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Introduction 

My request to the IPBES has to do with the work and methods of the UNESCO 2003 
Convention on the Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) and its relevance to the objectives of the 
IPBES. The Convention has since 2011 been carrying out, first through a global capacity 
building programme, and currently through a number of regional initiatives, activities 
including policy advice which not only serve tradition-bearing communities (and 
practitioners) with wider recognition and greater support, but also strengthen their 
contribution to sustainable development. 

The 2003 Convention considers ICH as falling under five broad domains: (1) Oral traditions 
and expressions, including language as a vehicle of the intangible cultural heritage; (2) 
Performing arts; (3) Social practices, rituals and festive events; (4) Knowledge and practices 
concerning nature and the universe; and (5) Traditional craftsmanship. These however are not 
considered an exhaustive number nor are they considered definitive. In fact, countries 
signatory to the Convention (178 as of May 2018) have evolved sets that include other 
domains and whose explanations vary. 

The boundaries between domains are extremely fluid and often vary from community to 
community. While one community might view their chanted verse as a form of ritual, another 
would interpret it as song. Similarly, what one community defines as ‘theatre’ might be 
interpreted as ‘dance’ in a different cultural context. However, what has become more clear to 
us who work with the Convention is that over the last 12 years (the Convention came into 



force in 2006) the recognition by states parties and by tradition-bearing communities 
themselves of the very close ties between ICH and nature has grown considerably. 

It is because of this deeper recognition that I make this request to IPBES, the requested action 
being a working collaboration between IPBES and the UNESCO 2003 ICH Convention. 

https://ich.unesco.org/ 

1. Relevance to the objective, functions and work programme of IPBES 

The IPBES already has a collaboration with UNESCO through its LINKS programme, which 
has said that "people are in constant interaction with the biological components of their 
environment, and through this interaction they nurture sophisticated sets of knowledge and 
practice, which include both science and indigenous and local knowledge (ILK)". 

For most of the communities with which the global group of facilitators for the ICH 
Convention has worked, the terminology used to distinguish ILK from TK (traditional 
knowledge) from ICH is just as fluid as are the boundaries of ICH. In this request, I would 
urge IPBES to consider that the value and meaning of this interaction of people - through their 
practices, rituals and observances - with nature is both held and transmitted as ICH and that 
there is a fundamental cultural characteristic that surrounds and informs the local and 
traditional knowledge. 

The work of the Convention (through its organs of governance - the General Assembly and the 
Intergovernmental Committee - and its administrative Secretariat, its states parties members, 
UNESCO regional bureaux and field offices, and a global network of expert facilitators) has 
moved in the last 12 years from raising awareness about ICH to providing methods and tools 
for its safeguarding to supporting the Sustainable Development Goals and Agenda 2030. This 
movement is in a position today to support Deliverable 3(d) of the IPBES work programme, in 
particular the diverse conceptualisation of values of biodiversity to people. 

http://www.unesco.org/new/en/natural-sciences/priority-areas/links/science-
policy/projects/indigenous-knowledge-within-the-framework-of-ipbes/ 

2. Urgency of action by IPBES in the light of the imminence of the risks caused by the 
issues to be addressed by such action 

Insofar as the identification of ICH in countries signatory to the Convention and not, there is 
the perennial risk of desuetude (attributable to any number of causes) bringing to an end a 
practice, observance, ritual, festivity or exercise of a stream of knowledge the consequences 
of which are almost certain to be detrimental in the long term. The Lists of the UNESCO ICH 
contain 470 elements from 117 countries, however these represent only a minute fraction of 
the knowable ICH practiced and observed in all countries and territories. 

A collaboration between IPBES and the UNESCO 2003 ICH Convention would reduce the 
risk of the loss of these practices and observances (very many of which directly rest upon the 
dependence that people have on nature and its materials), and the risk of loss not because 
there is unwillingness to continue with these practices by communities, tradition-bearers and 
practitioners, but because a necessary level of state or regional support (which the UN system 
and its partners can mobilise) is still absent. 

3. Relevance of the requested action in addressing specific policies or processes 

IPBES Deliverable 1(c) on procedures, approaches and participatory processes for working 
with indigenous and local knowledge systems are of direct and complementary interest to the 
work and methods of the UNESCO 2003 ICH Convention. 



