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ICCN presentation 
Jorijn Neyrinck – Belgium – Coordinator for the (UNESCO accredited) NGO tapis plein

Session 1: Identifying the status of the implementation of the UNESCO 2003 Convention at a local government level and its 

contribution for sustainable local development.

CASE

a Flemish model for a sustainable network in safeguarding ICH implying local government and heritage communities

1. Introduction to the Flemish ICH- policy

General policy model

Belgium is a federal state composed of Communities and Regions. The three Communities in Belgium – the Flemish Com-

munity, the French Community and the German speaking Community – are responsible for the cultural policy in their 

respective linguistic regions. This responsibility is converted into three different kinds of cultural policies. The three Com-

munities have to reach consensus on global ‘national’ items but also on specific questions, as was the case for the ratifica-

tion of the UNESCO 2003 Convention on the safeguarding of ICH. The way the Communities apply the Convention belongs 

to their own domain and responsibility though. 

The policy organization in the Flemish Community is generally evolving to the principle of subsidiarity, which means that 

things being possible to be organized locally should not be organized on a ‘higher’ policy level. The Cultural Administration 

of the Flemish Community combines a model of central policy making with aspects of decentralization. There always is a 

rather large autonomy and responsibility for local government in the domain of culture for example. This complex compi-

lation and balance of competencies are regulated by periodic protocol agreements between the political levels implied.

Policy making for ICH

After the ratification of the UNESCO Convention for ICH in 2006, the Flemish Community chose to take several measures 

with short-term interventions on one hand and a long-term ICH-policy-development on the other hand. 

The first step or measure they took was the starting up of the Inventaris Vlaanderen voor Immaterieel Cultureel Erfgoed 

(Inventory of the Intangible Cultural Heritage in Flanders) having an awarenessraising function in regards to the com-

munities, groups and individuals concerned. It made these groups, communities and individuals familiar with the Conven-

tion. It provided opportunities to introduce the idea of ‘safeguarding’, the terms and the conceptual framework into the 

heritage field and into society. It opened the door to UNESCO’s Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of 

Humanity. An inclusion in the Inventaris Vlaanderen voor Immaterieel Cultureel Erfgoed or on a UNESCO list is consid-

ered especially important. It is partly in recognition of the frequently unselfish commitment of the group, community 

and individual, often for years on end. Inclusion on a list also has economic and touristic potential, but above all, it should 

increase the probability to transmit intangible cultural heritage. Inventories and international lists are thus not a target 

in themselves, but a means of achieving the Convention’s objectives. The inventory in particular sensitized a lot of local 

communities and local policies for the means and objectives this UNESCO Conventions brings into scope.

To keep an eye on these general ICH objectives in line with the 2003 Convention, a global vision or a global policy for safe-

guarding the intangible cultural heritage was required more precisely. For this global policy the vision paper ‘A Policy for 

Intangible Cultural Heritage in Flanders’ was prepared and presented in December 2010. The vision paper indicates the 

direction in which the policy should evolve and how the objectives can remain completely in accordance with the UNESCO 

2003 Convention.
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• In the first part of the vision paper terms are precisely stated, indicated and positioned (with respect to other terms 

such as ‘tradition’, ‘authenticity’, ‘movable and immovable heritage’), since the shift from ‘popular culture’ to ‘intan-

gible cultural heritage’ is important and the conceptual framework is new.

• The second part of the paper goes back in time, and the motive for a policy for the intangible cultural heritage is 

outlined. This part of the paper also makes links to other policy fields and domains (work, education, well-being 

etc).

• The third part of the paper discusses how this policy can be pursued and how other policy initiatives affect or can 

affect the intangible cultural heritage in Flanders.

In all texts written, in all communication made, the Flemish Community talks about ‘intangible cultural heritage in Flan-

ders’. The Flemish Community pursues a policy for all customs, phenomena, traditions, knowledge and skills that are 

present within the Flemish Community and for which groups, communities and individuals take active steps in order to 

transmit them to future generations.

Following the Vision paper, the Flemish Community assumes three roles:

1. The Flemish Community conducts a facilitating policy. 

 The Flemish Community supports a heritage community in order to provide it with sufficient knowledge and infor-

mation to recognize, designate and proactively focus on the transmission thereof.

2. The Flemish Community is a pioneer in the international translation of policy in Flanders and an important actor 

on the international scene. The Flemish Community promotes the international presence and exchanges at inter-

national forums of ICH. In terms of policy the Flemish Community plays in the forward line of international debates 

with the vision that is developed in its Vision paper. Flanders tries to maintain this role during the development of 

a long-term policy.

