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	Ladies and Gentlemen,

	
	It gives me great pleasure to share with my colleague, Mr Gwang-Jo Kim, the Director of the UNESCO Bangkok Office, the opening of this crucial and topical meeting on the question of intangible heritage beyond borders. We are very pleased at the great interest this topic has tapped into, as shown by the large number of observers we are happy to welcome along with our core participants.

	SLIDE
	As you know, the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage was adopted by the General Conference of UNESCO in 2003. The adoption of the Convention was the result of a decade or more of sustained efforts within the Organization, and from some of you in this room, to provide a complement to UNESCO’s well-known 1972 Convention concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage, familiar under its shorter name of the World Heritage Convention. 

	
	Intangible cultural heritage helps communities grapple with the challenges of existence, especially at a time of rapid socioeconomic transformation and increasing global integration, not only by preserving the values and practices that define their identity, but also by promoting respect for other cultural traditions and mutual understanding. Culture – both tangible and intangible – offers a unique opportunity to engage with differences while building social harmony, both nationally and internationally.

	SLIDE
	The Convention entered into force in 2006 and became fully operational in 2008 with the adoption of its Operational Directives. 127 States have ratified it so far, and I am pleased to learn that a new State, Tajikistan, has just ratified it a few days ago. Please welcome Mr Murod KOMILOV, Secretary General of the Tajikistan National Commission for UNESCO, as a soon-to-be State Party to the Convention.

	SLIDE
	But what exactly is intangible cultural heritage? The Convention provides a definition in its Article 2: intangible heritage is the ‘practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills (...) that communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural heritage’. 

	SLIDE
	The originality of this definition is with the central role of communities in the identification of what is, for them, their own intangible heritage. No external expert, no political decision-makers, no international jury may decide for them, just the practitioners, the bearers as we call them, those that enact and recognize a specific heritage as their own. This fundamental principle lies at the very centre of the Convention and has huge implications for how it is to be carried out.

	
	Transmitted from generation to generation, continuously evolving and providing communities and groups with a sense of identity and continuity, ICH is not necessarily beautiful, original, or exceptional. The framers of the Intangible Heritage Convention rejected any notion of ‘outstanding universal value’ or any hierarchies among different expressions of heritage. Each expression of intangible heritage is precious to those that practise it, providing them the very essence of their belonging to their community. 

Finally, the Convention makes clear that for its purposes, only ICH that is consistent with internationally accepted human rights instruments and with the principle of mutual respect can fall within the scope of the Convention.

	SLIDE
	Admittedly, this is a somewhat abstract definition, and the Convention continues by explaining that intangible heritage may take many different forms and is expressed in various domains. Among others, the Convention cites: 
oral traditions and expressions, performing arts, 

	SLIDE
	knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe 

	SLIDE
	social practices, rituals and festive events and, finally, traditional craftsmanship. 

	SLIDE
	The Convention has four stated objectives: 
· to safeguard the intangible heritage of humanity

· to ensure respect for it; 
· to raise awareness of its importance and ensure mutual appreciation thereof;

· and to provide for international cooperation and assistance. 

	
	Both the Preamble and the text of the Convention clearly indicate that fulfilling these goals can be best undertaken through the cooperation at the subregional, regional and international levels. 

	SLIDE
	There are several complementary ways to fulfil these goals. First, States Parties have to take the necessary measures at the national level to identify and safeguard the ICH present in their territory with the full participation of the communities, groups and relevant non-governmental organizations (Article 11). The elaboration of one or more inventories, that have to be regularly updated, is an obligation laid out in article 12 of the Convention. Other measures include to adopt a general policy for ICH safeguarding, establish competent body to deal with it, fostering scientific research, education and awareness raising on the importance of ICH and of its safeguarding. Every six years, States have to report to the Committee on measures taken for the safeguarding of the ICH present in their territories.

	SLIDE
	At the international level, States Parties may nominate elements of ICH present on their territory for inscription on the two Lists of the Convention: the List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding and the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity (respectively article 17 and 16). The Operational Directives provide that States Parties are encouraged to submit jointly multi-national nominations to these Lists when an element is found on the territory of more than one State Party.

	SLIDE
	States Parties can also propose national, subregional and regional programmes, projects and activities for the safeguarding of the intangible heritage that best reflect the objectives of the Convention. Once selected, they are included in the Register of Best Practices, and widely disseminated in order to benefit to all States Parties as an experience to be shared (Article 18).

	SLIDE
	International cooperation is at the heart of the Convention, and one of the most tangible forms it takes is international financial assistance that is available to States Parties, particularly developing countries. Here too, as elsewhere in the Convention and its Operational Directives, there is an emphasis on international cooperation across borders. When evaluating requests for international assistance, for instance, the Committee may take into account whether they imply cooperation at the bilateral, regional or international levels. Of course, two or more States can jointly submit a request for international assistance.

	
	What is the meaning, and how can a State deal, in this context, with ICH beyond borders?

	SLIDE
	As I said at the starting point, communities, groups and individuals are at the heart of the Convention. Indeed, ICH is borne by people, and does exist only through them. Human beings enact, transform and transmit ICH through, for instance, speaking, singing, dancing, playing or performing rituals. 

