being organised by the Embassy tomorrow. We would also have an Inter-ministerial 2nd meeting of the high-level Joint Committee on Science & Technology at which both countries will look at the possibilities of further expanding the framework of Science & Technology cooperation.  Efforts are being made to establish a similar Joint Commission for Economic and Trade Issues.
8.
Dear Friends, We are also engaged in opening the first-ever branch of an Indian bank in Amsterdam which would benefit the business as well as the Diaspora.  I am also pleased to share with you that the Embassy has just launched an Orange Carpet Visa Scheme for facilitating business visas for the Dutch companies visiting India.  This is in addition to the complete outsourcing of visa and consular services by the Embassy to facilitate issue of visas, passports, PIO and OCI Cards.  We now have three Visa and Consular Outsourcing Centres in The Hague, Amsterdam and Rotterdam to cater to the needs of our Dutch friends and Indian Diaspora. 
9.
On education, there is a heightened interest in the Netherlands in enhancing cooperation with India.  We have established a Chair of Contemporary Indian Studies at Leiden University.  We are also in the process of finalising an Annual Chair of Indian Studies at Amsterdam University. Similar interest has been expressed by Erasmus University and Maastricht University which I just visited to establish Chairs of Contemporary Indian Medicine. We are pursuing these proposals.  

10.
I am happy to share with you the initiative, the Embassy has undertaken in view of the long-standing demand of the Indian Diaspora here to have an Indian Cultural Centre in the Netherlands. The Embassy is currently engaged in giving shape to this proposal before taking it up with the MEA.
11.
We have watched the beautiful documentary “Story of India” by Michael Wood today.  It is your story, it is our story. What we saw was 5000 years of our glorious past.  A bright and prosperous future awaits us.  Economic and political power is shifting to Asia.  The world is looking at India as the hope for the next era, not only in terms of economic leadership, but a leadership based on values and spiritual purity.  You have a role to play in this grand moment.  India counts on you. Fifteen years from now when we celebrate the Platinum Jubilee of NIA, I hope that we would have another happy story of India to watch.

12.
Indian Diaspora in the Netherlands has several accomplishments to its credit. Two eminent members of the Diaspora, Mr. Ram Lakhina and Mr. Wahid Saleh, have been awarded the Pravasi Bharatiya Samman by the Government of India in recognition of their contribution.   We hope there will be more!
13.
While we should take pride in our achievements, we should also reflect on the future of the Association.  As I mentioned earlier, 60 years is also a time for reflection and introspection.  We should look at expanding the membership base of the Association. In this context, it would be useful to further reach out to our Dutch friends and the Surinami Hindustani community.  Change is the only constant in life.  It is equally  important to ensure that the younger generation is as involved with the Association as the current one so that they can carry forward the momentum which has been gathered over a period of six decades.  
14.
NIA has lined up a series of impressive activities spread over the year, including publication of a commemorative volume, a Symposium on Indo-Dutch Relationship and Cooperation, a friendly cricket match between The Ambassador of India Eleven vs. the Mayor of Wassenaar Eleven, and a grand cultural programme. You must have been following the World Cup in which India has performed creditably.  We hope to lift the Cup for the second time after 18 years.  The Indo-Pak match is being shown on a large screen at the Embassy on Wednesday.  I am sure that the Ambassador of India Eleven will follow suit.  On this note, I wish the Association all success and many more years of service to the Indian and Dutch community in the Netherlands. 

15.
Let me conclude by reciting a few lines from our National Song, Vande Mataram by the great writer and poet, Bankim Chandra Chatterjee in praise of Mother India, an apt theme for today’s function to celebrate the Story of India.  I recite them in English for the benefit of my Dutch friends:

Mother, I bow to thee! 
Rich with thy hurrying streams, 
bright with orchard gleams, 
Cool with thy winds of delight, 
Dark fields waving Mother of might, 
Mother free. 

Glory of moonlight dreams, 
Over thy branches and lordly streams, 
Clad in thy blossoming trees, 
Mother, giver of ease 
Laughing low and sweet! 
Mother I kiss thy feet, 
Speaker sweet and low! 
Mother, to thee I bow.

Vande Mataram.

Jai Hind.

Thank you.
* * * *

Page 1 of 6
PAGE  
Page 6 of 6

