X1V North American Zoroastrian Congress – Toronto, Canada
Theme:  IMPACT – Unleash the Spark Within

It was a tumultuous beginning!  The multi ethnic and multi cultural vibrant city of Toronto was host to the X1V NAZC under the auspices of FEZANA(Federation of Zoroastrian Associations in North America) very ably hosted by the Zoroastrian Society of Toronto, Canada.  The Zoroastrian Diaspora was truly international with over 500 delegates from countries as widespread as Canada, USA, UK, Australia, UAE, Pakistan and our beloved Bharat (India).

It appeared that the Congress organizers felt the need to give importance to emerging countries and the pride of place was given to India by inviting Mr. Minoo Shroff, President of the Bombay Parsi Panchayat as the Chief Guest to give his Keynote Address. In her inaugural address, Ms Phee Vania, Congress Chair, mentioned that the theme of the Congress “IMPACT Unleash the Spark Within” was chosen “because we felt that all of us have that spark of creativity, charity and community service.  We are also trying to stay away from controversial issues.  We find that there’s no lasting impact to that.  There’s just a lot of high emotion at the moment.”
In a very inspiring Keynote Address, Mr. Minoo Shroff aptly brought out the challenges facing the community and suggestions of how these could be conquered and overcome with success.  Mr. Shroff highlighted the fact  that  Canada’s area is three times India’s with only 3% of its population and Toronto today has the third largest congregation of Zoroastrians globally next only to Mumbai and Pune.  He further observed that despite the migration of Zoroastrians from India, Iran and Pakistan to various countries of the west, “they have adjusted themselves admirably wherever they have settled, readily absorbing the culture of the host countries while continuing to practice their religion and upholding as best as they can their ancient traditions.”
Mr. Shroff added that “although Parsis constituted barely 0.006% of India’s population, their contribution in the field of trade, commerce, industry and defence has been significantly remarkable.  Our rich religious tradition undoubtedly has been the bedrock of our success in diverse fields.  The religious vision of our prophet Zarthushtra helped infuse in us a responsible, industrious, courageous and optimistic outlook.”

Mr. Shroff further elaborated the significance of Indian economic performance.  He mentioned that “Indian GDP has grown at a sizzling annual rate of over 8.5% during the last four years.  GDP has just crossed $1 trillion in nominal terms and $ 4.5 trillion in purchasing power parity terms, equaling that of Japan.  India therefore is in a challenging process of change.”  He highlighted the fact that in June 2006 IBM had its annual investors’ day in Bangalore, thereby sending a strong message that India is now at the core of IBM’s global strategy.
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Mr. Shroff further elaborated on the role of Zoroastrian Enterprises in India and said that today out of 25 top industrial groups; four are controlled and managed by Parsi entrepreneurs.  He lamented that “the earlier zest which led to our pre-eminence in trade and industry before independence has waned somewhat due to more lucrative opportunities in the professions and easier availability of well remunerated jobs.  What is lacking today is dash and energy”.  He felt that emergence of the WZCC will give a spur to the spirit of entrepreneurship among the Zoroastrian youth.  He felt that globally, Zoroastrians “enjoy a high Brand Equity because of our unique qualities of trust, character, competence, civility, joie de vivre and above all self-confidence.  Let us build on this priceless legacy.”
Mr. Shroff also briefly touched upon the issues confronting the community.  He observed that “the birth rate is half the death rate.  The more disturbing aspect of our demographic profile is that the number of youth under 18 account for 18% of the population while those over 60 constitute 31%, the highest for an ethnic group anywhere in the world.” He further dilated on matters which have unfortunately led “to a schism in the community.”

He observed that “Zoroastrians are now scattered in various parts of the world.  It is therefore inevitable that Zoroastrianism as practiced in one part of the world may be different from what may be the case elsewhere.  Though there is a close interlink, plotting all viewpoints on a single axis is difficult.  Hence it is important to appreciate the stark reality and bring about a confluence of beliefs whereby we can represent our views on an international forum with one voice.  Sensible compromises are a must for a small community like ours for our survival.  Our forefathers had the wisdom and sagacity to adjust to new realities.  We need to revive that spirit of adjustment and reconciliation.”
Unfortunately the happenings in the recent past have made such tolerance difficult.  Hence the need to “encourage, inspire and motivate the youth to propel the community forward.  They have the energy, enthusiasm and passion which must be unleashed.  The young are now functioning in a far more congenial environment in all parts of the globe with opportunities undreamt of by their parents and grandparents.  Besides they have no obligation to carry the baggage from the past.”  In finality Mr. Shroff observed that our numbers may have declined but our values, tradition and moral fiber are still in tact.  He concluded with the wise words of India’s erudite President, Dr. Abdul Kalam “Dream is not what you see in sleep; Dream is the thing which does not let you sleep.  Past has been great, it is in our hands to make the future glitter.”
The next session “Meet the Titans” was a unique interactive video conferencing very ably moderated by Mr. Minoo Shroff.   The Titans who participated were Mr. Ratan Tata, Chairman of Tata Group; Mr. Nadir Godrej, Director of the Godrej Group, Lord Karan Bilimoria of UK; Mr. Byram Avari, Chairman of the Avari Group in Pakistan and Mr. Fali Nariman, legal luminary of India and a retired member of the Rajya Sabha.
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The entire discussion and debate revolved round specified topics, viz:

