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Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage

Comments on the terms of reference of the Subsidiary Body

FLEMISH COMMUNITY OF BELGIUM
The impact of the visibility of the registration on the Representative List of an element of intangible cultural heritage cannot be underestimated. All governments, local, regional and national are susceptible for the influence this title has on their territory. 

Four years and as many commissions for the examination of the candidate files for registration on the Inventory Flanders for Intangible Cultural Heritage have proved that a lot of difficulties are met on the national inventory level. The sensitization of the heritage communities and local authorities concerned towards the safeguarding of the element of intangible cultural heritage and the ways to do so is very difficult and sometimes disappointing. Tourism and economic goals prevail over the cherishing and guarding of this heritage element.
This introduction wants to stress that in spite of all the local goodwill the transfer of the spirit of the convention is not always obvious and we cannot lose sight, as the Estonian delegation said in the Nairobi meeting, of the main purpose of the Convention which is to make it operational and working on the grassroot level.
A lot of sensitization work is laying ahead and above all in Africa and Latin America where the number of candidate files is too small for all three the articles (16, 17 and 18). But here the Intergovernmental Committee clearly agreed unanimously.

So the efforts of the Committee and the Secretariat must go in the first place to the capacity building in those regions instead of going to the work on the nomination files of the RL. Also of this many countries of the Committee were convinced.
From the discussions in Nairobi on the terms of reference of the Subsidiary Body we can summarize three problems that request a solution:

1. The large number of files

2. The understaffing of the Secretariat

3. The working method of the Subsidiary Body

It is likely that the number of files in the future will grow in an exponential way. In the end a totally other solution will have to be found if the State Parties will not agree on a limited number of candidate files per country.  Opensource-software for the registration of elements on the Representative List could be the ultimate method if we want to create a broad database where the registered elements can look for similar elements and engage in networks. These networks could be sources of common knowledge and capacity building. This aligns completely with the objectives of the 2003 Convention. Apart from the possibility of networking the more elements on the RL the more the diversity of the world’s intangible cultural heritage becomes visible. Again this is an aim of the Convention. But it would require changes in the Rules of Procedure.
But of course this does not remedy this actual critical situation.

A possible helpful solution on the short term was proposed by Estonia in the meeting in Nairobi. The Secretariat should be supported by ad hoc consultative bodies of experts. 
We propose 5 technical consultative bodies: one for each domain named in art 2 of the Convention. These 5 thematic consultative bodies could be asked to draft documents making them more manageable for the Secretariat, for example, compiling the various opinions. In this case the Rules of Procedures will have to be changed. It remains important anyhow that all the members of the Subsidiary Body read and advise all the files and that they discuss them in a common meeting. 
In Nairobi it was obvious that the number of files prevented the Committee from in-depth discussions. The Committee had no time left to discuss with respect to the general remarks on the content of the candidatures presented, although some members of the Committee wanted to discuss. We missed these kind of exchange of opinions that could be very interesting and useful for the evolution of the implementation of the convention. In fact it is the only once in a year opportunity to give a group of experts from all over the world the floor for reflection and for a high level exchange of experience and knowledge on the difficulties and bottlenecks met when implementing  the Convention. The necessary time needed for that kind of reflection could be found by limiting the presentation of the nominations to only these candidatures where the Subsidiary Body had divergent opinions and could hardly come to a decision.

As for facilitating the work of the Secretariat in the short term we are afraid that if the staff is not enlarged the problem will become worse even with the help of ad hoc consultative bodies. More far-reaching measures as to the managing of the candidate files are inevitable if we want to solve this problem. In the short term the limitation of candidature files for the Representative List (art. 16) seems to be the only solution. 
Given the facts as they are: it would be useful to ask the Secretariat what they see as short-term solutions for this workload, apart from an enlarged staff.
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