Autobiography

Born in Denia (1968), by the Mediterranean Sea, in a region characterized by the continuous encounters of cultures and civilizations, he grew up in a small Hotel, run by his family, where he found himself at a young age surrounded by people from all over the world. At the age of fifteen he already spoke three languages fluently and described himself as a European citizen with Spanish roots. From those early days he recalls growing up by the ocean as a major influence: “As a kid, the sea tells you that there are no limits, no horizons, that the life that lies in front of you is there for you just to be explored. I used to stand at the shore and wonder: what’s out there waiting for me?”
After finishing his undergraduate studies in Business Administration at the University of Valencia, he accepted an Erasmus grant and spent a year in Strasbourg at the European Management School (1992). This program, housed at the heart of Europe, consolidated his commitment to a challenging vision: a fully integrated and multicultural European Union. It also helped to awake his curiosity about the dynamics behind political and international cooperation. As a result, he chose to follow a Master’s Degree in Diplomacy and International Relations at an American University in Paris (1994). “I really enjoyed my years as a student. I simply was avid to learn what was happening in the world. Sharing my values with students from different countries taught me that there are principles that are both universal and accepting of nuances in their interpretations. In other words, while diversity is a given, pluralism is much deeper: it’s about respecting different ways of thinking.”
As a capstone to his studies he decided to volunteer to work at UNESCO’s NGO Standing Committee (1995), where he worked for a year assisting the Committee’s Director in the follow-up of the “Education for All” Program (launched by the UN in Jomtien in 1990), being specifically in charge of the survey of the Latin American contributions. This was his first contact with the field of Education and Development, which became later one of his major areas of expertise and concern. His sojourn at UNESCO increased his interest in one of the main challenges of globalization: cultural diversity and pluralism. Rewarded by his volunteer experience, and attracted by the possibilities of cultural cooperation he decided to move to Germany where he served for two years in the Spanish Cervantes Institute. These years provided him with significant cross-cultural communication skills and with a remarkable ability to work with people of all nationalities, characters, and ages. 
In 1997 he went back to Spain and accepted a grant to work at the Organization of Ibero-American States (OEI) Headquarters in Madrid, becoming an international public servant of this organization in 1998. “I came to work at the OEI because I felt that Spain was the natural bridge between Europe and Latin-America, and I thought at that time that some of the models that were being developed for the European Union could be adapted to similar processes of regional integration. I also felt that I needed to get a deeper knowledge about the needs and particularities of other regions of the world, and for cultural reasons, Latin-America seemed to be the logical first step”. With his appointment as part of the technical staff of the OEI, he was able to manage several cooperation projects proving an enormous sense of professionalism and a great deal of initiative. His former boss points out “his cultural sensitivity and his ability to work effectively in multinational groups as invaluable assets, given the growing complexity of the international scenario in which the Organization developed its efforts”.
In 2000, he became responsible for one of the OEI’s main cooperation programs: Education in Values. “At the beginning of the ‘90s, Education was increasingly recognized as a key element of development and democratic consolidation. As the Latin American states started reforming their educational systems they turned to the OEI to get assistance for the implementation and follow up of their new policies. Most of those reforms incorporated the teaching of democratic values, which was at that time my direct responsibility.” As the Program Director responsible for this field, he was involved in the development and implementation of a Master’s degree in “Democracy and Education in Values”, which became a major tool for the training of Latin American professors and teachers in this field. He also accomplished the setting of a Chair in Education in Values within a group of Latin American Universities, and launched as well the publishing of a series of research monographs about “Citizenship, Democracy and Values in plural Societies”.