· What are the major economic and social issues confronting the community

· How do you see Zoroastrians participating in global opportunities

· How do we get the Zoroastrian diaspora worldwide integrated with the Parsi community in India

· How far have our values influenced the Zoroastrian spirit of enterprise in today’s multi-ethnic global scenario.
According to Mr. Ratan Tata – whose role model was his mentor the late Mr. J.R.D. Tata - “Zoroastrians who have spread all over the world should consider themselves as a global community.  Centres of excellence are scattered all over the world and we should network and get connected as in the case of this Congress.  Our community has thrived in India because of our high values and integrity which is a tribute to our ancestors who set the pace for us.”
The poet in Mr. Nadir Godrej, whilst endorsing what Mr. Tata said narrated a beautiful limerick tracing our past, present and giving an insight to the future not only for Parsis in India but those who have migrated to the west.  
Lord Karan Bilimoria traced his success to the upbringing received from his parents and the dominant influence of Prophet Zarathushtra’s doctrine.  When he entered the House of Lords for the first time, he was overwhelmed by the role played by Dr. Dadabhai Naoroji the first Indian to be appointed to the House of Commons.

Mr. Byram Avari eulogized the training he received from his father who migrated to Pakistan from Navsari and who encouraged him to shape the business empire which he and his sons in turn have now built.  He was really proud to be a Zoroastrian and more proud to call his Group as a Parsi Group – nurtured and administered by him and his family.  He further proclaimed that although he was an orthodox in his beliefs, he has now realized the importance of looking outward, listening to others, appreciating their viewpoints and taking a much broader view of Zoroastrians settled in different corners of the world.  In short he had really opened his mental set-up to the winds of change which are so furiously gusting through the international scenario.

Mr. Fali Nariman being an astute lawyer gave a very balanced view of what confronts the Parsis in India and Zoroastrians abroad.  He emphasized the need to respect differing views and to work unitedly - especially on the economic front by helping every member of the community to the extent possible.  He also advocated the need to develop contacts with Zoroastrians living in the Central Republics of Independent States and network together in areas of common interest.  
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The Congress organizers gave very poignant importance to trade, commerce and entrepreneurship.  They therefore skillfully interweaved a full-day pre-congress session on the role of the World Zarthushti Chamber of Commerce in the international arena.  Mr. Bomy Boyce, Worldwide President of WZCC said that “even today, despite its infinitesimal size, the Zoroastrain community is considered a jewel in the multi-ethnic communities of the world.”  He then outlined the structure of the ZChamber which was spread in nine regions of the world, having 21 Chapters and a strong membership base of 1500.  Everyday membership is growing because young and old Zoroastrians have realized the advantages of networking through this unique organization.  The ZChamber has set up a Business Matrix Unit whereby information is available to individuals who are keen and eligible to start their own business.  They can learn from the experience of other successful entrepreneurs and also benefit from the initial pitfalls of those not so successful in the first attempt.  The ZChamber is compiling an Inventory of Opportunities and details of franchising and outsourcing abilities.  It encourages individuals who do “Out of the Box thinking.”
The agenda for the Congress was interwoven into a fine matrix of concurrent sessions which covered a wide array of topics of interest to all age groups and persons from different walks of life.  A bird’s eye-view of the topics are:

· True Confessions – a roundtable interactive discussion on the realities of being a single Zoroastrian age 25+ in North America.  The discussion ably moderated by Ms Phee Vania brought home the stark realities which single Zoroastrians face in N. America where distances are wide-spread and opportunities to intermingle with fellow-Zoroastrians are limited.

· In a session titled “In the eye of the lens – media portrayals and perceptions of Zoroastirans” Ms Rakshande Italia and Ms Aparita Bhandari – the presenters gave an insight as to how the media looks at the microscopic minorities and how Zoroastrians are perceived.  They spoke with special reference to the trend prevalent in the Canadian media.  

· “Impact of being a Zoroastrian in Writing and Literature” was showcased by two young authors, Mr. Anosh Irani and Ms Farishta Murzban Dinshaw.  Mr. Irani gave a reflection of what made him turn to authorship and how as a Zoroastrian author he dovetails his values and personal feelings into his literary work.  His books “ The Cripple And His Talismans  and The Song of Kahunsha have won him great laurels and have been published in Canada, USA, Germany and China..  A Bombay boy, he has now settled in Vancouver, Canada, since 1998.

Ms Dinshaw has been a regular contributor of stories in various magazines and 
her book on “Discovering Ashavan “ – has won her laurels from religious 
teachers and parents 
alike.

