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It is a very great pleasure for me to address you at the opening of this second extraordinary session of the Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage.

The honour is all the greater as we are privileged to have among us His Excellency Mr Georgi Părvanov, the President of Bulgaria. I believe this is the first time that we have had a Head of State who has honoured us not only with his patronage but also, even more, with his presence to open an Intergovernmental Committee session, and it is a very great privilege for all of us. It is also a very great privilege to see so many eminent figures: Mr Stefan Danaïlov, Minister of Culture of Bulgaria; Mr Nicola Sabotinov, Vice-President of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences; Mr Todor Churov, Deputy Minister for Foreign Affairs and Chairperson of the National Commission of the Republic of Bulgaria for UNESCO, and somebody you all know, of course, Ms Bokova, the Ambassador to UNESCO. Many thanks to all of you for honouring us with your presence and for having worked so ably to organize this meeting here in Bulgaria. This leads me to point out that it was Bulgaria that hosted the last session of UNESCO’s General Conference held away from Headquarters – a while ago, since that was in 1985.

I also have two people with me here on the podium whose enduring commitment to the Convention I should particularly like to emphasize: firstly, the Chairperson of UNESCO’s Executive Board, His Excellency Mr Yaï, who, even before being elected to that prestigious position, constantly demonstrated his interest in and special support for this Convention and the work of its Committee, particularly in his capacity as an eminent linguist. And secondly, of course, His Excellency Mr Bedjaoui, who is, as we all know, the former Minister for Foreign Affairs of Algeria and, above all, the Chairperson of the first session of the General Assembly of the States Parties to the Convention. It is no secret that without his patience and dedication the Convention might not have come into being or at least not so promptly. For the record, I should also like to point out that Algeria hosted the very first session of the Committee, whose work was continued first in China and then in Japan with well-known success.

My thanks also go to all the members of the Committee – 23 of the 24 are here – and to all the representatives of the States Parties, States non party, NGOs and institutes that concern themselves with the aims of the Convention. There are, I believe, 300 eminent figures who have registered to participate in and observe our work. This is an important first and shows the great interest awakened by the Convention, which is only two years old. Also in the audience is the Deputy Prime Minister of Gabon, who, I am sure, will give us some wise words of advice at the end of our opening ceremony.

It is not by chance that we are meeting in Sofia today. As Mr Koïchiro Matsuura, the Director-General of UNESCO, has just said in his message, Bulgaria – not just its Government but also its people as a whole – has long taken a particular interest in its own intangible cultural heritage. Bulgaria is ensuring the growth and development of this heritage not only by recognizing the merit of its roots in identity but also by encouraging it to be responsive to others and enabling it to be passed on, especially to new generations. Modern Bulgaria has adopted the traditions of its past while melding them with the present, convinced that focusing on the wide range of living cultural practices and forms of expression on its territory is a way of consolidating social cohesion. Traditional music, songs and dances, together with rituals, traditional architecture and cuisine (with all its local variations) are still practised and appreciated both inside and outside the country.

It is therefore only right that the Committee’s second extraordinary session, where so much is at stake, should be held in Bulgaria. This is the fourth time within the space of barely fifteen months that the Committee has met, to establish the directives that are to be submitted to the General Assembly of the States Parties and which are intended to guide implementation of the Convention. Your task, at this extraordinary session, is to complete this exercise in order that a coherent set of guidelines may be approved by the General Assembly of the States Parties at its second session this June. Then, and only then, can the Convention become operational.

Excellencies,

Ladies and gentlemen,

Since the Committee’s last session held in Japan, the Convention has been ratified by nine more countries. To date, there are 86 States Parties and there will shortly be two more. By ratifying the Convention these countries have undertaken to initiate projects and implement policies and laws guaranteeing the continuity of their intangible heritage. That is no easy task. But you have accepted the challenge of translating this legal instrument into reality and bestowing on it the effectiveness that it deserves and that is expected of it.

Your agenda is, to put it mildly, ambitious. First of all you must elect your Chairperson and Bureau, as required by the Rules of Procedure for an extraordinary session. After adopting your agenda and the summary record of the Committee’s second session in Tokyo, and after admitting observers, you will discuss the arrangements for communities or their representatives, practitioners, experts, centres of expertise and research institutes to participate in implementation of the Convention.

You will then deal with the operational directives for incorporating items proclaimed Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity in the Representative List, with accreditation of non-governmental organizations and with the transitional provisions for the latter’s involvement in examinations at the request of the Committee. These procedures are still to be ratified by the General Assembly in June 2008.

I may also note that in the course of 2007 you twice requested States Parties to submit names of local, national, regional and international NGOs active in the fields covered by the Convention that might attend your next session as observers. At the same time you asked the Secretariat to compile, in cooperation with these States Parties, a further provisional list of active NGOs and non-profit-making institutions. By early January 2008 the Secretariat had received a total of 241 names of organizations but with a geographical distribution that left much to be desired. I shall return to this point in greater detail under the relevant agenda item.

You will subsequently have to consider the various items relating to use of the resources of the Intangible Heritage Fund and means of increasing them.

As you know, the Convention strongly reaffirms the need to build awareness, especially among the younger generations, of the importance of the living cultural heritage and its safeguarding. In order to raise the visibility of messages promoting this heritage, the operational directives document suggests creating an emblem. A competition has therefore been launched to this end. Some 1,000 designs have already arrived from all over the world. Proposals on the use of the emblem will be placed before you.

Finally, you will conclude your work by considering the report on your activities since the Convention entered into force. This report will be brought to the attention of the General Assembly and subsequently of the UNESCO General Conference.

Excellencies,

Ladies and gentlemen,

Once again, during these five days, much is being asked of you. Making the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage a reality is a difficult task. The General Assembly asked the Committee to draft the “operational directives” that will enable the Convention to come into full effect immediately after its June 2008 session. I do not doubt that this session of the Committee will – once again – live up to expectations, so that the next General Assembly will be able to say of it, “mission accomplished”.

Thank you.
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