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Excellencies,

Distinguished colleagues,

It 1s with great pleasure that we launch here today The Siena Recommendations
on Contested Histories and National Minorities. These Recommendations are the
result of a years-long process by successive High Commissioners, based on
observations, consultations and expert contributions. They are an aspirational
reference that provide guidance and options for policy makers to address issues
involving contested histories while recognizing that every context is unique. This
is the eleventh set of Recommendations and Guidelines published by my office,
consolidating expertise on subjects relevant to my mandate of conflict prevention

on national minority issues.

I would like to begin by expressing my gratitude to the municipality of Siena and
to the University of Siena for their generous hospitality as the location for this
event. The choice of Siena as the titular home of these Recommendations is in
recognition of both the contributions of the university to our work on contested
histories and Siena’s legacy as a place that reminds us that history is not merely

inherited, but continually shared and interpreted across generations.

I would also like to acknowledge the many scholars, practitioners, policymakers
and representatives of civil society whose expertise and commitment have
contributed to the development of the Recommendations. I especially note the
extensive expertise and tireless efforts of Marie-Louise Jansen. I am also grateful
to former High Commissioner Lamberto Zannier, who initiated this area of
research during his tenure and has remained active in the development of this

document.



Dear colleagues,

History is never merely about the past. Although exploring and analysing
historical facts is a task for professional historians, the impact of history and the
way historical events are memorialized and represented is closely related to
identity. The way societies remember, interpret, teach and learn history
profoundly shapes the present and influences the future. Collective memories can
affect who belongs, whose experiences matter, and how communities understand
their place within the State and the wider region. When historical narratives lead
to exclusion, they can deepen divisions, fuel mistrust and contribute to instability.
When approached responsibly, however, history can be a source of dialogue,
resilience and reconciliation. Ensuring that a shared history is represented in an
inclusive manner is, therefore, one of the ways we can prevent and address

tensions within our increasingly diverse societies, as well as between States.

Across the OSCE area and beyond, many communities continue to live with the
legacy of wars, forced displacement, political repression, discrimination and
intercommunal violence. Different groups may remember the same historical
period in different ways. What one community celebrates, another may lament.
What one group regards as a triumph, another may associate with suffering or
exclusion. This is especially so for national minorities for whom these
experiences can reinforce feelings of marginalization and mistrust. There is a risk
that different interpretations of the same events can become a new source of
tension or conflict. The question is, therefore, not whether historical
interpretations will differ, but how societies can manage those differences

constructively.

When an individual can remember history the way they want and can express

their interpretations freely, differing interpretations of the past can be articulated,
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examined and debated in a peaceful manner. If they cannot, there is a risk of
entrenching grievances and undermining trust in public institutions. Open and
pluralistic debate about history is not a threat to social cohesion. On the contrary,

it is a precondition for it.

This 1s not to say that all accounts of the past deserve equal credibility, but that it
is important for States to foster an environment in which society, across
academia, education and public debate, can pursue the most accurate account of
the past possible, grounded in evidence. At the same time, according to
international law, States have a duty to take immediate and positive measures to

address propaganda that promotes discrimination, hatred and violence.

However, while societies may legitimately debate the meaning and significance
of historical events, facts established through rigorous scholarship should not be
reduced to a matter of political negotiation, nor surrendered to disinformation. In
particular, the Recommendations clearly underscore that events that have been
judged by international courts and tribunals to constitute genocide or crimes
against humanity must not be presented in any way that could facilitate their
denial. It follows that the acknowledgment of atrocities cannot be selective or
contingent on political expediency, nor can one crime ever serve to justify or

relativize another.

This brings me to the first of several points I would like to highlight from the
Siena Recommendations. Acknowledging documented historical realities is not
only a matter of scholarly integrity, it is also a matter of human dignity. Historical
debates can sometimes become focused on competing political narratives while
overlooking the experiences of individuals and communities. Respecting those
who have suffered requires acknowledging suffering wherever it occurred and

regardless of the identity of those affected. It means listening to survivors and
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their descendants. It means preserving historical evidence and protecting spaces
for remembrance. Most essentially, recognizing the suffering of one group should
never require denying the suffering of another. Indeed, empathy becomes
possible when societies acknowledge that different communities can each carry
historical traumas. This approach can help shift discussions away from zero-sum

narratives of collective innocence and collective blame.

The second point that I would like to highlight is the principle of inclusivity.
Processes aimed at addressing contested histories should involve those whose
histories are being discussed, including the diversity of voices within a national
minority community. When decisions about memorialization, education, public
symbols or commemorative practices are made without meaningful consultation
with affected communities, this may unintentionally reinforce grievances and

perceptions of marginalization.