In the next two years he was asked to lead the design and development of a new area of collaboration -Inter-Regional Cooperation- with a strong focus on complex interagency projects. “There was a strong commitment to situate the Organization in a more international perspective, both broadening its scope and increasing its collaboration with like-minded institutions. I recall my work at that time, as an international civil servant of the OEI, as being tremendously rewarding: I had the opportunity to interact with some of the best specialists and decision makers of the region, to meet with and listen to many world leaders, to travel around most of Latin American countries and work with their people and institutions in the implementation of very rewarding projects. I believe that it was at that particular moment of my career when I fully realized the ability of international organizations to foster cooperation between countries and development within them.” As the facilitator of several highly political interagency programs he learned to use diplomacy to lead through conflict, and to adequately combine dialogue, consensus and leadership. As a result of those projects, mainly involved with the promotion of dialogue between different Cultural Regions, in March 2003 a major Covenant was signed by the Arab League Educational Cultural and Scientific Organization (ALECSO), the Portuguese-speaking Community (CPLP), the International Organization of the Francophonie (OIF) and the OEI to foster inter-regional dialogue and cooperation.
“These initiatives were particularly relevant because they were taking place in a moment in which the international community was seriously questioning the role of the UN as a space of frank and open dialogue, and even as a valid actor in ensuring effective multilateral cooperation. It seemed to me that specialized regional organizations could play a major role in the emerging scenario if they were adequately integrated under the umbrella of the UN.” As a result of these processes and events he decided to take a leave of absence and move to New York, with two goals in mind: 1) networking with the different actors operating in the sphere of international cooperation in order to identify possible synergies and areas of convergence, 2) getting a more extensive knowledge of the different aspects of multilateral cooperation, and particularly of some intellectual and professional tools to effectively respond to the new environmental demands with flexibility, sensitivity and creativity.
Yet before we move to NY let us explore two significant events that happened in those early years of the new century, and that were to start a process that would little by little lead him to turn his sight towards the Middle Eastern conflict: a professional encounter with Boutros Boutros-Ghali, and falling in love with his eventual wife. “I had had very little contact with Judaism before I met my wife. As I got to know her family, to participate in their rituals, and to share their nostalgia for their home countries, I felt closer to them. I felt compelled to analyze my roots, my blood, my feelings, and to go back to the History of my country, and review the times, before nonsense imposed itself, in which the three civilizations –Muslims, Catholics and Jews- shared this land. Since then I have come to understand that we are all somehow responsible of the clash of civilizations, and of the wars and despair that follow. We are not simple spectators.” 
He met Boutros-Ghali for the first time in 1999, in a closed meeting where he acted as an interpreter for the Secretary General of the OEI. Boutros-Ghali was then at the end of his career and was the Secretary General of the OIF. “I remember those meetings with a lot of emotion. The last time we met was in Lebanon, a year after the terrorist attack that destroyed the WTC in NY. He was presiding for the last time over the Conference of Head of States and Chiefs of Government of the Francophonie. I can still see the frustration in his face, in his words, not having the means to go on, not being able to play again a mediator’s role between the parties in conflict. He truly thought that Dialogue was the answer: we fear what we don’t know, what we don’t understand. Being Egyptian, Coptic Christian and married to a Jewish woman, he wanted the Middle Eastern peace to be his legacy. He was sick and weak, and still his will was so strong that I felt we shouldn’t fail him”. 
During his first year in NY (2004) he followed the Master of Science in Management of International Public Service Organizations, which focused on strengthening executive management abilities in complex multicultural environments, and on sensitivity and awareness of the public function. “From the very beginning I was impressed by the overall orientation of the NYU Wagner School of Public Service, and specifically its commitment to the ethical dimensions of international public service—one of its main complexities. Paraphrasing the School, even though we must increasingly emulate the best practices of the private company, our mandates are founded upon ideals which give a special meaning to the concept of human dignity as a management tool. I wanted a program that aimed to develop a way of working which combines productivity with the ethical sense of our mission and a respect for cultural diversity”. 

