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Madam Director-General, Excellencies, dear colleagues and friends,
This exhibition is a milestone in a long and pleasant conversation and quest, dr. Govenar and I started, in this very building, on March 17th 2005. It was the Section Intangible Cultural Heritage of UNESCO that brought us together for an expert meeting entitled “INVENTORYING INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE”. We started talking in the world famous UNESCO corridors then and we have been meeting, mailing, phoning and working together ever since. Rapprochement, yes we can.
The past decade I have been involved and embedded in the whole process of making and developing the 2003 UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. As an expert and representative sent by my country, I spent countless hours here in this building and many other places all over the world discussing the text of the convention, the operational guidelines and the implications. I am proud to say that all that energy, time, enthusiasm and catenaccio resulted in some well defended commas here and avoided adjectives there. I have been an aficionado of that powerful and very important masterpiece of compromise ever since. 
As the previous speaker, Mr. Vandermarliere, has said, selecting and developing tools for a new and enhanced policy for safeguarding intangible cultural heritage is high on the agenda in the Flemish Community in 2010. We wish to feed the debate and to put the spotlights on as many potential tools and challenges as possible. This discussion could also be relevant for other parts of the world. 
There are many good reasons for us to look for transatlantic inspiration and extras. I will name a few. Almost three decades of sustained effort have yielded an interesting population of recipients of the NEA National Heritage Fellowship that allow for eye-opener representations about diversity and popular culture in the US and surprising alternative stories about so called Americanisation and globalisation. The Smithsonian and other institutions played a crucial role in 1999 in the famous Washington D.C. Conference, that gave an intellectual green light to go for a convention (instead of a mere recommendation) and for the concept of “intangible cultural heritage”.  Eleven years and an UNESCO convention later, the expertise, ethics and lessons accumulated in several decades of folklore studies, cultural anthropology, cultural brokerage and public folklore projects, both in and outside academia in the US, merit to be injected again in the international practice and frame of reference about safeguarding intangible cultural heritage. 
In the second half of this year a special program, the continuation of the dialogue, will take place in different locations in Flanders.  The main title of the whole campaign but also of the accompanying book (to published by FARO in the summer of 2010) is “Visibility, awareness and dialogue”, a wink of the eye referring to, as you all know, the famous article 16 of the 2003 UNESCO convention. The subtitle is “Beyond lists of intangible cultural heritage”. What lies beyond is, yes indeed, safeguarding in the full meaning of the term.  In Bokrijk, Aalst, Leuven, Brussels, and Bruges, to mention some of the venues in 2010, exhibitions featuring the life size portraits will be used to evoke different  problems and issues and will be complemented with other documentation, case studies, master classes and colloquia. A snowball starts to roll today, accumulating more snow - understand content, ideas, references and questions - on its way.  
Several partners, like to Open Air Museum at Bokrijk, the Heritage Cells in Leuven and Aalst, Tapis Plein and other partners in Bruges and elsewhere, will join the debate, kicked off by FARO, Documentary Arts and the UNESCO today. The start of the episode in Flanders, after the book launch, will be among others a colloquium focusing on US institutional practices and experiences in safeguarding intangible cultural heritage and cultural brokerage. This will take place in Bokrijk on July 19th 2010. The goal is not to copy a living human treasures program in Flanders, but to open up more reflection and debates about safeguarding intangible cultural heritage. We will start with examples and practices in the US and then move on to other experiences, regions and approaches. The partners in Belgium wish to explore many problems and models for cultural heritage policy and practice, for instance related to the interesting mantra in the 2003 convention: “communities, groups and, where appropriate, individuals”.
You might think you just see portraits here of a whole series of marvellous and interesting human beings. But look closer, and you will notice the foreshadowing of hundreds of exclamation marks, hyphens, brackets, question marks, commas, and many, many ellipses, the famous three dots... Come and see and hear in Flanders/Belgium in the second half of 2010...
And now! I pass the floor to my colleague and friend Alan Govenar who did an excellent job of representing a vibrant jungle of question and other punctuation marks and making you think, at first sight, you are looking at a series of photographs of people living in the US and Flanders. 
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