I learn through the IPBES documents that the Platform recognises indigenous peoples and 
local communities possess detailed knowledge on biodiversity and ecosystem trends, that this 
knowledge is formed through their direct dependence on their local ecosystems, and 
observations and interpretations of change generated and passed down over many generations, 
and yet adapted and enriched over time. 

The ICH Convention's global capacity building programme - which now continues with the 
support of voluntary contributions from members states, with the support of Category II 
institutions under the auspices of UNESCO in several countries, and with direct funding by 
member states - has a sound and tested methodology concerning the documentation of and 
support of the critical process of transmission (inter-generational movement of values, 
meaning, symbolism, and practice). This is of direct relevance to the objectives and 
deliverables of IPBES. 

4. Geographic scope of the requested action, as well as issues to be covered by such 
action 

The UNESCO 2003 ICH Convention applies like other UN agencies the geographic regions 
for its states parties members. There are six groups: Group I (22 states) is western and 
northern Europe, Group II (24 states) is eastern and south-eastern Europe, Group III (32 
states) is South America and the Caribbean, Group IV (40 states) is Asia-Pacific, Group V.a 
(42 states) is central and southern Africa, Group V.b (18 states) is the Middle East and north 
Africa. 

Whereas there may be a few considerations that are common to ICH-bearing communities 
within one of the six main geographic regions, their immediate and necessary concerns are 
usually highly local and are related to the extent of a sub-national or nearby transboundary 
ecosystem, habitat or biosphere. The Convention's global network of expert facilitators has 
noted that there are commonalities amongst the concerns of the SIDS whether in the 
Caribbean, Indian Ocean or Pacific regions. A wide range of ICH related to water and its 
management share values, meanings and methods in Central Asia, north Africa and the semi-
arid regions of south Asia. 

We are at a point where there is a significant body of capacity building work and of country 
assessment to refer to and draw out good practices as also typical risks (such as environmental 
degradation because of urbanisation, resource depletion, land use change, groundwater 
overuse). The scope of the collaboration proposed between IPBES and the UNESCO 2003 
ICH Convention is global, qualified by local characteristics and concerns. 

5. Anticipated level of complexity of the issues to be addressed by the requested action 

As part of our work for the ICH Convention expert facilitators have been able to draw 
attention to both the continuity of transmission of knowledge and practices, and the threats to 
that transmission, whatever their provenance. Resilience to climatological and environmental 
change can be fostered if there are no simultaneous economic pressures exerted on a 
community that is host to ICH (or ILK/TK) - pressures that combine to alter its own valuation 
of the knowledge and practices which have survived till this point. External pressures can 
interrupt the transmission of such knowledge and practice (from one generation to the next) 
even while formal (and informal) education continues, technical and vocational training is 
given, income-generation programmes are applied, skills development and similar measures 
are adopted by central and state governments. 

Ministries of culture and arts (which is typically what the UNESCO Culture section works 
with, although this is widening to include ministries and agencies that are in education and 
natural resources) recognise the dilemma but are not yet equipped to begin addressing it. 
Ministries of environment, water resources, rural development, agriculture and food, science, 
forests, fisheries whose work is directly related to biospheres and natural resources, are better 



placed to recognise both the dilemma and the roles of knowledge systems (including cultural 
and social practices as ICH that preserve the meaning of such systems and give them vehicles 
for transmission). 

As I understand from IPBES documents, the Platform is mandated to identify and prioritise 
key scientific information needed for policymakers at appropriate scales, and to catalyse 
efforts to generate new knowledge and dialogue. These are activities the UNESCO 2003 ICH 
Convention has developed methods, tools and approaches for. As, for the purposes of 
transmission of ICH and its safeguarding the practitioner community neither distinguishes nor 
discriminates between formal and non-formal streams of knowledge, policymakers have a 
much wider menu of information and interpretation to draw upon. With this approach, how 
complex this may be is determined culturally and guided by the community. 

