Welcome Address by Ambassador of India, H.E. Ms. Bhaswati Mukherjee, at the Indian Diaspora Conference (IDC) on Sunday, 25 September 2011 at The World Forum in The Hague

H.E. Shri Vayalar Ravi, Hon’ble Minister of Overseas Indian Affairs and Civil Aviation,
H.E. Mr. Jozias van Aartsen, Hon’ble Mayor of The Hague,
H.E. Mr. Bob Hiensch, Ambassador of Netherlands to India,
Mr. Jasbir Singh, President Foundation for Indian Diaspora in Europe,
Distinguished Guests,
1. It is a special privilege and honour to have the gracious presence of the Hon’ble Minister Shri Vayalar Ravi and the Hon’ble Mayor van Aartsen at this magnificent forum to inaugurate the Indian Diaspora Conference (IDC). Two years ago, in the same hall, our Minister had graced us on the occasion of the Pravasi Bharatiya Divas Europe, the precursor to today’s Conference.  As a fortunate coincidence, His Excellency, the Mayor would be traveling to India next month on a bilateral visit.
2. Let me turn now to the bilateral relationship.  The first Dutch ships of the Netherlands East India Company reached the famous Malabar Coast of India commonly known as the Spice Coast, over 400 years ago.  Officially, India and Netherlands established diplomatic relations immediately after Independence of India.

3. Thus, based on a 400 year relationship, our bilateral relations are based on shared values, and an increasing convergence of interests.  Our bilateral relations today have recaptured the vibrancy of earlier historic contacts.  This is as much due to enhanced trade and technical cooperation as through shared political and cultural values that both sides cherish.  As two pluralistic societies based on human rights and fundamental freedoms, the rights and aspirations of our peoples are represented in each country in a democratically elected Parliament which provides the best opportunity to fulfill the dreams and aspirations of its people.  These rights are enshrined in India’s Constitution, including equal pay for equal work.  
4. A key indicator of our excellent bilateral relationship is the growing people-to-people contacts.  Today, India and The Netherlands are engaged in enhancing dialogue and strengthening bilateral relations in many areas, including  trade and investment, science and technology, information and communication technology, education and culture. Trade and investment cooperation has continued to grow and has surpassed Euro 5 billion in 2010, making Netherlands among our top ten partners.
Dear Friends,

5. It is sometimes forgotten that Netherlands is home to the second largest Indian Diaspora in Europe.  In addition, our Surinami-Hindustani Community of over 180,000 do us proud.  Government of India has been engaging more closely with the Indian Diaspora and the Surinami-Hindustani Community through various schemes, including PIO cards, OCI cards, and various cultural and educational programmes for the Diaspora.
6. The Government of India attaches highest importance to strengthening the bonds with the Indian Diaspora.  The presence of the Hon’ble Minister from India is testimony to Government’s keenness to foster these ties.  It is a matter of pride and joy for us that two eminent members from our Community have been awarded the Pravasi Bharatiya Samman by the Government of India in recognition of their contribution.

7. We are proud that the Indian Diaspora has served as an important bridge between our two countries by promoting people to people interaction.  The Conference today organized by our friends in the Diaspora and under the dynamic leadership of Mr. Jasbir Singh, President, Foundation for Indian Diaspora in Europe underlines its manifold contribution to this relationship.

8. This is also recognized by our host country.  A common thread in my interactions with various dignitaries of our host country, at the highest political level has been the singling out of our vibrant and dynamic Indian Diaspora which, while contributing to the strength of the Dutch economy and industry, has maintained its unique cultural identity and traditions.  The Indian Diaspora has been singled out for its harmonious integration into Dutch society – something which re-emphasizes Indian values of pluralism, mutual respect and peaceful coexistence regardless of caste, creed, religion or language.

9. This also demonstrates the wonderful aspect of the synthesizing ability of Dutch society, where different nationalities come together to make a common home. The synergy between the Dutch, the Indian community and the Surinamese Hindustani community adds a rich and unique dimension to our relationship.  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.  

10. India takes pride in the achievements of the people of Indian origin in diverse fields in different parts of the world. The success of the Indian Diaspora in diverse spheres of human endeavour is a living proof that given a proper enabling environment, the people of Indian origin are second to none. There is a growing respect for India in the world today. India’s spectacular economic growth has brought it to the center stage of the global economy. While it brings recognition to our efforts and strength, it also brings a greater responsibility. In this the Indian Community and Diaspora has played a significant role.  It is therefore apt that the Conference focuses not only on achievements and contributions but also on opportunities and responsibilities of the Diaspora.  

11. The Embassy has tried in every way to support our Diaspora.  We have implemented a Fast Track Business Visa Facilitation Scheme similar to the one which was operationalized by my good friend, Ambassador Hiensch.  The scheme is aimed at facilitating quicker processing of business visas for Dutch Companies whose officials need to travel frequently to India for business purposes. 
12. I am happy to share with you that a long anticipated dream of Government of India, the Indian and Surinami Hindustani Diaspora and the Embassy has come true.  The Gandhi Centre will be inaugurated on 2nd October 2011 by H.E. Dr. Karan Singh, M.P. and President of Indian Council of Cultural Relations to coincide with the birth anniversary of Mahatma Gandhi, the Founder of Indian Nation.  The Centre would act as an important platform for developing and maintaining contacts with our Dutch friends including students, teachers, academicians, cultural personalities and artists to project the rich and diverse cultures of India and the Netherlands.
13. May I pay tribute to our Indian Diaspora which, while totally integrated into the host society, carries India in its heart.  Their dedication to (                   ) or Indianness is an example to the world.   The love and affection for India that we see today in this hall is a moving experience which reminds me of our first Prime Minister Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru who said about India and her children:
“But she is lovable and none of her children can forget her wherever they go or whatever strange fate befalls them, for she is part of them in her greatness as well as her feelings.”

14. I bow to that greatness and feeling of belonging to that cradle of civilization – that civilizational experience that is India.  

15. Let me conclude by quoting not an Indian but that quintessential American Mark Twain on India.  He said:
“India is the cradle of the human race, 

the birthplace of human speech, 

the mother of history, 

the grandmother of legend, 

and the great grand mother of tradition. 

Our most valuable and most instructive materials in the history of man are treasured up in India only. The one land that all men desire to see, and having seen once, by even a glimpse, would not give that glimpse for all the shows of all the rest of the globe combined”.
Thank you.

Jai Hind.

* * * *
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