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Claudia Morini*

THE PROTECTION OF THE WORLD HERITAGE 
FROM NATURAL 

AND MAN-MADE DISASTERS’ RISKS

Sommario: 1. Introduction. – 2. The definition of ‘risk’. – 3. The International Legal Frame-
work: the 1972 World Heritage Convention and the Operational Guidelines for the Im-
plementation of the World Heritage Convention. – 4. The 2007 Strategy for Risk Reduc-
tion at World Heritage Properties. – 5. The Olympia Protocol for International 
Cooperation. – 6. Practical cases. – 7. Future Prospects.

1. 	 Introduction

In recent years, as natural and man-made disasters are increasing in number 
and intensity all over the World, it is undisputable that World Heritage properties 
are exposed, as well as other properties, to the consequences of those disasters, 
which threaten their entirety and may compromise their value1. Due to different 

* Assegnista di ricerca presso la Scuola Superiore di Studi Universitari e di Perfeziona-
mento Sant’Anna di Pisa – Progetto FIRB, Futuro in Ricerca 2012, International Disaster Law 
Project.

1  On Disaster Risk Management of Heritage Properties see: UNESCO-WHC, Desirability of 
adopting an international instrument on the Protection of the cultural heritage against natural 
disasters and their consequences”, Report of the Director General, 1983, http://unesdoc.unesco.
org/images/0005/000560/056088eo.pdf; B. Feilden, Between Two Earthquakes; Cultural Pro-
perty in Seismic Zones, ICCROM and Getty Conservation Institute, 1987; H. Stovel, Risk Prepa-
redness: A Management Manual for World Cultural Heritage, Rome, ICCROM, 1998; C. Mene-
gazzi, Cultural Heritage Disaster Preparedness and Response, Proceedings of the International 
Symposium held at Salar Jung Museum, Hyderabad, India, 23-27 November 2003, ICOM Paris, 
2004, available at http://icom.museum/disaster_preparedness_book/copyright.pdf; S. Michalski, 
“Care and Preservation of Collections”, in Running a Museum, A Practical Handbook (ed. P. 
Boylan), ICOM, Paris, 2004, pages 51 – 91; R. Jigyasu, K. Masuda, Proceedings; Cultural 
Heritage Risk Management, World Conference on Disaster Reduction Kyoto; Research Center for 
Disaster Mitigation of Urban Cultural Heritage, Ritsumeikan - Kyoto, Japan, 2005; UNESCO-
WHC, Policy Document on the Impacts of Climate Change on World Heritage Properties, Paris, 
2008, http://whc.unesco.org/en/CC-policy-document/; UNESCO, Case Studies on Climate 
Change and World Heritage, 2007, Paris, http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0015/001506/150600e.
pdf; A. Riccardi, Protection and safeguard of cultural heritage from risks connected to natural 
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climatic, geographical and socio-economic conditions, the types and degree of 
disasters vary from region to region. Anyway, existing or potential dangers from 
man-made and natural hazards could be the same for all the World Heritage sites. 
All these dangers would have the potential to menace them with severe deterio-
ration, damage, destruction or any other kind of permanent alteration.

Each World Heritage site may be characterized by a different extent of vulne-
rability. This will of course depend on many causes, such as its geographical 
position, environmental and geological factors and the current degree of conser-
vation of the site itself. In the light of this peculiarity, when dealing with actions 
to be taken in order to protect WH sites from the adverse effects deriving from 
disasters, the relevant stakeholders should focus their attention on the elaboration 
of detailed risk analysis allowing them to effectively assess severe, detailed, 
ascertained and possible dangers that could threaten the conservation of each 
site. In fact, even if earthquakes, floods, oil spills, and the outbreak of disease 
cannot be entirely prevented, mitigation measures can effectively reduce risks 
and provide a valid basis to cope with post-disaster situations.

According to a recent study, notwithstanding many existing dangers, «the 
number of World Heritage properties that have developed a proper disaster risk 
reduction plan is surprisingly low. This is often due to a series of misperceptions. 
On the one hand, there is a widespread belief that disasters are events beyond 
human will and control, against which little can be done. On the other hand, he-
ritage managers and policy-makers tend to concentrate their attention and re-
sources on what they perceive as the real priorities for their properties, i.e. pres-
sure from development and the daily wear and tear of sites as a result of slow, 
cumulative processes that can be ‘seen’. Finally, and somewhat ironically, the 
vulnerability of heritage properties to disasters is normally recognized after a 
catastrophic event has taken place – including by the media and donor commu-
nity – when it is often too late»2.

