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Welcome, dear friends. It is a pleasure to be here and see a jam packed hall. Thank you, IBBY 
Canada for this wonderful gathering for the 40th IBBY Congress in Ottawa. 

When I was a young teacher, I believed that education was about finding the right answers. It 
took children to teach me that it begins with asking the right questions.

One of those questions has stayed with me throughout my life.

Do we really listen to one another? Not while waiting for our turn to speak, to convince, or correct. 
But to understand.

In every country I have visited, I have discovered something remarkable. Children ask almost the 
same questions. They wonder why the moon follows them. They ask why people fight. They 
worry when they see someone alone. They laugh at unexpected things. They imagine impossible 
worlds and then invite us into them.

Long before they learn about borders, they recognise friendship.

Perhaps that is because children begin life by listening. They listen to a lullaby before they 
understand its words. They recognise love before they recognise language. They hear stories 
before they can read them.

Listening is our first language.

Somewhere along the journey of becoming adults, we forget.

We become busy explaining ourselves. We become certain that our own experiences are 
enough. We hear words, but we stop hearing the person behind them.

Yet every human being carries a story that cannot be understood from a distance.

A story asks us to come closer.

For many years, my own journey has been among children and books. Sometimes those books 
sat happily in a stationary, bright double-decker bus, the Alif Laila Book Bus, Pakistan’s first 
children’s library, the joy of children and adults alike.  Sometimes they travelled by camel across 
places where a library had never existed. Sometimes they reached children whose schools had 
disappeared beneath floodwaters or whose lives had been interrupted by conflict.

The circumstances were different, but one thing never changed.

When a story was opened, children began listening to one another.

A child who had never left her village travelled across oceans without moving from her chair. 
Another discovered that children in distant countries also missed their grandparents, feared the 
dark, loved animals and dreamed of a kinder future.

Stories quietly dissolve the illusion that we are strangers.
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This is why I have always believed that children’s literature is not simply about teaching children 
to read.

It is about teaching all of us to listen. To listen to lives different from our own, to listen without fear, 
and without rushing to decide who is right and who is wrong.

Books never ask a child where they come from before inviting them inside.

Perhaps we could learn something from that generosity.

Our world has never been more connected, yet we often seem further apart. We can send 
messages across continents in seconds, but understanding still travels slowly.

Understanding cannot be downloaded. It grows patiently, one conversation, one story, and one 
act of listening at a time.

I often think that peace is misunderstood.

We imagine it as something negotiated in conference halls or written into agreements. Those 
things matter. But lasting peace begins much earlier.

It begins when one person says, “Help me understand.”

It begins when curiosity becomes stronger than judgement, and when we stop seeing differences 
as problems to be solved and begin seeing them as gifts to be received.

Every culture carries a different way of seeing the world. None is complete on its own.

Like the colours in a woven carpet, each thread gains its beauty because it is woven together with 
others.

Listening does not diminish us. It enlarges us.

Today, I would like to speak of another voice.

One that has always been with us. The voice of our Earth.

For generations we have spoken about nature. We have studied it, measured it, harvested it and, 
too often, taken it for granted.

Yet the Earth has always been speaking back.

Not in words, but in seasons.

In rivers that no longer reach the sea, and in birds whose songs have become unfamiliar.

In forests that grow quieter each year, and in the anxious eyes of children who wonder why 
summers have become hotter than those their grandparents remember.

Nature does not shout; she whispers softly. 

The tragedy is not that she has fallen silent.

It is that we have become poor listeners. And now, she is forced at times to speak through raging 
floods and tsunamis. 

When I watch children planting a tree, I am always moved by the seriousness with which they do 
it. They gently cover the roots with soil. They pour water with great care. Then they step back and 
smile, knowing they may never sit in the shade of that tree.



 

There is wisdom in that small act.

Children understand that love is not measured by what we receive, but by what we leave behind.

Mother Earth has been patient with us.It is now our turn to be patient with her.

To restore rather than simply consume, and to protect rather than possess.

To remember that the air we breathe, the water we drink and the stories we tell our children all 
belong to the same living world.

There is a beautiful thought that has accompanied me throughout my life: every child born into 
this world arrives carrying hope.

I would add another.

Every child also arrives expecting adults to leave the world in good hands.

That expectation is a quiet trust, which we must not betray. 

Whether we are teachers, writers, parents, librarians or leaders, our first responsibility is not only 
to speak wisely.

It is to listen deeply.

To the child who is hesitant to raise a hand; to the community whose voice is seldom heard, to the 
culture that is unfamiliar to us, to the elder whose memories hold forgotten wisdom.

And to the Earth, whose future has become our shared responsibility.

Listening is an act of respect.

It tells another person, “Your experience matters.”

It tells a child, “Your imagination matters.”

It tells nature, “Your gifts are not invisible.”

If we could recover this simple habit of listening, I believe many things would begin to change.

Fear would soften and trust would grow, making friendship cross borders more easily than 
suspicion.

And children would inherit not only a healthier planet, but a gentler world, where differences are 
welcomed with curiosity.

Where stories travel more freely than prejudice and books continue to build bridges that politics 
alone cannot.

May we continue to listen—with open minds, with humble hearts and with the quiet confidence 
that every voice has something to teach us.

For when we truly listen to one another, and when we learn once again to listen to the Earth, we 
do more than create understanding.

We create the possibility of peace.

Thank you.
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