Distinguished (names of Moroccan authorities here), 

Dear El Hassan Neffali – President of the Syndicat National des Professionnels du Théâtre, members of the union board and regional coordinators,

My fellow FIA friends from all over the world

Colleagues, ladies and gentlemen,

Salaam Aleikum.

I am truly honoured to be here today and officially open this 19th FIA World Congress in Marrakech. Since the year of its creation in 1952, this is the first time that FIA holds its Congress in Africa. It is a huge achievement for our Moroccan colleagues and we are proud of what they have been able to offer us and the warmth with which they have welcomed us. Morocco is an amazing country, with very generous people and a deep sense of hospitality. It is a land of enchantment and wonder, with centuries of history and an extremely vibrant cultural heritage, including traditional and contemporary music, theatre and film. The Moroccan government increasingly understands the value of culture – including from an economic point of view – and is doing much to promote it within the country and abroad. Morocco was I believe the first country in Africa and one of the first (and few) in the world to grant the artists a professional status. This has led the government to introduce a number of mechanisms in Morocco for the social welfare of artists that we hope will be inspirational for many. As the industry is getting more and more organised, we hope to be able to see soon the beginning of a structured social dialogue, where unions and employers (individually or gathered in associations) can bargain for minimum terms and conditions and agree on a safety net for all professional perform hardly have enough leverage to bargain for and by themselves.

Our presence here has a big symbolic meaning. It is a tribute to the richness and the diversity of the cultures that constantly intermingle with one another on this vast continent; it is an acknowledgement of the tough work that many of our colleagues face here on a daily basis and of their commitment to improve the working conditions of professional performers; it is an opportunity for many of us to better understand the challenges faced by African artists, as they struggle to get their status recognized, often work in very unsafe environments and get very little - if anything – in return for their dedication and talent. Many performers in Africa still work with no contracts or on terms that they have not been able to negotiate. The intellectual property rights of audiovisual performers are almost generally non-existent or not implemented and massive levels of piracy undercut those of them who try to produce and promote their own work with the little means available to them. I am sure that we will hear much more of all this during the next days and, frankly, some of these problems are not just endemic and are shared – although in a different degree – by many of us.

But our presence here is also to symbolize a bridge between the North and the South, over and beyond the divide and the barriers that often keep us apart. Performers are performers all over the world. They train, rehearse, travel, get inspired by other cultures, perform for a public but they also have a life of their own, health concerns, bills to pay, families to feed, etc. Our reason of existence is to make sure they can continue to make a living of their work and work in safe environments, regardless where they are.

Friends, colleagues, we have a few exciting and busy days in front of us. An opportunity for many of our regional and linguistic groups to discuss issues of common concern but mainly for all our affiliates to contribute to the growth of our Federation. After all, FIA is what its members want it to be. We therefore need to make the best of this opportunity to better analyze its potential and establish realistic targets for the future four years. 

In doing so, we need to listen to one another as we may not have the same priorities. Some of us may have lost the remembrance of the early days, when the industry was still in its infancy and working non-union was the rule. Others may think that issues related to new media and even intellectual property are remote from their priorities and not worth spending much time.

In fact, many things are important. Our main task here is to prioritize.

This is in fact one of our main challenges, from an organisational point of view. We need to be able to cater for different needs; identify issues of common concern and set the bar not too high to make it irrelevant to many or too low to make it uninteresting to a few others. In doing so, we must also remain conscious of the fact that we are growing but that our resources remain limited. With three staff members and a soaring number of issues at national, regional and international level of concern to performers, we need to be able to establish priorities and achievable targets. We also need to find flexible mechanisms and decentralize, where possible, some of the work that has so far been carried out by the Secretariat. I believe that in the future, FIA will need to rely much on the determination of its affiliates to interact with the Secretariat and be more involved in our activities.

At this Congress, we have a golden opportunity to determine where we want FIA to be in four years time, what priorities the Federation shall tackle and what use it is going to make of its resources to maximise results in a cost effective way. FIA must continue to be an asset to its members and we must listen to one another, trying to understand more about each other and our respective expectations. There are many differences and degrees of development among us but we need to keep in mind that what is achieved by some is a victory for all and contributes to strengthen the overall protection of performers worldwide.

Where the industry is more established, unions are confronted with fast developments, which challenge their ability to continue to be on the front line. Thanks to their hard work and vision, their achievements set new standards that trickle down to countries and performers unions all over the world. We need to find practical ways to maximise this snowball effect, to ensure that our affiliates can build on these success stories and adapt this experience to grow stronger.

In my view, FIA will need to work more to increase the communication to the members and from the members. This seems to be one of the priorities emerging from the membership survey that was carried out this year. It is not an easy task for a small organisation like ours with so many languages and limited resources. However, what we can learn from one another and recycle to fit our respective realities is of tremendous importance and we should be careful not to keep all of this the property of a few ones.

We also need to focus on countries where unions are less experienced, giving to our colleagues there the tools to organise, to recruit and retain members and, ultimately, to raise the working conditions of professional performers. We can do that by way of seminars and workshops, but I particularly liked the idea of setting up bilateral partnerships, strongly rooted on the solidarity that is keeping FIA together. There should be more of these initiatives in the future, with an understanding that they should be carefully planned and continue in time to really make a difference.

Intellectual property, new media, co-productions and the status of artists are some of the wide areas where FIA will undoubtedly need to do a lot in the near future. We are happy that our twin federation FIM is already working with us on many of these issues and we are looking forward to their cooperation to ensure that audiovisual performers can be granted intellectual property protection at international level and also, in Europe, also see their term of protection extended. We are equally grateful for the trust and support that UNI-MEI continues to offer us and look forward to strengthening our relationship with them even more in the future.

My friends, our responsibility is to help FIA continue to be a uniting factor, a strong voice on behalf of performers and a stronghold for their unions internationally. We need to make the best of this time together to be proactive, meet the concerns of one another, amalgamate different standpoints, anticipate trends and set the basis for strong policies. On some occasions, we may need to think differently, accept other opinions and broaden our view to look at the wider picture. Whether our Federation will be an asset to us all in the near future will depend on how much we will be able to talk to each other openly and set its priorities right here in Marrakech.

This is going to be my last FIA Congress as President. During 16 years, I have enjoyed every single hour of this challenging work. I have found it inspiring, stimulating and extremely rewarding, especially from a human point of view. There is so much I have learned from all of you and countless moments that I will cherish for the rest of my life. As it is time now to give way to another dedicated President, I want you to know that I will always be ready to help if my experience can be of any use. 

The page, however, is not turned yet… After all, I am still your President for a few extra days! I am happy to terminate my mandate in such an amazing environment and I am amazed to see so many participants at this 19th FIA Congress, which I now have the privilege to declare officially open. 

I am sure it will be one of our most successful Congresses (Inch Allah!) and look forward to our debates and also to the nice moments we will share together.

Thank you all and may we all have an excellent Congress!