3. The Flemish authorities safeguard the (transmission of) intangible cultural heritage. ‘Safeguarding’’ also has to do 

with quality control and monitoring. The third role assumed by the Flemish Community is that of quality control-

ler and moderator.

Crucial notions to the realization of this vision and policy are the framework of facilitation and networks and how these 

are developed. We give some more insight into the way this network is operated in the Flemish context in the following 

part:

2. A two-dimensional network working for ICH

In 2008 the Flemish Parliament vote a new Act for Cultural Heritage in Flanders, taking into account the concept of  Intan-

gible Cultural Heritage as well as tangible and moveable cultural heritage. This decree provides a different sense to the 

heritage-policy for the years to follow:  The concept of a ‘heritage community’ is central to it. This notion is inspired by the 

FARO Framework Convention of the European Council from 2005, on the Value of Cultural Heritage for Society. 

According to the Cultural Heritage Act a heritage community is ‘a community that consists of organizations and/or indi-

viduals who value specific aspects of cultural heritage which they wish, within the framework of public action, to sustain 

and transmit to future generations.’ This is an interesting definition to interpret and to grasp the concept of ‘communities, 

groups and individuals concerned’ used in the Convention. It also illustrates the tendency the Flemish policy makers want 

to rely on communities, from which the step to the involvement of local communities and government is only a small step 

to take/make.

 

The basic philosophy of the Flemish policy for intangible cultural heritage is to give opportunities to heritage communi-

ties to transmit the intangible cultural heritage. It means the heritage group or community takes the initiative and the 

Flemish Government has to ensure that each heritage community is given the information or to be able to acquire the 

knowledge that is required to make an analysis, either autonomously or with assistance, of what is intangible cultural 

heritage within the practice, custom, phenomenon or knowledge it possesses.
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To organize this policy of facilitation for the objectives proponed, The Flemish Community organizes a framework of sup-

port and guarantees. Key instruments in this framework are the methods of mediation/ cultural brokerage and the op-

eration in a two-dimensional network.

Cultural Heritage organizations (already) subsidized by the Flemish Government within the framework of the Cultural 

Heritage Act can choose to work on ICH in their contemporary and future plans. 

We talk about organizations working with a central mission to protect and valorize cultural heritage in general, such as 

museums, centers of expertise for cultural heritage, organizations for popular culture, cultural archives institutions… 

 

Next to the organizations working on cultural heritage themes or methods with a relevancy for the whole of Flanders, the 

Flemish Government subsidizes also local and provincial authorities for developing and implementing a local/provincial 

policy for movable and intangible heritage.

These heritage workers are well embedded in local communities and local networks. They have easy access to the public, 

associations, organizations and groups. Local authorities are asked to employ heritage workers with knowledge of differ-

ent kinds of heritage and methodologies to improve access and take care of movable and intangible cultural heritage. They 

have a very good view of the needs and requirements of local heritage communities and organizations. These organiza-

tions exchange information and knowledge with organizations working for all of Flanders.

In this way, a two-dimensional network for supporting heritage communities is being formed in the Flemish Community. 

The organizations work as brokers and agents. This two-dimensional network works well and offers added value for the 

heritage communities. There is close collaboration within the network and knowledge and expertise is exchanged. Organi-

zations point out problems, needs and requirements, as well as best practices.

A number of organizations subsidized by the Flemish Community are also accredited NGOs in the context of the UNESCO 

2003-Convention (which can be consulted on the website www.unesco.org ).

In practice, this network of ICH is organized by the different types or domains of ICH as mentioned in the 2003-Conven-

tion.  

The UNESCO Convention lists several domains in Article 2.2 where intangible cultural heritage manifests itself:

a oral traditions and expressions, including language as a vehicle of the intangible cultural heritage;

b performing arts;

c Social practices, rituals and festive events;

d Knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe;

e Traditional craftsmanship.

The intangible cultural heritage which belongs to such a group shows similarities. The knowledge and expertise required 

to recognize, designate and transmit the intangible cultural heritage is often similar; knowledge and expertise can be 

exchanged and shared. Therefore, the proposal was to use these clusters or groups as benchmark. Expertise could be de-

veloped or made usable for each of these groups. A lot of expertise was already in the years before developed and available 

in cultural heritage organizations that were already subsidized. So the aim of the government was to gather this often 

dispersed expertise or enhance its visibility. Through economies of scale efficiency gains can also be generated via

these networks. Such nuclei or networks of expertise not only develop a policy for the intangible cultural heritage, but can 

also pay attention to the movable cultural heritage within the theme.