· “Women’s voices – giving characteristics, attributes and qualities of women who have shaped our community and been an inspiration to others.”  Whilst there were big names listed and discussed by three young girls, the consensus
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as summarized by the moderator, Dr. Dhun Noria of Toronto, focused 
on the role played by our mothers, grandmothers and aunts -  simple everyday 
women who gave their dedication and time by holding religious classes, narrating 
stories from ancient texts and relating by exemplification the tenets of Humata, 
Hukhta and Huvrashta.
· “Worldwide mentoring – unveiling of a worldwide mentoring project.”      Ms Phee Vania and Ms Zarine Chenoy gave a presentation on mentor and mentee relationship and were working on a project to set up a worldwide website of mentors and mentees whereby the youth could benefit from the experience and guidance of elders world over. 

· “Our Youth – Unleashing the Spark Within”   A presentation was made by five youths in the age group of 17-30 who have made an impact on the community and the world around them.  They concluded that good leaders are not born but made; have a mission and inspire unity; exchange and innovate ideas; have an active participation in community affairs and consistently endeavour to lead a good life based on the trinity of Zarathushtra’s teachings.
· “Crossroads of Entrepreneurship” In this session four young entrepreneurs from N. America shared their experiences of the successful ventures initiated by them.
· Mr. Sam Bhiwandiwalla, Chairman, World Zoroastrian Organization made a power point presentation on the history and achievements of WZO.
· Mr. Jimmy Mistry, Founder Trustee of the Parsi Resource Group in Mumbai also made an effective power point presentation giving a report on the activities of PRG.

There were other concurrent sessions of relevance on “ Leveraging your Zoroastrian identity;  Well-being in the golden years of life; The Vision of Zarathushtra; World Religions and Zoroastrianism ; Zoroastrian Philosophy and Culture; Art of Self Expression; Show me the money; Lights, Camera, Action; Zoroastrians in Iran as a visible minority; Techniques and tips on Self Defense; Zoroastrian Social Justice and the Social Contract; At Home Abroad; Ahead of the Game – a presentation on how to select appropriate Universities for Higher Education in Canada and US. 
On the first day of the Congress, June 30th, there was a luncheon session to celebrate the 20th Anniversary of FEZANA followed by FEZANA AWARDS to outstanding Zoroastrians and youth for their singular achievements in respective spheres.  The awardees were:                                                                                                            …6
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· ROHINTON RIVETNA OUTSTANDING ZARATHUSHTI AWARD 

       Late Mrs. Khorshed F. Jungalwala

· EXCELLENCE IN BUSINESS OR PROFESSION AWARD

       Dr. Behruz N. Sethna 
· JAMSHED PAVRI HUMANITARIAN SERVICE AWARD 

      Dr. Russi D. Balsara

· THE DINSHAW JOSHI MEMORIAL AWARD FOR EXCELLENCE IN PERFORMING ARTS, PAINTING OR LITERATURE

      Mr. Dinyar J. Vani                                                                                   
· OUTSTANDING YOUNG ZARATHUSHTI AWARD

       Mr. Dinsha Farrokh Mistree

· OUTSTANDING YOUNG ZARATHUSHTI STUDENT AWARD

      Ms Anahita Dua

· LIFETIME ACHIEVEMENT AWARD

      Ambassador Jamsheed K. A. Marker

On July 1, which happened to be Canada’s Independence Day there was a record attendance of over 600 invitees to the Gala Dinner.  The highlight was the Zoroastrian Symphony Orchestra conducted by Farobag Homi Cooper of Chicago.  The orchestra played some outstanding overtures and solo performance was given by Dr. Darius J. Bagli on the piano, Meher Pavri, followed by Tara Jamshidian, both soprano singers.  The Chief Guests on the occasion were Mr. Satish Mehta, Consul General of India, Toronto and Hon. Gerry Phillips, Minister of Govt. Services, Ontario.  Both guests praised the Zoroastrian community in Toronto for its role as an ethnic minority community and messages from the Prime Minister and other Ministers were read out amongst cheers.  A live band entertained the guests until wee hours of the morning.

On July 2, before the wrap-up session, there was a Jashan performed by 15 Mobeds, 13 from Toronto and 2 from USA, headed by Dr. Jehan Bagli, President, North American Mobeds Council.  Mr. Daraius Bharucha ably compered the opening and closing ceremonies and Ms Phee Vania as Congress Chair was outstanding.  Mr. Sam Vesuna, President of the Zoroastrian Society of Ontario and Mr. Rustom Kevala, President of FEZANA also played an important part in the smooth functioning of the Congress.   The deliberations of the Congress really made an IMPACT and unleashed the Spark within all participants.

The Indian delegation to the Congress consisted of:  Villoo and Minoo Shroff, Daisy and Hector Mehta, Mr. Jimmy Mistry, Mr. Minoo Jokhi – Memory Wizard “Mathemagician”, Homai and Homi Mehta and Ratty Engineer.    Ms Arnavaz Mama represented Parsiana as Editor.


Report filed by Homi and Homai Mehta

Email: homidmehta@hotmail.com
