United States non-paper on OAS Heritage Sites List

The List of Heritage Sites of the Americas is a unique proposal that has no relationship to the World Heritage List. In fact, there is no other list in existence with similarities to what is being proposed. The only similarity between the two is that both are meant to be lists of important heritage sites.  The World Heritage List has a far-reaching agenda, and as part of an international Convention binding state parties, it involves actions and obligations on the part of national governments. There is no Inter-American Convention being proposed here. The purpose of the List of the Americas responds directly to the Quebec Summit mandate of the Presidents and Heads of State of the Americas to identify and protect multiculturalism in the Americas. It is conceived to be a first-class international billboard for the multicultural heritage of the Americas, in the same way that the National Register in the United States is a billboard for our national cultural diversity.

At the third preparatory meeting in Washington, and later at the Ministerial Summit itself in Cartagena, the proposal of the United States received enthusiastic support from all cultural delegations. They understood that a great portion of those heritage sites in the Americas that reflect our cultural diversity has not received official recognition from many of our governments, nor is this likely to happen in the near future. The reasons for this restrictive approach are varied, and range from intentional ignorance for the heritage of certain groups on the part of official authorities, to technical and legal reasons limiting the nature, age and category of heritage sites.

An example of an unacceptable category of heritage site would be historic vernacular settlements, whose official registration many governments in the Americas reject for lack of sufficient "monumentality" and "historicity," or because they stem from a lifestyle or traditions not accepted or encouraged by the mainstream culture. Another example is the under valorization of the 19th Century revival styles of architecture (often associated with the Republican era), both as individual structures and as ensembles or districts, vis-a-vis the architectural and urban heritage of the colonial period, which is universally glorified in all the Americas. A final example would be that of many non-European cultures in the Americas (both autochthonous and imported) who attribute significance to places in ways that are not encoded in the law nor accepted by mainstream society.

In many ways, the World Heritage List reinforces existing restrictions by relying on candidatures that must be sponsored and managed by national governments. These national governments develop their tentative list of sites to be submitted for World Heritage inscription through a public process that responds to political pressures, economic interests, legal restrictions and scholarly research that may be accused of bias. For this reason, the compendium of sites from the Americas currently inscribed in the World Heritage List does not reflect the heterogeneous nature of our heritage sites nor the true cultural richness of the Americas, and probably will not any time in the near future.

The following summary itemizes some of the more substantive differences between the proposed List of the Americas and the World Heritage List:

· Sites inscribed on the List of the Americas will have to meet certain criteria as to importance, authenticity/integrity and significance. It is foreseen that the criteria will be drawn up in meetings of specialists convened by ICOMOS Americas. ICOMOS has proven expertise in guiding this process towards international and national consensus.

· There will be no restrictions as to source or origin of nominations of sites to the List of the Americas. Nominations will be accepted from any bona fide group: governmental and non-governmental; communities, ethnicities, universities, etc. The goal is to bypass the political agenda, the legal and economic constraints and the Eurocentric scholarly research that often dictates the inscription of sites in local and national registers, as well as in the World Heritage List. In the List of the Americas, communities would decide what their heritage is, and propose it for inclusion in it.

· Sites nominated to the List of the Americas would not require previous official recognition as monuments or heritage sites on the part of government authorities, nor the approval to be presented as candidates. Nominations are meant to bypass existing restrictions.

· Inscription of any site on the List of the Americas will not entail, at least for the time being, the existence of protective legislation, nor any limitations on use and management of the site. In fact, inscribed sites may be in perfect state of conservation or in grave danger of disappearing . The important issue during the initial stages of the List of the Americas is to broaden recognition to a more complete representation of our full hemispheric diversity as manifested in heritage sites. Because official registration in local and national inventories usually entails limitations as to what private owners may do at their sites, many sites are successfully excluded from national recognition and official listing by economic and political interests wishing to avoid property rights limitations. By not requiring any protective action by either government or the private sector, inscription in the List of the Americas is depoliticized.

· Inscription in the List of the Americas will not require the existence of management plans for a site nor irrevocable governmental and private sector commitments to preservation in perpetuity. This is a requirement of the World Heritage List that implicitly excludes thousands of heritage sites from even the remotest consideration for listing. By not requiring these commitments, poorer communities unable to develop and implement appropriate management and protection of their sites will not be excluded from having their sites listed.

The immediate purpose of the List of the Americas, then, is to include the sum total of the very diverse cultural heritage of the Americas through international recognition at the hemispheric level. No linkage to the World Heritage List is intended for the immediate future. However, some positive future effects that may be foreseen include:

· set the stage for the adoption of broader registration criteria in the member countries of the OAS, leading to more complete official recognition and protection for these heritage sites. Also broaden the ability in the various countries for nominations stemming from communities and other non-governmental sources.

· act as an unofficial "tentative list" or indicator for inscriptions from the Americas to the World Heritage List. The List of the Americas can also be a tool in the process of proof of proper diversity that will be explored for the Americas in the meeting in São Paulo being convened by ICOMOS Brazil and ICOMOS Mexico.

· draw public attention to long-ignored heritage sites at the national and international levels, and provide a tool for drawing greater funding, and guided tourism development.

· Identify for all national governments the existence of certain sites that may have been previously ignored, and whose nature and protection should be taken into consideration in all territorial, social and economic development planning.

· assist communities in recognizing and protecting their heritage sites, and helping them see that their heritage can have far broader significance at the national, hemispheric and international levels. In other world, communal identity, local pride and empowerment to equate minority cultural traditions with dominant mainstream ones.

