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Honorable Dignitaries, Esteemed Colleagues and Friends,  

It’s a great honor for me to speak to this august gathering.
Sept 1989 witnessed a momentous occasion when the “forgotten children of mother India” as the Time magazine editorialized the event, met for the first time in the history of about 150 years of overseas Indians. The historic event, the organization of global convention of people of Indian origin in New York, attracted delegates from 22 countries. At the conclusion of the convention, GOPIO was formed as an advocacy group and to network the overseas Indian community around the globe. 

I have had the opportunity of being involved with GOPIO since its inception. 
In June 2002, GOPIO regional conference was organized in Leiden, Holland, not too far from here. Before leaving Los Angeles for the conference, I had requested the Indian embassy in Brussels to send me a list of some Indian community activists. Instead, they generously hosted a luncheon meeting for me to meet some prominent people. In that meeting, some people surely got  convinced to become part of GOPIO network. About three months later, on October 2, 2002, Gandhi Ji’s birth anniversary, Sunil Prasad arranged inauguration of the GOPIO Belgium chapter and thereby laid the groundwork for serving the community.  I salute Sunil’s initiative, vision, enthusiasm and leadership. He shares our drive and missionary zeal for GOPIO. He also has some kind of blue flame in him that has helped him make Belgium chapter a very active and dynamic. 
Actually, I must salute the entire Sunil team for their dedication, determination, commitment and selfless service in organizing this conference.  Their concerted efforts and continued hard work has brought us all together on one platform and under one roof.

I also thank Ambassador Abhyankar’s office for arranging the initial luncheon meeting in June 2002. If, at that time, his office had not organized that historic luncheon meeting, today, we would not be having this opportunity to be meeting with each other.
The conference theme, as all of you by now know, is:

NRI/PIO Business Networking for Trade and Investment and Contributions of Indian Diaspora in Europe

GOPIO has organized three international business and trade conferences, in India with FCCI, in Singapore with Singapore Indian Chamber of Commerce and in 2002, in New York.
As regards contributions of the Indian Diaspora, I must start with a tribute to the memory of 34, 252 men of the Indian army who sacrificed their lives in the First World War for the defense of territorial integrity of Belgium and France. Those of you who live in this part of Europe, would probably know of Hollebeek, a village close to Ypres. Ypres Salient Battles of Ieper, Belgium (1914-1915)
A little monument commemorates the sacrifices of the Indian soldiers.
Shahidon  ki Chitaon  per lagen ge har baras mele.

Alas! Nothing of this sort happens here.
On 27th August, 1914, the British Government sent two Indian army divisions to France. At the end of 1915, 14 months later, the two divisions when ordered to leave Europe for deployment elsewhere, they were  34,252 men short. Sacrifices of Indian soldiers for Europe in the two world wars are too many to enumerate.
In the second half of the twentieth century, I would admit that most, if not all  Indians who migrated to Europe, came for better economic prospects. And most of them shared similar fate, exhausting, back breaking hard work, constant struggle and only an occasional triumph. 
But then some made hard and difficult choices. They sought opportunities where their own creativity, enthusiasm and hard work  would play key role. The paths they took were varied, but their dreams would not have come to fruition without sacrifice, vision and difficult trade-offs.

So, to day, the community is in a position to give back, and abundantly. They are helping the economy of Europe in various ways. Many NRI/PIO physicians are the backbone of healthcare systems,  of U.K. in particular. Our entrepreneurs are creating thousands of jobs and paying huge amounts of taxes including payroll taxes to contribute to the economy of Europe. Ask Karan Bilimoria, Asian of the Year Awardee and head of 100 million pound bear enterprise, as to how much he is contributing to UK economy. Every year, thousands of our NRIs/PIOs travel by European airlines and keep them flying. Even our social customs are enriching the European economy quite a bit. Look at the extravaganza at recent Mittal multi-million pound wedding. 

And do not be surprised to hear that the most beautiful women or for that matter wealthy women in the world wear diamonds that have Indian touch because about 80% of all polished diamonds sold world-wide pass through Indian hands. Here is Bharat Shah a wealthy diamond dealer who would testify my statement. And friends, these diamond dealers who have dislodged the Jewish monopoly in the trade, contribute enormously to the Belgian economy.
When it comes to emigrating, Indians had preferred to migrate to English speaking European countries, such as U.K. Hearing about the software expertise of Indian professionals, Germany and France have bent their Immigration laws to admit high tech Indian professionals  to keep their software industry going. To avoid social havoc, business community in the western world is running to India to take advantage of the high tech capital in Bangalore and Hyderabad and save their businesses from ruin. I will call this indirect contribution of the Indian Diaspora.  
Friends, we in GOPIO are all volunteers who squeeze our altruistic pursuits into our otherwise busy schedules. We are committed to enhancing cooperation and communication between NRIs/PIOS, building bonds, friendships, alliances, and the camaraderie of colleagues.  We have been making every effort to unite overseas Indians and foster empowerment of the Indian Diaspora globally. We believe that as seamless networked global Indian community, we can make tomorrow a better world for the Diaspora. I appeal to you to join GOPIO network, link hearts and light the Indian Diaspora sky. After all,  whether we live in India or overseas, we surely have one thing in common:

Hum us desh ke wasi thhe, jis desh me ganag behti hai.
Thank you and God bless all of us.