	
	Therefore, when we are speaking about the geographical location or distribution of intangible heritage, we are always speaking about the location and geographical distribution of the people involved in it. 

	SLIDE
	There are countless expressions of intangible heritage that are found in more than one country, and this is due to many reasons. 

	
	First, because communities themselves often straddle political borders between States. Borders, whether drawn along natural boundaries or because of historic circumstances, may not correspond to those of populations and their cultural practices, that are often completely independent of any political border. 

	
	Secondly, there are voluntary or forced migrations. People have always migrated for a variety of reasons. But communities often do not migrate in their totality. Linguistic and cultural practices and expressions may remain strong both in their original place and in the diaspora. In some cases they are even better preserved in the diaspora – or safeguarded more conservatively – than in the country of origin. 

	
	Third, nomadic communities may share ICH in different parts of the same country or in more than one country. Some nomadic groups move within the confines of one and the same country, but in Central and West Asia and in parts of Africa and the Arab States, there are groups that cross borders annually or more often.

	
	Finally, and most importantly, the ICH, like culture in general, seldom develops for long in isolation. ICH expressions and practices constantly influence each other and may even be partially or totally taken over by others. One example is the shadow theatre which spread from East to West Asia and from there was adopted in Europe.

	
	The fact that intangible heritage often transcends borders and is found in similar or identical forms among peoples separated by distances small or large presents on the one hand a tremendous opportunity for international cooperation and mutual understanding. If we can recognize cultural practices similar to our own among people who are distant, we can develop a spirit of mutual respect and solidarity that is not limited by national borders. Yet we also know on the other hand that heritage can serve to divide peoples or countries. Even if the practices are similar, this can create not trust but mistrust, not cooperation but competition. Our purpose in convening this regional consultation is to try to increase the likelihood that here in Asia and the Pacific region we can truly enjoy those benefits of mutual understanding and respect and avoid the pitfalls that might otherwise arise.
What could be some ways forward to facilitating greater international cooperation between States of the region, in particular concerning shared heritage?

	SLIDE
	To start with, it is clear that when operating in the framework of a Convention, the first step is to be part of it. Not all States have yet ratified the Convention, even though the pace of ratification is really very impressive. In our discussions, we might explore how States not yet party to the Convention could most effectively be encouraged to ratify it. You might also have ideas about how the experiences of neighbouring States that have already ratified could be useful in supporting this process in States that have yet to ratify.

	SLIDE
	It is also possible that one barrier to international cooperation concerning shared intangible heritage could arise from the fact that neighbouring countries have different ways of identifying communities and of organizing inventories of the ICH present on their territory. In such cases, it may be difficult to establish whether certain ICH elements also occur in other countries, whether under the same name or in similar form under another name. The communities themselves, however, tend to be well aware of the existence elsewhere of members of the same community and of elements that they may wish to identify as identical or closely related to elements they practise themselves. How can we ensure that due attention is paid to information provided by communities about shared heritage? How could the question of shared heritage be best addressed in inventorying? How can we facilitate the sharing of information on inventory-making on a regional and sub-regional levels? These are questions that you may wish to address in the coming discussions.

	SLIDE
	States have sometimes been hesitant or reluctant to cooperate with each other concerning shared intangible heritage. In certain cases it is because some States believe that the element present on their territory is older, or more ‘authentic’, than in other countries and that, consequently, only the older or more ‘authentic’ or ‘original’ version is to be safeguarded, or nominated. You may recall, however, that in my remarks until now you never heard the notion of ‘authenticity’ or ‘originality’, because these concepts have no place in the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. The Convention recognizes ICH regardless of its (perceived) origin or antiquity, as long as it falls within the definition of the Convention. For the Convention, what matters is whether or not communities recognize something as part of their heritage, not whether it is older, purer, more authentic for them than for someone else. How could States best be encouraged to cooperate concerning shared heritage? And how to ensure that considerations relating to antiquity, origin or authenticity are not taken into consideration when identifying ICH? 

	SLIDE
	Finally there are some more practical questions you may wish to consider today and tomorrow. Are there incentives or other encouragements that might facilitate multinational nomination files or proposals to the Register of Best Practices? And are there ideas you have about how the category 2 centres that are being established in Asia and the Pacific region might best facilitate cooperation across borders concerning heritage that is shared? We have participants with us from three of the four centres that will be created in Asia and the Pacific, and I am sure they will be listening attentively and perhaps offering some concrete proposals on how they might most effectively support international cooperation on shared heritage. We also have guests from the team that organized a very ambitious multi-national nomination to the Representative List concerning falconry, and I am sure they will be pleased to share their experiences.

	
	I will finish with these questions, leaving it to you to find appropriate answers. As you see from the agenda of this meeting, this two-day meeting is divided into three topical sessions: 1. Diffuse heritage and diffuse communities; 2. Culture beyond borders: the case of Tango; and 3. Rural to urban and international migration: implications for intangible cultural heritage. For each session, we are happy to benefit from the experiences of three experts who are with us for this meeting and who will share their views on these topics. There will be ample time for discussion following each presentation and then on a more general basis tomorrow. I hope that your discussions will be fruitful and that they will create a solid foundation for increased international cooperation in safeguarding intangible heritage in Asia and the Pacific.
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