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Introduction

-    Honourable Minister of Education, Women Affairs and Culture

Rev. Dr Tevita H. Palefau

-    Master of Ceremony, Hon Albert Tuvanuavou Vaea 

-    Hon. Tuilokomana Tuita 

-    Mr. Akira Ouchi, Counsellor & Representative of the Government of Japan 

-    Rev. Sitaleki Liki Afu, Free Weslyan Church of  Mala’evakapuna
-    Distinguished Delegates

-    Ladies and Gentlemen.

· On behalf of UNESCO, I warmly welcome you all this morning to the Royal Tonga International Hotel. It is encouraging that all except NZ have made it to Tonga to be here, and that shows your interest and commitment to this very important area of our cultural heritage.

· At this time last year I welcomed many of you to the meeting in Nadi in Fiji in the occasion of the first Pacific Consultation on the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. 
· Today I welcome you to Tonga in the occasion of the second meeting to again discuss the same convention and how it could benefit our efforts to protect our heritage, as well as to evaluate the progress made over the last twelve months and I hope, pending the goodwill of our donor communities, that I will be in a position to welcome you again in twelve months time in one of our member countries. 

Progress since 2007

· Since the consultation in 2007, we as a region have made some progress, but more could have easily been achieved if only we were serious about our efforts to protect and safeguard our heritage.

· We boast of the fact that we live in the most culturally diverse region of the world especially in our Intangible Cultural Heritage, yet we allow many of our traditions and expressions, our rituals, our languages, our traditional knowledges and practices and our traditional performances to wither away.  
· We have more than half of the world’s languages, and we cover a third of the globe yet we are virtually an unknown in the global community in terms of our culture and heritage. 
· We cannot change the fact that we are a group of very small islands scattered over large distances with limited resources, but we can change our image and how the global community sees us by highlighting our uniqueness and the diversity of our heritage to our advantage. 
· But for this to happen we need to be serious about protecting, safeguarding and promoting our most valuable heritage which is what determines who we are.

· I therefore call on all of the countries represented here today to be more vigilant and to take the necessary steps to ensure that our most vulnerable heritage, our intangible cultural heritage, are protected and safeguarded as well as promoting them so that they continue to be part of our livelihood and that of our future generation.
· We not only owe it to us as the current custodian of our heritage but also to our children and their children so they are also able to learn of who they are and where they come from but also ensure the survival of our traditions and those practices and knowledge that are important to us all.

UNESCO’s Commitment

· UNESCO is committed to working together with your countries in their efforts to safeguard and promote their heritage. UNESCO’s commitment is reflected in its presence here today. With us today are staffs from the UNESCO office for the Pacific in Apia (Emily, Nifo and Myself) as well as staff from our head office in Paris (Fernando and Kaori).
· As earlier indicated, this is the second meetings UNESCO has organized since 2007 as part of its commitment to create awareness among countries of the importance of protecting its Heritage as well as supporting countries willing to use the tools UNESCO has developed to help countries in this regard. It would be amiss of me therefore not to mention the support given by the Japanese government who, through its Japanese Fund in Trust, provided the financial resources that allow UNESCO to organize both this consultation and that in 2007. Without its support these consultations would not have been possible. 
· As part of its normative and standard setting function, member countries have called upon UNESCO to develop instruments that would help countries protect their heritage. The 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage is one such tool.
· In his visits to the pacific from 2004 to 2008, the UNESCO Director General Mr.Koichiro Matsuura, has been relentless in his efforts to encourage countries in our region to work with UNESCO put in place tools that would help in safeguarding their Heritage both Tangible and Intangible. Early this year (February) Mr. Matsuura visited 8 Pacific Island nations and in each country he encouraged leaders to work towards ratifying the 2003 convention as that would provide the protection countries need. 
· Almost all of these countries made commitment to work towards ratifying the convention. Consequently national consultations were held in 2 countries during the year (Fiji and PNG). Since then PNG has ratified the convention. Tonga will also hold its national consultation on Friday and we are hopeful that Tonga will make all the necessary arrangements to ratify the convention in the near future. 
· UNESCO is committed to continue working with those countries who have made a commitment towards ratifying the convention. We are looking forward to working closely with Cook Is, Vanuatu, Palau and Niue (all have indicated their commitment to work towards ratifying the convention) as well as those countries who have yet to commit themselves.

The 2003 Convention

· Since its introduction in 2003, 106 countries have ratified the convention with PNG as the lone country from the Pacific (2008). We look forward to more countries working towards ratification in 2009.

· The purpose of the convention is to;

-  safeguard countries’ intangible cultural heritage; 
-  ensure respect for the intangible cultural heritage of the 
    communities, groups and individuals concerned; 
-   raise awareness at the local, national and international levels of the 
     importance of the intangible cultural heritage, and of ensuring 
     mutual appreciation thereof; 
-    provide for international cooperation and assistance. 
· I am sure that the details of the convention will be discussed during the course of the next three days.

Conclusion

· In concluding I would like to once again echo what I said earlier, that if countries want to protect their heritage (both Intangible and tangible) they will have to take serious measures to achieve this as UNESCO cannot do it for you. UNESCO can only support you and help you if you are willing to work with us.

· I sincerely hope that you will all engage in the discussions over the next three days and that you will have time to look at what Tonga has to offer in terms of its heritage
· Before I finish I would like to acknowledge the hard work given by the Tonga National Commission, the Chairperson, Lucy and Tuilokomana and their team in organizing the workshop. 

Malo Aupito.
 
