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MINISTER’S DRAFT NOTES,  ADDRESS TO THE UNESCO’S SUB-REGIONAL (SOUTHERN AND EASTERN AFRICA) WORKSHOP ON CAPACITY BUILDING ON THE SAFEGUARDING OF INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE, 27 MARCH 2008
Good Morning Ladies and Gentlemen, First, I would like to welcome you to South Africa.
For three decades, UNESCO had put more emphasis on setting standards for the protection of tangible heritage. This culminated in UNESCO’s adoption of the following Conventions:

Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict (1954); the Convention for the means of Prohibiting and Prevention the Illicit Export, Import and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property (1970); the Convention concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage (1972) and the Convention for the Protection of Underwater Cultural Heritage (2001).
Although these Conventions have been (and still are) important pillars in our quest for the protection of cultural property, they did not address the question of messages behind cultural property.  It is sad to note that it was mainly in the past decade that considerable efforts were made to give a better appreciation of intangible cultural heritage as an important part of cultural heritage. This is ironic as intangible cultural heritage predates tangible heritage. Intangible cultural heritage provides a framework for people’s understanding of themselves in relation to the environment, economy, and how they relate to each other and other peoples. Intangible cultural heritage is very critical as it serves as the main basis for peoples’ cultural identity, continuity, creativity and diversity. 
Intangible Cultural Heritage enriches people’s lives, often providing a deep and inspirational sense of connection to community and heritage resources, to the past and present experiences. It represents knowledge and information sustained through memory and transmitted orally or by practice from one generation to the next. 
The adoption of the UNESCO Convention on the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage in October 2003, is an important milestone in the quest for the restoration of the dignity of cultures that have been marginalised through centuries of colonialism and imperialism. The African continent as one of the continent severely affected by centuries of imperialism and colonialism stands to gain enormously from this Convention.  Colonial regimes neglected, as well as undermined African cultural expressions. Physical conquest of people was followed by a well-orchestrated campaign to malign, degrade and scandalize African intangible cultural heritage to be found in stories, art, dances and other performances. This is vividly expressed by Kenyan author and academic, Ngugi Wa Thiong’o in his much acclaimed and celebrated book, Decolonising the mind, argues that colonialism’s:
 …important area of domination was the mental universe of the colonised, the control, through culture, of how people perceived themselves and their relationship to the world. Economic and political control can never be complete or effective without mental control. To control a people’s culture is to control their tools of self-definition in relationship to others. 
For colonialism this involved two aspects of the same process: the destruction or the deliberate undervaluing of a people’s culture, their art, dances, religions, history, geography, education, orature and literature, and the consciousness elevation of the language of the coloniser. 
Nonetheless, the adoption by UNESCO of the 2003 Convention on Intangible Cultural Heritage presents opportunities for the safeguarding and promotion of intangible cultural heritage.  Since intangible cultural heritage of communities are recognized on their own merit, this allows us to move away from the notion of hierarchy of cultures and the unhelpful dichotomy between so-called civilized western knowledge versus so-called primitive non western knowledge. The concept of intangible cultural heritage helps us to recognize knowledge and values of all communities in the world as complimentary to each other. Therefore, ICH can be used to help bring communities together and engender the spirit of mutual acceptance.
The African Continent in general and South Africa in particular are faced with many challenges, the most pressing being poverty alleviation and job creation. Means should be found to ensure that cultural knowledge is integrated to economic development and is sustainably utilised. We need to find a way of using our indigenous knowledges to deal with problems that we have as a societies. Indigenous knowledge may be useful in conflict resolution. There is a need to stop association of African culture with rural villages and entertainment. African cultures and values as part of the Intangible heritage of Africans can play an important in facilitating socio-economic development of African societies. 
Since Africa is comprised of countries that have multiplicity of nationalities with them, ICH can be harnessed to promote peace, stability and social cohesion within a country, among countries in a sub-region and a region. 
It is heartening that the Convention does not seek to present intangible cultural heritage as fixed and static, but rather see it as both traditional and living. Hence, preservation and safeguarding of ICH would imply, among other things, protection and restoration of social, environmental and circumstances that may guarantee continued enactment and transmission of the practices. The inclusion of multiple voices (diverse communities) is necessary in the promotion and preservation of ICH. Transmission of ICH needs to happen across generations. Participation of communities in the promotion and preservation of ICH is critical as the fruits of its promotion should primarily be for the benefit of the people that actively create and recreate it. It is therefore vital that those people are well informed and capacitated on issues relating to participating in decision making.

The promotion and preservation of ICH should happen in the manner that supports respect for human dignity and cultural diversity. It should happen within the context of trying to promote the sharing of cultural experiences among various cultural groups, because it is through that sharing and mutual appreciation of a common and diverse cultural heritage that the world can achieve peace.  There is a need to develop opportunities for cultural exchange within a province, nationally, regional and internationally.

Lack of means, appreciation and understanding as well as globalisation has resulted in the endangerment of many ICH elements. There is an urgent need to prevent further losses, as heritage is irreplaceable, non-renewable and the need to conserve it for posterity is extremely important. The Convention provides us with an opportunity to reverse the process.
The Convention creates opportunities for transborder cooperation on issues of Intangible Cultural Heritage. In our South African context, this would be helpful as we share intangible cultural heritage with several neighbours like Mozambique, Namibia, Swaziland, Zimbabwe, Botswana and Lesotho. Collaboration may, among other things, result in the development of joint lists of intangible cultural heritage in need of urgent safeguarding and the representative one. This could lead to efficient management of resources and eliminate duplication. It also has a potential to contribute to regional cohesion, and foster mutual understanding and acceptance. In the long-term, this might assist in addressing issues of xenophobia. An example of collaboration, can de demonstrated by the joint listing of Gule Wamkule in 2005 by Zambia, Malawi and Mozambique. The Gule Wamkulu is a dance  performed by the Chewa people of Malawi, Zambia and Mozambique. The dance accompanies initiation ceremonies, funerals, weddings and installation of chiefs.
In South Africa, the Convention provides us with an opportunity to redress  historical inequality created by centuries of colonialism and decades of apartheid misrule. We have already made some progress in advancing issues of Intangible Cultural Heritage. Our national Constitution provides for the valuing of cultural diversity. Cultural diversity is not seen as a burden and threat to nation building; it is rather seen as a resource and source of strength. Post 1994 policies and legislation advocate the revival and preservation of the cultural heritage of all South Africans and thus promoting cultures of all our population groups. The White Paper on Arts, Culture and Heritage as well as its corollaries i.e. the National Heritage Council Act (Act no 11 of 1999) and National Heritage Resources Act (Act no 25 of 1999) is geared towards achieving this objective.
We have already initiated processes towards the ratification of the 2003 UNESCO Convention on the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage. These processes are at an advanced stage. We have also initiated the development of a stand alone national policy on Intangible Cultural Heritage.
May your deliberations on “, Capacity Building on the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage” be inspired by the richness of South Africa’s cultural heritage and the African continent at large. I wish you every success in your workshop and, please, enjoy your stay in South Africa, each and every one of you.

I thank you.
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