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Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage
Comments on the terms of reference of the Subsidiary Body
BOLIVARIAN REPUBLIC OF VENEZUELA
During the period of the participation of Venezuela as a member of the Subsidiary Body, forty-nine (49) nomination files were carefully examined and reviewed by our panel of experts. Following this experience, we think it is appropriate to share some considerations that we believe should be taken into account in order to improve the quality and relevance of the Representative List:

1. The Representative List is intended to raise visibility and awareness of the intangible cultural heritage of communities, complying with the main purposes of UNESCO and the Convention as to the recognition of cultural diversity and the promotion of dialogue and mutual respect. However, we find it a matter of concern to recognize, in a more frequent and evident way, that many of the nominations files count on a larger measure of support from the State than from any local community in particular, apparently because of their instrumentalization for political, economic, or cultural agendas, such as the diffusion of national ideologies or control over ethnic minorities. In these circumstances, we observe an unbalanced participation in the preparation and commitments of the safeguarding measures, in which the State tends to display an overwhelming and uneven influence in comparison to the lesser or nonexistent involvement of the communities. Our perception induces us to warn of the risks inherent in the policy that the State is not only entitled to decide which cultural practice is to be considered legitimate or not at a local level (Criterion R5), but that it also exercises the power to mobilize projects and financial aid that may or may not be in the practitioners’ best interests and aspirations. In order to avoid the adverse effects of this tendency, Venezuela considers it essential to insist and ensure that there is a clear balance between the participation of the State and the involvement of the local communities in the nomination process. In addition, we feel is it necessary to recommend to the Committee the promotion of a large scale research study that determines and evaluates with accuracy how the inscription of the elements on the RL has changed, expanded, or altered the internal social dynamics of the practitioners, especially in their relation to government offices and other neighboring communities. 

2. The nominations presented by the State-Parties for inscription on the Representative List have increased rapidly over the past years, thereby turning it into a sort of “competition” based on the mass production of nominations files by some States Parties, seriously compromising the “representative” character of the RL. This ratifies the importance of ensuring the adequate understanding of the meaning and main goals of the Representative List; it also leads us to question why some State-Parties insist on promoting an excessive number of nominations, even when these expressions closely resemble one another. It is unquestionable that the inclusion of an element on the RL offers recognition and visibility, as well as potential economic benefits for the community and State Party involved. However, it is important to insist that the State Parties should try to include only their most representative cultural expressions, and not the whole range of practices that compose their national inventories. We believe one way of avoiding this pitfall is to strengthen criterion R2 and require the State Party to prove the value of the expression nominated in terms of its representativeness.

3. We believe it is imperative to insist that the Representative List cannot be turned into a global inventory. In order to avoid this distortion and the subsequent loss of credibility of the RL, the Intergovernmental Committee, without necessarily imposing limits or restrictions, should by means of the Subsidiary Body apply more rigorous standards in evaluating the degree of representativeness of a nominated element. 

4. It has come to our attention that, in many cases, especially within the domain of “Traditional Craftsmanship”, the nominations seem to be motivated by a strong economic interest that is directed at increasing their commercialization and mass dissemination. Venezuela considers that this poses a dangerous threat to the consistency and the intention of the Representative List, by making the nomination process an occasion for branding and advertising, as well as a “race to labeling” that seeks to gain exclusive rights and economic wealth over certain cultural products and processes, putting at risk the legitimization of similar expressions from other communities.

5. It is also important to refer to the risk of ethnocentrism in the examination process and the negative impact it could have on the work of the Subsidiary Body, especially by preventing us from recognizing the significance of expressions coming from societies which are distant – culturally and geographically - from the evaluating country. We recognize that it requires a lot of responsibility to decide whether or not a particular melody, a performing art, a festivity, or any other expression, emanating from one of many societies in the world, is sufficiently representative to be listed as a world heritage of humanity. One possible way to avoid this obstacle and to enhance the evaluations process would be to include an additional criterion that could allow the candidates to specify the creative, symbolic, functional, aesthetic or other components, that are present within the nomination file, and that go beyond the limits of the ordinary. Such a statement could provide the reviewers with a larger degree of certainty over what is considered culturally valuable from the others’ points of view. Venezuela believes this could enhance the credibility of the decisions made by the Committee and the Subsidiary Body.

6. Venezuela is strongly opposed to the replacement of the Subsidiary Body by a panel of experts. The current evaluation method not only allows the government agencies that assemble nominations files to give their own opinion over others that have been submitted, but it also allows that the State Parties strengthen their internal expertise proficiency, guaranteeing  a broad and equal participation on the part of the multiple geographical regions of the world. 

7. With regard to the priorities of evaluation, due to the rapidly growing number of nominations and to the fact that some State Parties refuse to regulate themselves in relation to the number of nominations submitted every year, Venezuela favors the preservation of the already existing criterion on the priorities of evaluation. That is to say, we believe the Subsidiary Body and the Committee should give priority to multinational nominations, and to those submitted by State Parties with few or no elements inscribed on the RL. 

8. In relation to the number of files evaluated, Venezuela is against the proposal of simplifying the examination process in order to allow a larger number of elements to be reviewed. The rigor of the examination, the objectivity and unanimity of the final decision, and the in-depth analysis of each and every nomination, are all vital and indispensable procedures that guarantee the representativeness of the list.
9. In regard to the number of members of the Subsidiary Body, we believe it must be kept in its original structure of six members. The proposals to broaden the number of members to twelve would make it harder to reach unanimous decisions and would also increase unnecessarily the financial costs of the evaluation process.
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