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Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage

Comments on the terms of reference of the Subsidiary Body
MONACO

The mandate of the Subsidiary Body


The Committee, through its Subsidiary Body, shall examine every year nominations for inscription on the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity in accordance with the resources available and their ability to examine these nominations. (Operational Directives, paragraph 30). 


It must provide to the Committee of the Convention a report on the conformity of each nomination with the criteria for inscription (paragraph 2 of the Operational Directives) and a recommendation to inscribe or not to inscribe the element under consideration on the Representative List. It may also recommend referring the nomination to the submitting State for additional information. 


The composition of the Subsidiary Body and its working methods 

The Subsidiary Body is composed of one State Member per electoral group, that is, six members. 
It is recognized that the Subsidiary Body and the Secretariat have difficulties to cope with the workload caused by the growing demand of inscriptions on the Representative List. 

The time spent by the Body examining too many files is, consequently, insufficient. However, increasing the number of members to 12 (two per region) would not facilitate the coordination work of the Secretariat in charge of taking into account the divergent views before submitting the report to the Committee. The solution lies in fact in submitting nominations in a reasonable number, given the actual capacity of the Secretariat to absorb them. 

The subdivision of the Subsidiary Body and distribution of files among its members, involving in-depth analysis of documents by subgroup, does not seem appropriate. The Committee should benefit from a non fragmented analysis, whether or not there is a consensus on the file, because it is its responsibility to inscribe an element on the Representative List. In addition, this method does nothing to reduce the amount of work that falls to the Secretariat. 

The inscription of elements on the Representative List 

As part of a revision of working methods, it seems appropriate to review the number of submissions of nominations for the Representative List based on the criteria already existing and which contain no restrictive condition and no notion of “outstanding universal value”, as is the case for the 1972 Convention on World Heritage. As a result, the number of nominations is expected to be unlimited. A limit for the examination of these files is therefore necessary, to be revised as necessary.

It is appropriate here to question the objectives of a Representative List as conceived by the Convention. The inscription of an element on this list is not unimportant, even if the Urgent Safeguarding List is considered major for the Convention. The Representative List has an educational value: one of its purposes is to raise awareness among the general public and policy makers about the very nature of the intangible cultural heritage, often ignored or even depreciated. The meaning of the word “folklore” or “savoir du peuple” has already been tarnished, with negative consequences for the communities concerned, both in their way of life and in the transmission of their knowledge. We thus have to restore the nobility of the intangible or ethnographic heritage, far from any outdated, exotic, touristic or commercial image.

Today, the Representative List has a high visibility. It is necessary to maintain the in-depth examination and not to simplify the examination procedures of the nominations to make it easier to inscribe a greater number of elements. This would affect the credibility of the Convention.

The list is not intended to substitute for national inventories, one element listed as an example can be worth many cumulative inscriptions if the message to be transmitted is heritage education. 

Everyone should know that the image of heritage created in the general public through media coverage of this Representative List is not without consequences for the understanding and the very notion of intangible heritage, and for the Urgent Safeguarding List. It is therefore necessary to maintain consistency in the criteria between those two lists, especially when the definition of heritage includes the respect for the communities whose “free, prior and informed consent” is paramount. An element taken out of context is meaningless, and only the communities give life to the intangible heritage. 

Finally, the inscription of an element on one of these lists is not its “museumification” since this is a snapshot taken at a given moment, neither more nor less “authentic” than the one that has preceded it, or that follows. 

Moreover, the evolution of this living heritage, enriched by multiple influences, cannot tolerate any nationalist claims; it is on the contrary the expression of the original appropriation of various cultures that compose it. The word “heritage” (“patrimoine” in French) refers to the notion of “pater,” father, to transmission from generation to generation and not to the word “patrie” (homeland). 

The credibility of the Convention cannot be judged by the number of elements inscribed on the Representative List but by the implementation of safeguarding measures and the efficient promotion of a shared heritage. In this, a balanced representation of the various cultural regions is essential. 

Examination 
All inscriptions must benefit from an in-depth examination. 

While retaining the prerogative of the Committee of the Convention to decide whether or not to inscribe an element on one of the two lists, it seems justified from now on to call exclusively upon an external Consultative Body. 

This would have the task to make technical evaluations and recommendations to be considered subsequently by the States Members of the Committee. This body already exists for the Urgent Safeguarding List.

The external Consultative Body for the Representative List could include six experts and six NGOs whose term of office might be four years, with an annual renewal of a quarter of its members to ensure the continuity of ongoing examinations. The choice of its members would be entrusted to the Secretariat to avoid any conflict of interest, while respecting equitable geographical representation. The selection of its members would be conducted according to the recognized competence of the experts and real activities undertaken by NGOs in official relationship with UNESCO. Its composition would be submitted, for information, to the Committee members. 
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