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Excellencies,  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is a real privilege to welcome you today to this side-event on combatting hate speech and 

the prevention of genocide. 

Allow me first to address a special word of thanks to all panelists who have offered to share 

with us their in-depth knowledge and expertise in this matter. I would especially like to 

thank Ghana and Mr. Adama Dieng for helping us to organize this side-event. 

Excellencies,  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Earlier this year, together with representatives of 125 countries and of regional and global 

International Organizations, the Secretary General participated in the Brussels International 

Conference on the Prevention of Genocides (31st of March – 1st of April 2014). One of the 

major conclusions coming out of the discussions was the necessity to take effective 

measures to prevent incitement to violence based on ethnic, racial and religious hatred. 

The link between hate speech and genocide does not need to be demonstrated. Conveyed 

by media, hate speeches can fuel the most horrible crimes, as we have seen more than 

once throughout History. 

Since the emergence of social media platforms, we have seen a significant increase in hate 

speech. The relative openness, wide availability and instantaneity with which messages can 

be disseminated with relative anonymity, make social media a preferred platform for 

extremist groups and hateful movements. In this regard, the videos posted online of the 

brutal beheading of American journalists, James Foley and Steven Sotloff, and of the British 



aid worker, David Haines, are an abominable reminder of how social media can be misused 

not only as a means to disseminate hatred and incite to violence, but also as recruitment 

platform for potential new members. Some persons use the internet to spread 

discriminatory ideas, while others might find it ‘provoking’ or ‘non-conformist’ to take over 

these ideas and share them with the rest of the world. In the absence of reactions, the 

danger exists that these forms of hate speech might be regarded as normal and acceptable. 

In this regard it would be wrong not to make the distinction between the medium on the 

one hand and the content on the other hand. Social media have brought many benefits to 

all aspects of modern life and have enabled us to exercise our right to freedom of opinion 

and expression. This fundamental right must be protected as an indispensable part of any 

democratic society. 

However, I strongly believe that the right to speak should not lead to the infringement of 

other human rights. This belief is also enshrined in the Constitution of my country, which 

reflects the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights: the freedom of religion and 

the freedom of expression in all matters are guaranteed, except when the exercise of these 

freedoms lead to the commission of criminal offences. Criticism of religions or beliefs, 

whichever they are, is not a crime in Belgium and everyone can therefore express his or her 

views on these topics. However, Belgian criminal law foresees that incitement to hatred and 

discrimination is a criminal offence and must be prosecuted, whatever its nature or whoever 

the author. Fully in line with the International Covenant on Civil and Political rights, this 

limit to the freedom of expression constitutes a necessary measure in a democratic society. 

In Belgium, we have established a Centre for Equal Opportunities and Opposition to Racism, 

tasked with the promotion of equality of opportunity and combatting all forms of 

discrimination. Concretely this means that the Centre monitors possible cases of incitement 

to hatred and discrimination and collects complaints, of which an increasing number pertain 

to online content. After a complaint has been filed, the Centre can contact the social media 

network administrator in order to come to a solution through mediation and consultation. 

One of the most important added values of this Centre is its power to initiate a judicial 

procedure and to represent the interests of the victims of hate speech in court. 

Excellencies,  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

While the criminalization and effective prosecution of incitement to hatred and violence is 

necessary in a democratic society, punishment is just a downstream intervention coming 



into effect only after the violation has taken place. Deterrence is only one aspect of 

prevention and, while essential, it should be coupled with a robust preventive mechanism. 

Aware of the dangers of hate speech, the States and organizations participating in the 

Brussels International Conference on the Prevention of Genocides, expressed their strong 

resolve to “encourage and develop educational tools to raise awareness of young people and 

future generations on the fundamental importance of protecting human rights and the 

values of diversity, with special focus on the rights of minority groups”. Indeed, to be 

successful preventive strategies should view hate speech as a symptom of a deeper 

problem. 

Root causes of genocides frequently lie in the construction of identity concepts like “us and 

them”, the existence of ideas of superiority and the justification of discrimination of any 

form. Preventing genocide and combatting hate speech requires that these ideas and 

attitudes be challenged and corrected. A multi-stakeholder approach focused on 

empowerment and education is, thus, vital to combat hate speech. 

In social media networks, the voices of victims of discrimination most often remain absent 

because of their lack of access to new communication and information technologies. This 

can be problematic as it might leave racist ideas unchallenged. It is therefore important that 

internet and social media networks are accessible and affordable to all, based on the 

principles of non-discrimination of any kind. Promoting content diversification and counter 

speech via the use of the Internet can therefore be an effective approach to preventing 

incitement to hatred and discrimination. 

Another helpful tool to prevent cyber hate are media literacy programmes and online 

awareness raising initiatives to sensitize the public to the adverse effects of discrimination. 

In this regard the Belgian Police and the Centre for Equal Opportunities and Opposition to 

Racism have launched an awareness-raising campaign to encourage Internet users to be 

more critical about racist, sexist, homophobic and hateful online content. The campaign 

includes a guide for the general public with more information on what to do and how to 

respond appropriately to cyber hate. 

Education on equality, tolerance and discrimination should be central to any prevention 

strategy. Education has the powerful potential to address deep-rooted discrimination and 

the legacy of historical injustices, as well as to act as a means to enable individuals and 

groups to lift themselves out of poverty. However, around the world, still too many people 

face obstacles and challenges to the full enjoyment of their right to education, as they 

experience a low level of education and discrimination and segregation in schools. This 



persistence of discrimination among these vulnerable groups and individuals remains a 

challenge to the construction of a tolerant society which rests upon an inclusive education 

system. 

As stated in the Durban Declaration and Programme of Action, education that is sensitive to, 

and respects cultural diversity, plays an essential role in the prevention and eradication of 

all forms of intolerance and discrimination. This education can be dispensed through 

classical means, like schools, and through social media. At the same time this will fight the 

increasing emergence of hate speech on social media. 

Lastly, I would like to underline the importance of remembrance ceremonies and memorials. 

We owe it to the victims and their families. My visits to such places, in Kigali, Washington, 

Berlin and Yad Vashem, have always been very emotional. They show the worst of what 

mankind is capable of. They are also a central tool to raise awareness, especially among 

generations who are fortunate not to have lived through such tragedies. 

Excellencies,  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The presence of so many delegations demonstrates the importance of this issue and of your 

commitment to avert mass atrocities. 

I am looking forward to learning about your insights in preventing genocides inter alia 

through education. 

Thank you. 

CHECK AGAINST DELIVERY 

 


