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ADDRESS BY CHÉRIF KHAZNADAR
Chairperson of the General Assembly of States Parties to the 
Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage

Abu Dhabi, 28 September 2009
It is an honour and a pleasure for me to be here with you today at the opening of the fourth session of our Committee. 

I am all the more delighted that, for the second time, our Committee’s session is being held in an Arab State. You will recall that an Arab State was the first to ratify the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage and that the Arab States have taken the lead generally in ratifying it, since fourteen of them have already done so, which shows their interest in, and the importance ascribed to, the Convention. I should like to take this opportunity to thank them. I hope that they will soon enjoy to the fullest the advantages of the Convention, whose instruments, as you know, are its List of Intangible Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding and its Representative List. Only three Arab States – the United Arab Emirates, the Sultanate of Oman and the Kingdom of Morocco – have so far submitted nominations for inscription on the Lists, for which nearly 280 proposals have been received to date. 

The Africa Group has the largest number of Parties to the Convention, which has been ratified by 25 States. It is therefore entitled to a large representation of five members in our Committee. Yet, only four States have submitted nominations for inscription on the Lists.

The Committee is today required to address the question of what has become of the Convention six years after its adoption and almost four years after its entry into force.

While the Convention was being drafted, voices were constantly heard inveighing against the slow pace of proceedings and stressing the urgent necessity for the Convention to enter into force, as several elements of the intangible heritage were being lost with each passing day. That, moreover, is the truth. I myself can give an eyewitness account of all the elements of the intangible heritage that have been lost, during the half-century that I have been working on the subject. The list, which I will draw up one day, will be impressive. 

The Convention now exists and, after two nomination rounds, less than 20 nominations have been submitted for the Urgent Safeguarding List, practically none from countries of the South. 

At the same time however, for the two nomination rounds, 258 nominations were submitted for the Representative List, on which countries of the South are not better represented. 

I shall not even mention, out of decency, the number of requests for safeguarding programmes, projects and activities. There are only five!

What conclusion should we draw? Is the Convention a failure? 

Yes and no!

I shall explain, and for my part, I shall draw four conclusions. I shall then make one recommendation and end with an observation.

First conclusion – negative. The sea of files submitted for the Representative List created a very heavy workload for both the subsidiary body, which should be warmly thanked for and congratulated on its efforts and commitment, and for the Secretariat, which should also be thanked and congratulated. Owing to the additional workload, the Secretariat could not find the time necessary to encourage the countries of the South in particular, to provide support for the submission of nomination files for the List of Intangible Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding and to draw up safeguarding projects and programmes. The cost of translating all of those files should also be noted.

Second conclusion – negative. The sea of nomination files submitted by countries of the North has created a great imbalance in the Lists, to the detriment of countries of the South, although one of the strong points in favour of drawing up the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage was the desire to restore a balance that could not be struck in regard to world heritage. The situation is now even worse in regard to the intangible cultural heritage. Unless draconian measures are taken, the established imbalance will persist for several decades.

Third conclusion – neutral. A great effort must be made to inform not only the countries of the South but also – and above all – the countries of the North about the Convention and the safeguarding goals that it enshrines. The term “safeguarding” is very important here.

Fourth conclusion – positive. The Representative List has become what it was initially intended to be: a register. You may recall the General Assembly’s debates on the title to be given to the list and, more importantly, on the need to ensure it was not a list of “masterpieces”, “treasures” or “typical examples”, all of which imply a hierarchy among the elements of intangible cultural heritage. The term “list” was ultimately adopted because it corresponded best to UNESCO’s practices. It is indeed a register and has been proven so in practice; a most ordinary register at that, given the number of items that it will record. Inscription on the List will no longer be, is already no longer and never should have been a sign of distinction. An item will be added to the hundreds of other elements that will be included in the Representative List in eight months’ time. Perhaps some will think twice before investing time, effort and money – some files have reportedly cost hundreds of thousands of euros.

Recommendation: The operational directives adopted in June 2008 by the General Assembly of States Parties to the Convention during my term as Chairperson must be reviewed and amended urgently. There is much to be learned from the experience of implementing the directives, and problematic directives should be corrected. The Committee should, at this session or, more likely, at a future extraordinary session, draft substantial amendments to the operational directives for submission to the June 2010 General Assembly or to an extraordinary General Assembly. 

The situation is serious and band-aid solutions, half-measures that amount to naught, the continuation of old habits and attempts to reproduce the world heritage model are all out of the question. We must face facts: the Convention has foundered, but we must act here and now to set the ship on an even keel, while abiding by the spirit and the letter of the Convention.

There can be no question whatsoever of limiting the number of nominations per country as this would run counter to the Convention which expressly does not provide for a limit – not by omission, but by decision after lengthy discussions. To do so would inevitably instate a hierarchy. It would be ruinous to depart from a principled and reasoned position solely for material issues relating to the management of nominations.

It is our duty to ensure that the Secretariat has the necessary resources for implementing the Convention and for finding solutions to practical difficulties without breaching or distorting the Convention.

The number of options open to us include allocating additional resources to the Secretariat, extending the nomination rounds, increasing the number of subsidiary bodies, simplifying the selection procedures and methods including elements as and when they are examined and lastly, as I have been recommending for some time, tying the nomination of an element from a country of the North for inclusion in the Representative List to that country’s sponsorship of the inclusion of an element from a country of the South on the Urgent Safeguarding List. There is no doubt that many other options will open up once we break with ingrained World-Heritage related habits. What we need are reflection and imagination – we must allow them sufficient time for their effects to be felt.

I shall now conclude with my personal observation.

While the Convention is in dire straits, as I have just noted, and although some may say that it is a resounding failure, it is greatly to its credit that it has spread knowledge and recognition of the intangible cultural heritage. What the Convention has not achieved to date will be accomplished through individual, collective, State or private initiatives. There can now be “no going back” and humanity’s awareness of the importance of its intangible heritage will take care of the rest. I shall give but one example, drawing on our presence in Abu Dhabi to refer to the initiative taken by the Abu Dhabi Authority for Culture and Heritage to establish the Centre for Music in the World of Islam, the launch of which will be officially announced at the closing meeting of this session on Saturday. In the field of music, the missions of this centre are in line with those of the Convention, namely to safeguard the different forms of musical expression in the world of Islam, which is obviously not limited to Muslim countries. Archiving, documentation, collection, field recordings, support, production of audiovisual documents, websites – every resource possible will be provided for researchers and artists to ensure that this musical heritage will survive and spread. Moreover, the first theme of a major international gathering of the most eminent ethnomusicology experts in this field, to be held at this very venue on Saturday and Sunday next is: “Why Safeguard Our Musical Heritage for the Future?”. If other countries were to follow the example set by Abu Dhabi, the safeguarding of the intangible cultural heritage would be guaranteed. I shall end on this hopeful note and wish this Committee every success during the session. I thank our hosts, who are present here today, for their hospitality. 