For the first years of implementing the new policy of ICH one more NGO has been attributed a role or function that is more 

horizontal-like and methodically focused. I am speaking then about the NGO of which I am the coordinator: tapis plein, 

a centre of Expertise working on heritage and participation since 2003. The value of this type of expertise is situated in 

the know-how to work with community participation, education, transmission, actualization of heritage, etc. This type of 

know-how has relevance throughout all the domains of ICH, considering the central role of communities and the coming 

generations in the transmission of traditions, practices etc. This NGO focuses all the more on the strengthening of the co-

operation and networks in the ICH field, in which the local communities and the cities are a very important dimension.
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3. Online database and interactive website focussing on ways of safeguarding ICH

Another facilitating policy measure for the sector of the ICH and also very important for the actors working on the local 

level has been the development of an interactive website with database focussing on the safeguarding of ICH.  This data-

base must replace and extend the existing Inventaris Vlaanderen voor het Immaterieel Cultureel Erfgoed, which consists 

only of a list with the name of the element, its location and a photo.

In the vision paper, it is mentioned that this database must make the following possible:

• Making the intangible cultural heritage in Flanders visible;

• Linking elements of intangible cultural heritage with each other;

• Linking elements of intangible cultural heritage with examples of best practices, experts and nuclei of expertise;

• Developing, showing and reporting on safeguarding measures and measures for the transmission of the intangible 

cultural heritage.

In September 2012 the website with database was officially launched in the field. It is an ambitious networking and safe-

guarding instrument in which:

• communities, groups and individuals can register intangible cultural heritage, link the phenomenon to a heritage 

community and a set of safeguarding measures;

• experts can register and highlight their programs for safeguarding intangible cultural heritage.

 

Besides this inventorying function, the website also has a platform on which knowledge and expertise can be exchanged 

and where discussions can be carried out. This platform is hoped to become a dynamic, virtual world where tradition 

bearers, heritage organizations, experts and centers of expertise start discussions, bring together communities, groups 

and individuals around shared paths and needs. The data in the database, the inventory of the intangible cultural her-

itage, the safeguarding measures and programs constitute the medium based on which expertise and knowledge can 

be shared and discussions and debates conducted. Because the emphasis is on the safeguarding and transmission, the 

Flemish Community invests also here very clearly in the idea of a sustainable policy. All dimensions (local and Flem-

ish, thematic and methodical, communities and professionals) become easily linked to each other by the instrument.  

 

We can see in this early stage already how important this type of website and database (developed on a supra-local scale) 

is as a medium for local elements and ICH, for cities and communities, to bring their ICH to the foreground, to find means 

and networks for communication and exchange. And how this website and database only finds its true mission fulfillment 

when the participation of local elements is active. The two-dimensional (horizontal-vertical; local-for the whole country) 

network only works when both dimensions are present! Cities often play an innovative and vital role to experiment, to 

show ambition, to give contemporary interpretations are make new types of cooperation and coalition in the fieldwork of 

culture; it is also the case for ICH as we will show in some examples hereafter.

You can follow the evolutions and development of the website and database on www.immaterieelerfgoed.be. It was started 

on the 14th of September, so only one month ago. The software used is open source software (Drupal for the website; collec-

tive access for the database) so to make it possible to have this model –if it turns out to work well and as a best practice- to be 

translated easily and low-cost in the international network of the state parties collaborating in the UNESCO 2003 Convention. 

A publication on the Flemish policy model and development is available in French, English and Dutch; I have brought sev-

eral copies, so people interested can see me to ask for a copy.

4. Some inspiration from the field on safeguarding ICH in Flanders and the role of Cities and local Heritage Cells

Without being able to give an overview of the broad range of safeguarding actions, measures and programs being devel-

oped, we can give some indication and inspiration from different cities and for different angles of safeguarding (identifica-

tion, documentation, communication, promotion, education, transmission, etc). It also strengthens my point of evaluation 

after Five Years of Commission work for the Inventory of ICH in Flanders, how crucial the role, the mediation and the exper-

tise of the heritage cells can be evaluated for these local developments in ICH:
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• Leuven – Jaartallenleven – Documentation and archive

 The Leuven age set ritual repertoire is a rite of passage in a man’s life centering on the ten years leading up to 

his fiftieth birthday. The age sets are groups of the same age, characterized by values of openness, friendship, 

solidarity and commitment to their age set and to the city. Differences of descent, rank or social status are 

of no importance, neither are political, philosophical or religious convictions. ritual stimulates identity and a 

sense of continuity for both the city and the members, and has become a strong part of Leuven’s urban culture.  

