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Excellencies, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is a real privilege to welcome you today to this side-event on preventing radicalization, 

violent extremism and atrocity crimes.  

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

share with us their knowledge, experience and expertise in this matter. I would especially 

like to thank Mr. Adama Dieng and his office for helping us to organize this side-event and 

my Moroccan colleague [his Excellency Salaheddine Mezouar] to co-host this event with us. 

Excellencies,  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

In recent years we have seen a worrying increase of radicalization, violent extremism and 

atrocity crimes. All regions of the world seem to be affected, albeit to varying degrees. 

Europe is no exception. Belgium neither. I myself witnessed the extreme consequences of 

radicalization, when I arrived at the Jewish Museum in Brussels only a few minutes after a 

deadly attack had taken place; an attack presumably perpetrated by a young French fighter 

returning from the Middle East. 

We need to act to protect our citizens, through monitoring, security measures and 

legislative adaptation. However, if we want to protect our citizens from the risks posed by 

these phenomena, we need to understand and address the underlying factors that 

contribute to radicalization, such as the alienation and grievances of communities that might 

feel marginalized or discriminated for example. 

As political leaders we have the responsibility to build integrated and open societies. We 

have to address discrimination, speak out against xenophobia and racism and invest in 

education. We have a common responsibility to highlight positive initiatives that strengthen 

cohesion within and between our societies. It is therefore important to involve all 

stakeholders looking to work in this direction. 



Working with local actors, including civil society, is crucial. It is illusory to think that we can 

reach out to those most vulnerable to radicalization, without understanding and addressing 

their frustrations and their failures. Local actors, such as teachers, social workers, youth 

and sport representatives, religious leaders and families are our best allies. In particular, 

women and girls have a crucial role to play as they can be one of the most effective voices 

in countering violent extremism. As mothers and sisters. As wives. But also in many other 

role they have in the society they live in. We must empower them and provide them with 

the necessary tools to help them defend the values of tolerance and respect for others. 

We also need a clearer understanding of the way social media and internet are used as a 

vehicle for radicalization. A greater emphasis must be placed on preventing both the spread 

of extremist views and the recruitment of terrorist fighters through new communication 

networks. Users need to know their rights online, how to recognize online rumor, how to 

counter hate speech and how to react against media that uses intolerant speech as a 

business model to attract attention. In this regard, the development of a convincing 

counter-narrative, drawing on grassroots initiatives, spread through the same 

communication networks is particularly important. As underlined at the Washington Summit 

to Counter Violent Extremism in February, this requires increased co-operation between 

stakeholders from all key sectors, respecting at the same time the fundamental principle of 

freedom of expression. Our best counter-narrative is our action in promoting inclusivity. 

Excellencies,  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Let me elaborate a bit on my experience from my own country, Belgium. According to 

recent estimates around 200 Belgians are thought to be in Syria. Close to 130 returned to 

Belgium after their stay in the region. 77 are thought to have been killed. Set against the 

backdrop of its population, Belgium is therefore strongly affected by the phenomenon of 

radicalization in comparison to other European countries. 

In response, the Belgian federal government adopted in 2013 a new radicalization 

prevention programme, which includes research means to improve our knowledge of 

radicalization processes, the promotion of social measures and several awareness raising 

and advocacy activities at local level. Within the Ministry of Home Affairs a new unit was 

created, tasked with supporting and promoting local strategies to counter violent 

radicalization. In 2014, a pilot project was launched in ten cities most affected by 

radicalization. They regularly share their best practices and initiatives. At the same time, 

the Minister of Justice launched an action plan aimed at preventing radicalization of 



prisoners and developing specialized supervision for people who radicalized while in 

detention. 

Other levels of government in Belgium have also launched projects. All of them pay 

particular attention to the training of frontline actors, including teachers and social workers. 

Tools have also been developed to train young people and their parents, with a view to 

better equip youngsters against the dangers of ideological indoctrination. 

At the request of the Member States of the European Union and in cooperation with the 

United Kingdom, Belgium has taken the lead of the “Syria Strategic Communications 

Advisory Team” programme, which aims to develop a media strategy to counter hate 

speech of jihadists. In the same vein, the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe 

adopted last May, under the Belgian Presidency, a three-year action plan setting out a 

series of measures to help tackle radicalization, including in schools, prisons and on the 

internet. A set of legally-binding international standards to help tackle the phenomenon of 

foreign terrorist fighters was also adopted under the Belgian Presidency. 

The result of all our efforts, notably on prevention, is that the number of departures of 

Foreign Terrorist Fighters has dramatically decreased from an average of 15 per month to 

less than 5 per month. Our efforts won’t diminish however as long as our young citizens 

continue to leave.  We know we have to develop adapted tools to counter the increased 

involvement of women. We know that xenophobia and racism is a dangerous phenomenon 

that can have dangerous effects. Therefore we will strive further to build inclusive societies. 

To conclude, allow me to underline that countering violent radicalization is not only about 

projects of tolerance and developing counter-narratives. It is also about simple actions that 

allow people to live better together, irrespectively of age, nationality, ethnicity, race or 

religion. Building bridges is the basis for mutual understanding and the foundation for 

cohesion. It is the foundation of our humanity. 

Excellencies,  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I am looking forward to learning about your insights. 

Thank you. 

 


