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     Introduction 

The Assembly of European Regions (AER) welcomes in principle the proposal of the European Commission to carry out an on-line consultation on the European Heritage Label, and is supportive of the transformation of the European Heritage Label into a formal European Union initiative.

The Assembly of European Regions (est.1985) is the largest independent network of regions in the wider Europe. Bringing together over 270 regions from 33 countries and 16 interregional organisations, AER's mission is to:

· Promote the principle of subsidiarity and regional democracy;

· Increase the regions' political influence within the European institutions;

· Support the regions in the process of European enlargement and globalisation;

· Facilitate interregional cooperation across wider Europe and beyond.

Our members have for years been very actively involved in the development and implementation of cultural policies as well as in initiatives to promote cultural tourism, heritage protection and cultural cooperation. AER organised a number of Seminars on Cultural Tourism that focused on public private partnerships and entrepreneurship training. The aim of these seminars was to develop regional strategies on how to get locals involved in cultural and heritage tourism. This aspect is pivotal, given the fact that cultural heritage tourism only becomes authentic and sustainable if its owned and driven by locals.

To support regions in their cultural heritage endeavours, AER has set up a Tourism Network, which allows members to exchange innovative approaches and best practices and which serves as a platform to find partners for cultural heritage initiatives.

We hope that the abovementioned overview of our activities serves as an indication of the experience, which exists within the Assembly of European Regions with regard to Cultural Heritage. Based upon this experience, we would like to comment on the transformation of the European Heritage Label, to a European initiative. 

Our Position

I. A key concept for Europe

Heritage is the major component of our Regional and European cultural identities. As such, it has a vital role for strengthening regional and European co-operation, mutual understanding and unity. Moreover, culture enhances awareness for shared values and common identities, while it is also a key element for democracy and human rights, development, economic growth, social cohesion and security.

Against this background, the European Heritage Label should be transformed to a European cultural initiative as it may:

· evolve as the core initiative of European heritage protection and cooperation 

· stimulate further citizens’ active participation in European democratic process

· create economic value, and lead to sustainable regional development and competitiveness.  

II. Existing Cultural Heritage Regimes 

On the international level, cultural heritage is protected under the UNESCO World Heritage Convention, which was adopted in 1972. UNESCO ensures protection and adequate funding for the preservation and safeguarding of cultural monuments. Through a set of rules, the international treaty defines the kind cultural sites, which can be considered for inscription on the World Heritage List, raises awareness and encourages the identification, protection and preservation of cultural and natural heritage around the world. The universal character of the treaty ensures the protection of World Heritage, while its monitoring procedures enable member states’ compliance with the international standards. 

In recent years, UNESCO adopted the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (2003). Intangible heritage refers to costumes and traditions that constitute a channel for intercultural communication, interaction and dialogue. Intangible heritage comprises also the living expressions and customs that pass on from one generation to another. The Convention entered into force on 20 April 2006 for the thirty States that had ratified it on or before the 20 January 2006, whereas today 111 states are parties to the treaty. 
On a European level similar initiatives have been launched by the Council of Europe. Heritage conservation was introduced with the signature in Granada of the Council of Europe’s Convention for the Protection of the Architectural Heritage of Europe in 1985. The Valletta Convention on the Protection of the Archaeological Heritage in 1992, the European Landscape Convention in 2000, and the Framework Convention on the Value of Cultural Heritage for Society, broadened the perspectives and insights associated with culture heritage on European level, by recognizing heritage as a means of social cohesion. 

In addition, CoE has launched Cultural Routes programme in 1987. Its objective is to demonstrate the shared European heritage through thematic projects. CoE adopts routes and themes, managed by one or more independent, organised networks (in the form of an association or a federation of association), and awards "Cultural Route of the Council of Europe" or "Major Cultural Route of the Council of Europe" certification depending on the project's effect. 
III. European Heritage Label (EHL)

A. EHL - an added value 

Against the background that other international cultural heritage initiatives already exist, it is especially important for the European Heritage Label to clearly show how it is distinct from and complements the abovementioned initiatives. In our view, the added value of the EHL should derive particularly from the European significance of the sites selected, the extent to which they implement ambitious cultural and educational programs and to the positive contribution it could make to networking between sites, to sharing best practices and to launching joint projects.
In the same spirit, the EU’s main aim should be the promotion of common citizenship and common values, the sense of European identity, the cultivation of solidarity and unity. The EU should take into consideration other international heritage initiatives and respect obligations that EU member states have undertaken under international law. All EU member states have ratified the World Heritage Convention (1972). Thus, the EU should give emphasis to further promoting European cultural heritage and knowledge among the citizens as this will lead to regional cooperation, unity among the citizens, development and economic growth. Existing definitions under the UNESCO regime should be respected.   

With regard to intangible heritage, the EU should define intangible heritage with a view to the UNESCO Convention, focus to intangible heritage linked to European culture and history, foster protection in this area, raise awareness and support the ratification of the UNESCO Convention by all member states.

In some respects, however, the EHL should differ from similar initiatives on international (UNESCO) and regional level (Council of Europe). Thus, the EU should not incorporate natural heritage as part of European cultural heritage. Even though there is a direct link and interaction between natural and cultural heritage, different necessities and challenges demand for distinct strategies that take these into account.  

The EHL will lead to increased European recognition, the promotion of labelled heritage (its historic, significance and role for Europe), as well as awareness raising of a common culture. Beyond this mechanism, additional activities should be developed in order to strengthen regional cooperation, cultural interaction, research and education on cultural matters, tourism, creativity and innovation in order to highlight the role of culture in regional development. 

