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THE UNESCO CONVENTION ON THE DIVERSITY OF CULTURAL 

EXPRESSIONS, 2005 - 20th Anniversary 
 
UNESCO’s 2005 Conventions specifically addresses creative and artistic works and 
affirms their dual nature, which is both economic and cultural since they are important 
vectors of identity, values and meaning in society. Other UNESCO treaties address 
culture more generally such as those protecting our heritage and intangible heritage. This 
Convention therefore safeguards nation states’ sovereignty to develop national cultural 
policies in the interest of sustaining national culture in all its inclusivity and diversity. 
Significantly, it also makes it a Right and an Obligation for all signatories to promote 
greater cultural cooperation and north-south exchange in support of the developing world. 
 
Importantly UNESCO’s 2005 Convention signals international recognition that culture 
should be the 4th pillar of development, alongside economic prosperity, social inclusion 
and environmental balance. Now in its 20th anniversary year and ratified by 159 countries 
it provides a powerful toolkit of measures for cultural policy at international, regional, 
and national level. In an era where AI technologies will transform human communication 
it is a unique instrument to safeguard pluralist societies. It  recognises that local arts - 
including books, film, TV, music, dance, the performing arts, and the visual arts –play a 
central role in building intercultural dialogue, identity, values, tolerance, and critical 
understanding in today’s societies.  
 
This Convention grew out of increasing concern during the 1990s, from creator 
organisations, Ministers of Culture and parliamentarians, that diversity of cultural 
expressions was being threatened by the globalisation of trade and services.  In the face 
of today’s breakdown in trading consensus and the largely unregulated roll out of AI 
technologies our cultural assets and artistic freedoms are still very much at stake.  
 
The Convention offers a normative framework to safeguard national policies in support 
of local cultural expressions. In the audiovisual sector, for example, this might translate 
into support for public service broadcasting; quotas and/or production and distribution 
subsidies or levies on dominant players to level the playing field.  
In many instances in free trade negotiations the Convention continues to be cited in 
defense of a “cultural exception”, to remove all cultural goods and services from the 
negotiating table. The EU and UK both exclude “audiovisual services” from any free 
trade agreement. 
As a legal instrument the Convention has parity with other international treaties and its 
operational guidelines have been put in place by its executive body, the 
Intergovernmental Committee, IGC, with 24 regional representatives. The IGC meets 
once a year, served by its secretariat at UNESCO’s Head Office in Paris. Operational 
guidelines can be found on UNESCO’s site, http://en.unesco.org/creativity/ 



 2 

 
Exceptionally, Article 11 of the Convention calls for civil society to be actively involved 
alongside government and civil society organizations who are invited to engage through 
regular meetings with the Intergovernmental Committee and a bi-annual People’s Forum.  
In this respect, The International Federation of Coalitions, IFCCD, was set up in 2007, 
bringing together 36 national coalitions and associated members to advise on 
implementing the Conventions’ aims https://ficdc.org/en/about/.  
The UK Coalition for Cultural Diversity, UKCCD, has, with other Coalitions, brought 
our expertise to advise on matters of diversity and pluralism in broadcasting and film; 
artists’ freedom and mobility; the economic security of creative workers;   
the protection of intellectual property; the discoverability of diverse creative works 
online; and on appropriate legislation to balance cultural and human rights against the 
Gen AI business models..  
The IFCCD is also playing a key role with our partners in Culture2030  - 
https://culture2030goal.net/- to strengthen awareness of the role culture plays in 
development agendas and supporting the campaign for Culture to be the 18th Sustainable 
Development Goal in 2030.  
 
The Convention became law in the UK in March 2008. Before Brexit, the UK 
government was also signed up to the Convention as a member of the European Union. In 
Europe, adherence to the principles of the Convention has impacted the regulation of 
copyright and audiovisual services for the digital era. It has also been widely used to 
ensure the cultural exception for creative works in trade agreements.  
Brexit together with the UK’s historical ambivalence towards UNESCO and its 
Atlanticist tilt, have weakened the use of the Convention in UK cultural policy. However, 
the Convention is recognized in the priorities for action by the UK National Commission 
for UNESCO and it has been supported by The Commonwealth Foundation which has 
played an active role in urging all Commonwealth States to ratify. 
 
The UKCCD, a founder member of the International Federation in 2007, has played a 
significant role in monitoring the translation of EU cultural legislation into UK law. We 
work with a range of partners and in collaboration with European partners through our 
regional office in Brussels, to safeguard our public service space in media and 
broadcasting; to defend artists’ copyright; to regulate platforms in the face of challenges 
by the US tech giants. In the context of resetting UK:EU relations, we have long urged 
the UK government to re-join the EU Creative Europe programme   
We have also run a series of cross-sectoral conferences to promote awareness of the 
Convention, and to mobilize stakeholders to implement its objectives through close 
liaison with our European regional partners, the European Coalitions for Cultural 
Diversity, ECCD, actively engaging with the European Union and the Council of Europe.  
 
This 20th Anniversary year is a chance to emphasise the achievements of this unique 
Convention. It brings people together in support of their cultural and humanitarian rights 
in an increasingly divided world. 
 
 
For further information: 
 https://www.unesco.org/creativity/en/node/10042?hub=10035 
 
 


