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Mr President of the Republic of Bulgaria,

H.E. Mr Stefan Danaïlov, Minister of Culture of Bulgaria,

Mr Nicola Sabotinov, Vice-President of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences,

Mr Todor Tchurov, Vice Minister for Foreign Affairs and Chairperson of the National Commission of the Republic of Bulgaria for UNESCO,

H.E. Mr Mohammed Bedjaoui, Chairperson of the General Assembly of the States Parties to the Convention, 
Distinguished Representatives of the States Members of the Intergovernmental Committee and of the States Parties to the Convention,
Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It gives me great pleasure to be here with you today for the opening of the second extraordinary session of the Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage and to have the opportunity to address these few words of greeting to you. First of all, I should like to thank the Government of Bulgaria for the warm welcome extended to us and for holding this meeting in a setting which, I am certain, will be conducive to our work. I should also like to take this opportunity to reaffirm the Executive Board’s commitment to the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. 

The Board takes special interest in developments concerning the 2003 Convention, as is evidenced by its discussions and decisions relating to the Convention since its adoption, as well as the participation of a certain number of its Members, myself included, in your work, in Algiers, in Chengdu and in Tokyo.

Having attended these three sessions as an observer, I should like to congratulate you both on your professionalism and on your grasp of the relevance and importance of this Convention for States and communities. The results we have seen to date bode well for this second extraordinary session here in Sofia. 

We have come today to an important stage of our work, owing to which the 2003 Convention will finally become operational. The road we have travelled has been long and offers us reason to be proud. In addition to the adoption of the Convention and the work done by this Committee since November 2006, the programme on the Proclamation of Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity, which marked a significant step forward on that road, comes to mind. I am pleased that the Committee is about to complete the complex task of incorporating the items proclaimed masterpieces between 2001 and 2005 in the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. I say this task is complex, because the fact that some of these items are located within the territories of more than one country – be they States Parties or not – reminds us not only that we must tirelessly promote the Convention and its ratification, but also that intangible cultural heritage, by its very nature, obliges us to go beyond our perceptions and national approaches. Often, this kind of heritage not only precedes States, and particularly nation-States, but outlasts them.

West Africa, where I come from, is an excellent illustration of this. My native country, Benin, is one of the smallest on the continent but boasts a linguistic diversity of more than 50 living languages, some of which we share with our neighbours. It goes without saying that this linguistic diversity is synonymous with the diversity of our intangible cultural heritage, which we also share with neighbouring countries in many cases. The "Oral Heritage of Gelede", shared by Benin, Nigeria and Togo and proclaimed a masterpiece in 2001, is a striking example. The activities to safeguard and promote Gelede carried out since the proclamation, in addition to providing support for transmission, have been particularly valuable for dialogue between the different communities on either side of the borders of the three countries which have become fully involved in these activities. 

The measures and operational directives that you will propose to the General Assembly of States Parties next June seem therefore to point in the right direction. That is why many States Parties are already prepared to propose items of their intangible heritage for incorporation in one of the two Lists of the Convention. Moreover, the operational directives drawn up to provide assistance to safeguarding projects and activities should greatly enhance the impact of this Convention as a supplement to inscriptions on the Lists. Lastly, the debates on the importance of the participation of communities and their representatives, experts, centres of expertise and research institutes in the implementation of the Convention illustrate the value you place on this vital prerogative that gives the holders of the intangible cultural heritage a pivotal role.

In this regard, I am pleased to mention that at its last session, held in Christchurch, New Zealand, the World Heritage Committee fittingly decided to add another C – for Communities – to the others on which the 1972 Convention should constantly focus. The awareness of the convergence and complementarity between the two Conventions is therefore increasingly apparent. 

The 2003 Convention now has 88 States Parties, 25 of which are from the African continent if we include the five North African countries. This is a reflection of the great hopes of these countries, or even the emergency that many of them face, particularly those of the South. Aware of these expectations, the Committee will have succeeded, in the space of 16 months, in drawing up and submitting to all the States Parties a solid and complete framework for action. Admittedly, the experience of the initial inscriptions and actions will probably reveal a number of points that will require making adjustments or taking new measures. However, the attention and energy you devote to the implementation of the Convention leave me confident.

I should like to wish you full success in your work at this session.

PAGE  
1