B. Project Implementation

The European Heritage Label initiative should be developed as the core of European heritage protection in the EU. For this reason, particular efforts should be made to foster this initiative and become a first step for its further integration in the EU system. 

1. Responsible EU Organs

The successful integration of the European Heritage Label in EU initiatives gives way to the need for clarification with regard to the responsible EU-institutions. 

The EHL should be set under European Commission’s responsibility. The EC has already developed policies in culture through its Directory General Education and Culture, where two Units have been set up. Heritage issues have particular significance, idiomorphic nature and elements - under these circumstances, it would seem worthwhile the creation of a special body. 

In addition, the European Parliament and the Committee of Regions should participate through their executive committees in the accreditation procedure, in order to achieve openness, participation, accountability, effectiveness, coherence and balanced equality according to the EU principles. Particularly, the CoR should have a strong influence in these areas, given that the principles of subsidiary and proximity are the foundations of a modern system of governance, as well the EHL influence in local and regional level.  

Thence, the EC should set up a sub-unit for Heritage as part of its Cultural Unit in the DG Education and Culture. An Accreditation Committee should also be established with the participation of EC, EP, and CoR. Following the example of UNESCO, an ad hoc body constituted by international expert organizations (UNESCO, ICOMOS, etc) should also be charged with advisory competences in the accreditation procedure, as it will enhance expertise, efficiency and international cooperation. 

2. Eligibility criteria and fields of action

Eligibility criteria for the accreditation of EHL should be as following:  

· EHL should be accredited to intangible and tangible heritage as defined in UNESCO Conventions mentioned above. 

· Labelled heritage must be representative of European values, should have a particular interest and significance for Europe, and play a key-role for European history, memory, integration, culture and civilization.

· Labelled heritage must permit the implementation of long-term projects in various fields of actions (see the list of priority fields of action). 

· Members states must respect and comply with international protection standards, take sufficient measures for its preservation and have adopted an adequate legislative system of protection

Fields of action: 

Accredited heritage will represent the focal point for long-term projects. The aim of each project must

· promote European values (democracy, human rights), European culture, the cultivation of common identity, unity and solidarity between European citizens

· show how the labelled heritage is representative of European culture, highlight their significance in European  integration 

· illustrate European common history and identity

In this context, projects may be implemented through various actions:

· Heritage stricto sensu: promote appreciation of European heritage, accession of EU member states to UNESCO conventions

· Intangible heritage: consider the special nature of the heritage and plan actions accordingly that will further safeguard, promote and develop it in regional, national, and European level.

· Youth: promote exchanges, educational visits to places of interest as well as activities in order to promote knowledge on European culture, history and institutions, and enhance youth participation in European affairs. 

· Research and Development: develop research initiatives on local and regional level in different scientific areas (architecture, history, political science, management etc) to safeguard labelled heritage and promote its European significance 

· Cultural and Artistic practice: strengthen mobility of artists through the organization of artistic and cultural activities on local, regional and interregional level

· Tourism: enhance cultural tourism, create economic value for culture that will lead to local and regional economic growth. Particularly, actions should be developed so as to attract specific groups (e.x. elderly people etc) and strengthen European mobility and interaction 

· Specific cases: designate special actions in case of trans-boundary heritage, calling for interregional or international cooperation

3. Accreditation 
Member states should apply for EHL either directly, or through the region where heritage is located or derived form (in the case of intangible heritage). A nomination commission should accredit EHL according established criteria. During this procedure, an ad hoc body with relevant expertise and experience in this field should give an advisory opinion. 

The application for listing the European Heritage Label, should include all necessary features (location, photos, maps), legislative status, a well developed reasoning on the key role of the heritage for Europe, an extensive project plan on actions and planning, local and regional participation, as well as interregional and European interaction and cooperation.

EHL should be awarded for a period of 3-5 years, subject to further renewal after an evaluation procedure. Moreover, the heritage unit should monitor the implementation of the project periodically. 

C. The key-role of regions 

Culture is closely linked to regions, due to its proximity and familiarization with local affairs. For this reason, regions should prove to be a valuable partner in the EHL iniative. Regional development will be achieved through the decentralization of the projects, as they have all the necessary means to develop and frame relevant actions. 

In the light of Lisbon treaty, EHL may contribute to the creation of a feeling of common citizenship among European members, always with respect to diversity. In this context, regions are well familiarized with the specific needs, diversities and particularities of locals, and they prove to be the ideal partners to implement EHL project activities. Moreover, through the decentralization of actions, the planning, implementation, and monitoring of different projects would not overwhelm member states. 

EHL could bring regions closer, strengthen interregional cooperation and cultivate, with respect to diversity, European unity among its citizens that will enforce European integration.

Finally, regions could co-finance the project along with EU and the state itself.

- - - - - 

We, the Assembly of the European Regions, 

Aware of the significance of cultural heritage for European integration, European citizenship and identity, and regional development
Noting the importance of the EC public consultation,
Invite the European Commission to: 

Transform the European Heritage Label to become the core initiative of European heritage protection and cooperation, 

Define cultural heritage in respect with international covenants, 

Enhance the EHL initiative through the establishment of a special body under the Directory General Education and Culture,

Consider our proposals concerning the implementation of the project (accreditation, actions, eligibility criteria), 

Foster the role of regions as a key factor for European integration, cultural cooperation, social cohesion, and stability, development and regional economic growth.