Effective participation of national minority communities helps ensure that diverse
experiences are acknowledged and that decisions enjoy broader legitimacy and
ownership. Inclusive processes also encourage dialogue across communities.
They create spaces where individuals can encounter perspectives different from
their own and where complex historical realities can be discussed openly and
respectfully. Importantly, participation should not be understood as a one-time
consultation. It should be an ongoing commitment to engagement, transparency

and trust-building.

The third point is that contested histories often extend beyond national borders
and boundaries. Historical events and narratives often affect multiple
communities living in different States or regions. Hence, narratives developed in
one place can influence minority communities in another. Commemorations,

textbooks, monuments and public statements may have cross-border
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implications. For this reason, addressing contested histories requires responsible

inter-State relations that reflect this reality.

Constructive dialogue between States can contribute to preventing historical
disputes from becoming political disputes. In this context, it is important to avoid
instrumentalizing history for political purposes or using historical grievances to
generate tensions with their neighbours. When States support scholarly
co-operation, facilitate access to archives, encourage academic exchanges and
promote joint historical initiatives, where appropriate, this can create
opportunities to explore complex historical issues in a spirit of mutual respect,

non-interference and friendly relations, for the sake of stability and security.

As 1s the case for national discussions on historical interpretations, inter-State
co-operation does not require agreement on every interpretation of the past.
Rather, it requires recognition that multiple perspectives may coexist and that
disagreements should be managed through constructive endeavours rather than

confrontation.

The fourth point I will highlight from the Siena Recommendations is the
importance of education. Schools play a particularly formative role in shaping
how future generations understand history. Education can either perpetuate
stereotypes and divisions or cultivate critical thinking, empathy and democratic

citizenship.

History education is essential in equipping students with the skills necessary to
examine evidence, evaluate sources, understand context and engage with
differing interpretations. It is an opportunity for students to learn that historical
inquiry is a process of investigation and reflection. Effective educational

methodologies encourage multiple perspectives, where students encounter
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different experiences and viewpoints, including those of minorities and
marginalized groups whose voices have often been absent from traditional
historical narratives. This strengthens social cohesion. Citizens who understand
complexity are better equipped to resist manipulation, misinformation, hatred and
discrimination. They are also more likely to engage constructively with those who

hold different views.

Teachers deserve particular support in this regard. Addressing sensitive historical
issues in the classroom can be challenging. Educators need appropriate training,
resources and institutional backing to facilitate difficult conversations in a

balanced and professional manner.

In this regard, I would like to acknowledge and congratulate the winner of this
year’s Max van der Stoel Award, Education for the 21st Century, which helps
young people in Serbia and across the Western Balkans to understand the
complexity of identity in a multicultural society, and how that is reflected in
historical narratives and memory. We are very fortunate to have the Director of

this organization here today as an expert panellist: Lidija Zupani¢ Suica.

The final point I would like to highlight from the Siena Recommendations is the
specific issue concerning public monuments and memorials. Monuments and
memorials play a subtle, but important role in public life. They are not merely
objects, but also messages about whose stories are valued, whose sacrifices are
remembered and whose place in society is recognized. Because of this symbolic
importance, monuments often become focal points of controversy in societies
grappling with difficult histories. Some communities may regard a monument as
an important part of their identity, while others may experience it as a symbol of
exclusion, oppression or historical injustice. In reflection of these sensitivities,

changes to public monuments, memorials and commemorative spaces benefit
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from transparent, inclusive and participatory processes. When authorities engage
affected communities, consult experts and carefully consider the potential impact
on social cohesion, the decision-making process can strengthen rather than
weaken the bonds that hold societies together. It can bring to light the many
options that exist. For example, in some cases, contextualization, such as artistic

additions or repurposing, may be more constructive than destruction or removal.

Each situation is different and approaches are context specific. What is essential
is that decisions are guided by dialogue rather than polarization, by evidence
rather than political expediency and by a commitment to inclusion rather than

exclusion.

Colleagues and friends,

Creating conditions in which diverse communities can coexist peacefully despite
differing memories and interpretations requires inclusive participation. It requires
respect for diverse experiences and interpretations. It requires responsible
relations between States. It requires educational methodologies that foster critical
thinking and multiple perspectives. And it requires thoughtful approaches to

monuments, memorials and public remembrance.

When societies create space for multiple voices, they reduce the risk that
historical grievances devolve towards conflict. When individuals feel that their
experiences are recognized and respected, trust becomes possible. And when
history is approached as a subject for dialogue, it can contribute to reconciliation

rather than division.
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The past cannot be changed, but the ways in which we engage with it remain
within our control. And by engaging with history thoughtfully, we can strengthen

mutual understanding, human dignity and lasting peace.
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