During his stay in NY he also contacted a number of governmental organizations, international NGOs and institutions working in the sphere of international and regional cooperation, gaining a broader knowledge of the interests and means of these different actors, compiling a significant report (The Role of Regional Cooperation in the frame of the new Multilateralism, 2005) that was later to serve as a key input in the restructuring of the UN System. He also ran a successful negotiation to win the OEI's status as Permanent Observer to the UN. “Achieving the status of Permanent Observer proved to be very important. Suddenly, we found ourselves participating in a public arena, sharing our vision of a multilateral cooperation led by regions, and we were able to promote a model of collaboration based on a respect for cultural pluralism, more horizontal and closer to the specific natures and real needs of our societies’’. 

He spent his last two years in the OEI working on new models of regional cooperation that led him to direct several projects with the ALECSO (in Arab countries) and with the CPLP (in Sub-Saharan Portuguese speaking countries). “I enjoyed getting in contact with Africa, a region that I hardly new. I think that at that time I was already feeling that my work with Latin-America was coming to an end. I was however also interested in Europe again, and in the possibilities to strengthen collaborations with all Mediterranean countries. I was however still confused about were to go and what to do. My wife was expecting a baby, and I was firmly committed to enjoy every minute of my parenthood. I guess that help me to make up my mind”. In 2007 he resigned as a public servant of the OEI and took a two-year sabbatical.

During his sabbatical he dedicated a considerable amount of time to writing. He published a book -“The beauty of and the need for being different”- and several articles in Foreign Affairs, Le Monde Diplomatique, and other significant international journals. In most of these publications (i.e. “The day Listening became suspicious”; “Between East and West: anybody there?”) he expressed his despair for the lack of true efforts and new ideas to reduce the increasing gap between Western and Arab worlds. He also defended pluralism of thinking and cultural diversity as key elements of sustainable globalization. “I was just feeling frustrated. I was happy, enjoying my family, and yet I felt that the moment had come to share my concerns and try to put together some ideas and thoughts. I believe that we spend the first half of our lives accumulating knowledge and experiences: we study, we try things, we listen, we learn. But then, we have the responsibility to share, to distribute, and to make public our relative know-how and wisdom. As a father I knew that that had to be the ultimate goal of a life of learning. That’s why I spent so much time writing, and giving conferences, during those two years.”
In 2009 he was appointed by the Spanish Government as its representative to the executive council of the recently created European Union Agency for International Cooperation. The role of this agency, set in Warsaw, has been to provide a global and coherent frame for all European initiatives with international cooperation, and to ensure that overlapping is avoided and synergies are enhanced, whether the programs are financed at local, state or federal level. “I think that to a certain extent I had been waiting for an opportunity, or maybe for a sign, that would let me know that it was the right time to move, to a go back to action. The creation of the new EU Agency was that sign. I knew that it would need some time to become operative, and that it was important to be there, and to a certain extent to lobby so that a southern perspective was taken into consideration”. Under his leadership the Spanish lobby became very proactive, and was able to pervade the functioning of the Agency with many of the theories behind the model of regional cooperation that had been tested for years in the OEI. These theories led the Agency to be more creative in considering geopolitical areas of convergence, and to shift its focus from economic to cultural cooperation.

He left the Council of the Agency in 2011, to direct the International Center for the Mediterranean Cooperation (ICMC), created through a partnership between the EU Cooperation Agency, the ALECSO, the African Union, and the Israeli International Development Agency (MASHAV). The main goal of the ICMC was to address the Middle Eastern Conflict and to come up with a framework that could lead to a lasting peace in the region. “I felt like this could be the last stop on my journey. I had all the tools I needed, although I didn’t know how long it would take to achieve change. However, I had with me an extraordinary group of people ready to build our vision from below, from the citizens and the cities, building bridges of understanding between our cultures, and forcing our governments and organizations to move beyond the sphere of politics and to form solid pieces of these bridges”. 

Today, in May of 2014, the ICMC has more than 8000 peace-building projects, each designed locally, each addressing a small issue identified as a cause of conflict, yet all of them conceived as pieces of a puzzle that little by little has started to take shape. 

