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Keynote Closing Address by H.E. Hjayceelyn M. Quintana, Philippine Ambassador to the UAE 
  
Magandang gabi po sa inyong lahat.  
  
This is a very special and historic day! 
 
When I woke up this morning, I got a message from a friend sending me a quote from the 
famous French author Antoine de St Exupery.  I rarely receive forwards like this from my friend 
so I know this must be intended for today’s participants in this conference.  Here (it) goes - “If 
you want to build a ship, then don’t drum up men to gather wood, (and) give orders and divide 
the work. Rather, teach them to yearn for the far and endless sea.”  
  
I believe this is what this Filfood event is all about.  This is about a vision - a vision to create a 
whole ecosystem, an industry-wide collaboration to elevate Filipino cuisine to a new height. 
  
By being here today, all of us are catching this vision and are committing today to begin the 
journey to the “far and endless sea” - i.e. the cultural acceptance of Philippine cuisine in the 
UAE.  Truly, the organizers of this conference know how to get me excited - the harder the goal, 
the better because this is how we can make a real difference.  As a fellow dreamer, they gave 
me this very hard topic for my keynote address. 
  
Tolerance and Cultural Acceptance of Philippine Cuisine in the UAE 
 
Tolerance and Food - What is the connection between food and tolerance? 
I think the most believable and evident way we can say that we are culturally accepted in the 
country we live in is when we are allowed to eat what we eat. 
  
This is already a fact here in the UAE - as evidenced by the proliferation of Filipino restaurants 
all over the country - from Dubai, Abu Dhabi, to Al Ain, Ras al Khaimah and Sharjah.  When I 
asked Jovy and Dennis how many Filipino restaurants are in their list, Dennis handed me his 
phone and I saw about 20 and most of those in the list are here today. 
  
So what is the point of this conference?  The point of this conference is that sooner or later, we 
will find out that even the 700,000 Filipino population in the UAE may eventually be not enough 
for you to sustain your businesses. Competition will become fierce. That’s why we would like to 
aim for greater acceptance of our cuisine. 
  
Food is a cultural experience.  We show ourselves more tolerant if we can eat the food of 
others. Isn’t it that we clap with glee when we see a non-Filipino bravely sampling our beloved 
“balut?” There is an instant connection that is formed and the friendship is raised to a different 
level. 
  
So how do we make our food acceptable to others? 
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First – by being sensitive to other people’s tastes.  We show this by reaching out, by making 
other people feel comfortable not only with the taste of our food but also the atmosphere in our 
restaurants.  Some people go to restaurants just to have a quiet meal – the food is the star.  In 
order to appeal to a bigger market, we need to adjust the taste of our food and we need our 
decorations to be more inclusive.  In reflecting about this, let’s ask ourselves what we like about 
other foods. Let’s ask ourselves what we like about Biryani, for example. Imagine if 10% of the 
Indian population in the UAE of 3.6 million will start eating our adobo or sinigang?  That’s an 
instant market expansion of 50%.  
  
Second – by joining forces and having a common marketing strategy 
  
People go to a restaurant already expecting something – 
To a Thai restaurant – for a Pad Thai 
To a Vietnamese restaurant – for hot Pho noodle soup 
To an Arabic-Indian restaurant – for a good Biryani 
To a Persian restaurant – for a nice kebab 
  
So what is our Pad Thai and kebab? Again, I go back to our adobo and sinigang.  
And wouldn’t it be good to wash our palates with ube ice cream or salabat and moringa (or 
malunggay) tea?  
  
What about our breads and other pastries?  I know that Europeans and maybe even Latin 
Americans will go the extra mile for good freshly-baked breads.  I remember that there is one 
restaurant in the Yas Mall that is serving something like pan de queijo before the main course 
and even just for that bread alone, one is already satisfied. The other day, I went to a popular 
Malaysian cafe serving buns and teas and I was looking at the wall showing the world map and 
pointing where there are branches of this cafe. Imagine a simple bun from southeast asia 
gaining popularity in Central Asia, the Middle East and Africa?  So yes, enter our pandesals and 
ensaymadas and claim your rightful place! 
 
The mainstream market is more discriminating.  Our food does not only have to appeal to the 
palate but first and foremost, to the eyes.  Consistency in taste and consistency in expectation is 
the name of the game. 
  
Branding, branding, branding 
Packaging, packaging, packaging 
Let every Filipino restaurant have something at least in common.  You can have a common seal 
of affiliation.  
  
So in this year of tolerance, we begin this new journey for Philippine cuisine. Every Filipino 
should be harnessed as a cultural ambassador.  
  
This should not be an arduous undertaking.  Appreciation of Filipino food need not be forced 
unto another.  The freedom to showcase our own identity is already a given in this country. The 
stage is set. We all have been very privileged to live in a multicultural society like the UAE 
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where 200 plus nationalities peacefully co-exist.  In fact, the Emiratis are actually curious and 
are waiting to see what we have to offer.  The leaders of this country have expressed their 
encouragement for the Filipino community in the UAE to actively showcase our culture now. 
Launching this conference a few days before the opening of GulfFood opens another 
opportunity to see the trends and outlook for market supply and innovation. 
  
So yes, the far and endless sea – the possibilities will be enormous and unlimited.  So those 
who are ready to embark on this journey, please stand. 
  
Yallah wa mabrouk! Maraming salamat at Mabuhay kayong lahat! 
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