The past two years voluntary tradition bearers made a start to inventory their collections and archive, and to look 

for long term solutions, being assisted by the Heritage Cell of the City.

• Hasselt – Virga Jesse Feesten – research, communication and education

 The City of Hasselt celebrates the Virga Jesse every 7 years. The 7-year-tradition is shared moreover in the surround-

ing EU-region, which inspired different cities to contribute in an academic research project on the socio-historical 

meaning and the dynamics of these traditions. Next to this research a series of initiatives were taken in 2010 to 

communicate, integrate and educate the population in Hasselt on this ICH tradition, as the city is characterized by 

a lot of young and migrated people today. The Virga Jesse Committee cooperated very strongly with the Heritage 

Cell in Hasselt and launched a lot of activities and initiatives that made the celebration better understood, spread 

and participated for the whole of the city population as well as specific target groups (diary’s for working groups, 

picturesque tables for participating neighbourhood committees, wall-journals in the street, a walking guide for 

families, etc.).

• Aalst – documentation and education

 Aalst is well known for its Carnival tradition. The Carnival committees, the city, the heritage cell and local heritage 

organizations work together to realize a good documentation process and archive of the festivities and its prepa-

ration. There are public calls and competitions for photos, films, Carnival decorations etc. There are websites and 

blogs documenting the carnival and its activities. The local Museum realized an exhibition room on the theme and 

made up a leaflet for young visitors. And so on.

 The heritage cell mediates, communicates and strengthens these different initiatives in their vision and develop-

ment.

• Bruges – communication, education and transmission (organization) 

 > see the presentation of Mr. Lothar Casteleyn (session 2)

 > see the work of the NGO tapis plein developing a project on ICH, giving chances to handicraft in the city of Bruges: 

Bruges has a long tradition in the field of handcraft, especially lace (e.g. the ‘Kantcentrum’), calligraphy (with a.o. 

Brody Neuenschwander) and stone carving, … These handcrafts are not dead in Bruges, but they live difficult times 

under pressure of the economy of leisure time, globalization, …. On the other hand there seems a rising popular-

ity and interest though for handmade objects, contemporary designs and works of art.  Linking to this tradition 

can thus form the basis for a revival of Bruges’ inner city as center for contemporary design based on traditional 

handcraft. This is specifically what the project Quartier Bricolé aims to do. Quartier Bricolé is a project tapis plein 

realizes in 2009-2013 on the topic of making a future for craftsmanship in the context of a (touristic) heritage city. 

The project intertwines goals of ICH-transmission to possibilities of creative economy and sustainable city develop-

ment: ‘creative heritage economy’

• UN-TOUCHABLE 

 Tapis plein vzw raised the public’s awareness in 2006 and 2007 for the UNESCO 2003 Convention with an exhibition 

that travelled along more than twenty local and city museums, libraries and community centres. The project had 

next to an exhibition also a program of workshops for young people and children, an educational publication, train-

ing sessions and an interactive website. This project un-touchable reached out mainly to children and young people 

and asked them critical questions about the meaning of traditions, customs, cultural outings; basically about in-

tangible cultural heritage, and what they really want to transmit or what they consider important to have received 

from previous generations. Because it travelled to so many local participating partners, the project became finan-

cially and logistically possible to realize (share and spread costs for staff employment, exhibition materials, print 

etc).
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• Living Human Treasures project

 A similar example is the exhibition on Living Human Treasures organized in Flanders from 2010 on, travelling to dif-

ferent cities and locations. The Exhibition displays over 40 life-size portraits taken in Flanders and the USA (photog-

rapher Alan Govenar), showing people performing or realizing ICH like dancing the capoeira, making quilts, braiding 

baskets, playing the carillon… The exhibition wants to stress how every one of these activities is a ‘treasure’ that 

makes our culture more rich and diverse. These treasures being found in people only if they pass on customs, tradi-

tions and arts to next generations. This project again was only possible to realize because there was a cooperation 

of several Flemish expert organizations ànd several cities and heritage cells, sharing costs and expertise, and leav-

ing space to stress local traditions and points of attention in the global project.


