Opening remarks by Gadi G.Y. Mgomezulu, 

Director, UNESCO Division of Cultural Objects and Intangible Heritage
During the Sub-Regional Capacity Building Workshop on the Implementation of the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage
Pretoria, South Africa
The Honourable Minister of Arts and Culture,

Dear participants and consultants,

Dear colleagues from UNESCO offices in the sub-region,

Ladies and gentlemen,

On behalf of the Director-General of UNESCO, Mr Koichiro Matsuura, it is an honour and pleasure for me to be here among you all for the sub-regional capacity building workshop on the implementation of the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. We are privileged to have participants from a dozen countries from Eastern and Southern Africa who are professionally involved in the area of culture and heritage. We are also privileged to have the workshop here in Pretoria, the Republic of South Africa, where many innovative activities in the field of intangible cultural heritage are being developed.  
The aim of this workshop is to provide a forum for sharing experiences in the field of safeguarding intangible cultural heritage. This will include discussing experiences and problems in having our countries become States Parties to the 2003 Convention, as well as possible solutions. On the part of UNESCO, we will share with you the recent development of the operational life of the 2003 Convention. I sincerely hope that beyond this formal information sharing, the workshop can help foster fruitful relationships and networks to assist you all in your future work in the field.

Honourable Minister,

Ladies and gentlemen,

As you are no doubt aware, the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage was adopted in October 2003 and entered into force in April 2006. Since then, UNESCO has organized the first session of the General Assembly of States Parties to the Convention in June 2006, the first extraordinary session of the General Assembly in November 2006, and four sessions of the Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage: in Algiers (Algeria) in November 2006, in Chengdu (China) in May 2007, in Tokyo (Japan) in September 2007, and finally in Sofia (Bulgaria) in February 2008. In the course of the last two years, the number of States Parties to the Convention has grown, and there are 93 States Parties to date. Here, I am proud to add that the continent of Africa represents the largest constituency within the Convention, having 21 States Parties. Nonetheless, this is still less than half the number of countries in Africa. Hence, the work continues.
The Convention’s purposes are to safeguard intangible heritage, to ensure respect for it and for the people who create it, to raise awareness of its importance and of the need to ensure mutual appreciation of it, and to provide for international cooperation and assistance. What does the Convention do concretely to advance these purposes, you may ask. The Convention supports national efforts and international cooperation in safeguarding intangible cultural heritage. At the international level, for instance, the Intangible Heritage Convention establishes two Lists: the List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding and the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. A main purpose of both Lists is to raise awareness about the importance of safeguarding intangible heritage, particularly those elements that are endangered at a time of rapid sociocultural transformation during which many communities see an erosion of the functions and values of such heritage and a lack of interest among younger generations in maintaining it. 

The Convention also creates a Fund through which developing States Parties to the Convention can benefit in a number of ways. For instance, States Parties can receive support, financial and otherwise, for developing ICH inventories and building capacities. It is important to note that for a country to benefit from the Fund, it has to become a Party to the Convention, that is, take the steps to ratify it. The Convention can also serve as a framework for dialogue and cooperation between different practitioners and heritage experts from different countries. Indeed, intangible cultural heritage often transcends national borders and transboundary cooperation is therefore essential in safeguarding various kinds of intangible cultural heritage.  

I need to underline here that, although we encourage all of you to push your respective countries to ratify the Convention, becoming a State Party to the Convention is only the first step. The goal of the Convention, as you can see from its title, is for each state to safeguard its intangible cultural heritage. Responsibilities of safeguarding intangible cultural heritage therefore lie essentially at the national level. 

The safeguarding of ICH will require a number of measures that would “ensure the viability of the intangible cultural heritage”. Such measures will include inventorying ICH, revising existing heritage laws to be in line with the spirit of this Convention, raising awareness of the general public and developing educational programmes, both formal and non-formal. Most importantly, however, the safeguarding of this heritage must involve the active participation of communities themselves, since only they can define what their heritage is, and only they can ensure that their heritage continues to be practiced in the future.
The uniqueness of the 2003 Convention lies in the fact that it is the only Convention whose main focus is on the intangible aspects of human culture such as oral traditions, performing arts, rituals and festivities, and the other domains we will discuss shortly. The other six Conventions regarding culture focus on various aspects of tangible culture such as monuments, sites and objects. The 2003 Convention speaks to every one of us because it is about safeguarding our living heritage, the base of our identity and our being. It is important to note that not all countries have monuments and sites that are considered to have “outstanding universal value”, but all countries have their intangible heritage. With the advent of the 2003 Convention, we are broadening the concept of cultural heritage, providing indeed a unique opportunity for the African continent to be duly recognized for its rich and diverse culture and its cultural contributions to the world. 

Honourable Minister, ladies and gentlemen,

I will not dwell further on the Convention since that will be the focus of your work over the next two days. However, let me encourage you to encourage, in turn, your respective national leaders to ratify the 2003 Convention. I hope that in our time together there will be an opportunity for me or my UNESCO colleagues to speak to each of you about any problems you might be encountering within your country in the ratification process. We will discuss that process formally tomorrow morning, but we are also happy to talk informally with you as you wish.
I would like to conclude my remarks by thanking the Honourable Minister for honouring this workshop by his presence, and the Department of Arts and Culture for having accepted to co-organize the workshop with UNESCO. In addition to preparing all the local logistics, the Department kindly created special cultural programmes for us tonight and tomorrow night. I am certain that these cultural events will offer us some insights into the rich culture of South Africa, the rainbow nation. None of this would be possible without the essential financial support of the Government of Norway, through the UNESCO-Norway Funds-in-Trust, and we are all grateful for their generosity. 
I wish you all great success in this workshop and in your important work once you return home. 

Honourable Minister, ladies and gentlemen,

Thank you for your attention. 
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