6. Previous work and existing initiatives of a similar nature and evidence of remaining 
gaps, such as the absence or limited availability of information and tools to address the 
issues, and reasons why IPBES is best suited to take action 

From the IPBES documents I learn that "recognising the importance of access to and 
management of knowledge and data to the implementation of the work programme, IPBES 
established a task force on knowledge and data ... to be supported through and build on a 
thematically widespread network of institutions and relevant initiatives such as initiatives to 
provide indigenous and local knowledge and citizen science initiatives". 

I submit that this thematically widespread network may include, through this request for 
collaboration with the UNESCO 2003 ICH Convention, the operational nodes of the ICH 
Convention which are its network of global facilitators, its programme officers in UNESCO's 
regional and country bureaux, the UNESCO Category II institutes, the large number of 
adjunct and associate institutions, universities and research organisations that are working 
with the 2003 ICH Convention, and the even larger number of communities (tradition-bearers 
and practitioners). 

UNESCO's Man and Biosphere programme is to my mind the foremost example of previous 
and still existing work in this field. So is the FAO's Globally Important Agricultural Heritage 
Systems programme. 

7. Availability of scientific literature and expertise for IPBES to undertake the requested 
action 

There is now a very large body of expertise available in the area of ICH and literature which 
describes the links between nature and people, their methods of transmission of meaning, 
values and knowledge, the ways to which this transmission is put to use, how such 
transmission is safeguarded, how and why the tradition-bearing community defines and 
implements its safeguarding, the roles of the states parties and of institutions social, 
administrative and educational. 

This is available with the UNESCO 2003 ICH Convention as the documentation of over seven 
years of capacity building, policy advice, needs assessment and guidance on implementing 
safeguarding of ICH, and has been contributed by what is today a global network of some 130 
expert facilitators to the Convention. 

8. Scale of the potential impacts, and potential beneficiaries of the requested action 

In our work on implementing the UNESCO 2003 ICH Convention, and especially concerning 
policy and safeguarding, we have considered: (1) Different kinds and phases of country and 
sub-national development (with an emphasis on non-linearity, that is, 'less' to 'more' to 
'developed'); (2) Different focuses at the national and sub-national levels on skills and jobs, 
stable livelihoods and incomes, sectors of greater importance to ICH practitioners and 



tradition-bearing communities (health, continuing education), balancing ecosystem viability 
with what is extracted from it; (3) Different ways that cultural products (that is, objects 
associated with ICH) depend on materials derived from nature - in particular how to build 
conservation and sustainability principles into safeguarding. 

Because of such an outlook, and because we have maintained in our work for the ICH 
Convention a correspondence with the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, the 
Addis Ababa Action Agenda, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (and the SDGs), 
and the Paris Agreement on climate change, the impact of the requested action - a working 
collaboration between IPBES and the UNESCO 2003 ICH Convention - is very likely to be 
national administrations and through them sub-national structures of governance, and the 
beneficiaries will be a vast diversity of holders of traditional and local knowledge, 
practitioners and tradition-bearers of ICH, and their communities, in all the states parties and 
territories that are signatory to the Convention. 

9. Requirements for financial and human resources, and potential duration of the 
requested action 

The work of the UNESCO 2003 ICH Convention is now transitioning from assisting tradition-
bearing communities and their practitioners, in their states and territories, to implement the 
methods of the Convention for the safeguarding of their ICH, to contributing more 
fundamentally and durably to Agenda 2030 and the SDGs. The Convention works to a 
biannual plan of programmes, while keeping in view the likely requirements of its member 
states up to a decade hence. Given the nature of ICH (as also ILK and TK) we are now 
becoming accustomed to considering activities over the duration that one generation of 
practitioners initiates another. This is also how I see the requested action considering the 
financial and human resources desirable. 

Attachments 

a. UNESCO 2003 ICH Convention text 

b. UNESCO 2003 ICH Operational Directives text 

c. ICH factsheets 

d. Example of sectoral ICH - traditional medicine 

e. Report on ICH capacity building, Mongolia, 2018, R Goswami 

f. Paper on Safeguarding Intangible Cultural heritage for Environmental Sustainability, 2017, 
R Goswami 

g. Article on ICH and climate change, World Heritage Review, 2015, R Goswami 

h. Report on ICH capacity building, Timor-Leste, 2014, R Goswami 

 