The main purpose of this paper is to give an overview of the international 
legal framework protecting World Heritage sites in the event of natural or man-
made disasters and to give practical examples of the consequences of catastro-
phic events on World Heritage. In this context, the 1972 World Heritage Conven-
tion represents the most important legal instrument for the protection and 
preservation of cultural heritage at international level3. However, before investi-

and man-made disasters. International, European and national perspectives, International Law 
and Disasters Working Paper 01 (2014), available at http://disasterlaw.sssup.it/?page_id=314, 
Risk Preparedness; Heritage at Risk, Bibliography, UNESCO-ICOMOS Documentation Centre, 
Paris http://www.international.icomos.org/centre_documentation/bib/riskpreparedness.pdf.

2  See Managing Disaster Risks for World Heritage. World Heritage Resource Manual, 
UNESCO, 2010, p. 2.

3  For an in-depth and complete analysis of the Convention see the essay on this Book written 
by Prof. Tullio Scovazzi and, as a key reference book, F. Francioni, F. Lenzerini, The World 
Heritage Convention. A Commentary, Oxford, 2008. On Cultural Heritage see J.A.R. Nafziger, 
T. Scovazzi, Le patrimoine culturel de l’humanité-The Cultural Heritage of Mankind, Leiden-
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gating its provisions, it is important to try to first identify the effective and poten-
tial risks that could endanger World Heritage sites.

2. 	 The definition of ‘risk’

When a disaster occurs different risks may jeopardize World Heritage sites. 
Before turning our attention to the consequences of a disaster for WH sites, it is 
important to give some key definitions. First, when we refer to ‘disaster’, accor-
ding to the accepted definition adopted by the United Nations Office for Disaster 
Risk Reduction (UNISDR), we mean the «serious disruption of the functioning 
of a community or a society causing widespread human, material, economic or 
environmental losses which exceeds the ability of the affected community or 
society to cope using its own resources»4. More specifically, the term ‘disaster 
risk’ refers instead to «the potential disaster losses, in lives, health status, live-
lihoods, assets and services, which could occur to a particular community or a 
society over some specified future time period» (UNISDR). It is, thus, the result 
of the combination of ‘hazard’ and ‘vulnerability’. While the first is an ‘external’ 
event that potentially could disrupt or damage cultural property, ‘vulnerability’ is 
an intrinsic weakness of cultural heritage, its propensity or exposure to the hazar-
dous event.

There are many types of hazard that may cause disasters: meteorological 
(hurricanes, tornadoes, heat-waves, lightning storms, fires), hydrological (flo-
ods, flash-floods, tsunamis), geological (volcanoes, earthquakes, falls, slides, 
slumps), astrophysical (meteorites), biological (epidemics, pests), man-made 
(fire, pollution, infrastructure failure or collapse), climate change (increased 
storm frequency and severity, glacial lake outburst floods).

In sum, natural disasters constituting the greatest potential threat to WH sites 
would be earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, landslides, floods, tsunamis, serious 
fires and changes in water level. Among the man-made disasters, instead, techno-
logical, radiological or environmental accidents, including accidental marine 
pollution, are the most serious threats to the integrity of World Heritage sites.

It is now important to briefly clarify the distinction between ‘ascertained’ and 
‘potential’ risks. 

As to the first category, it would be possible to affirm that a specific site is 
threaten by clearly identified and imminent risk when a natural or man-made 
danger would provoke serious deterioration of materials and/or severe deteriora-

Boston, 2008, C. Forrest, International Law and the Protection of Cultural Heritage, Abingdon, 
2010; K. Siehr, Cultural Property, in The Max Planck Encyclopedia of European Private Law, 
vol. I, Oxford, 2012, p. 433 ff.; F. Francioni, Cultural Heritage, in Max Planck Encyclopedia of 
Public International Law (updated February 2013).

4  See the UN International Strategy for Disaster Reduction website: http://www.unisdr.org.
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tion of structures and/or ornamental features and of urban or rural space, or of the 
natural environment.

‘Potential risks’, instead, are those implying that the inherent characteristics 
of a certain WH site may face different threats, including gradual changes due to 
geological, climatic or other environmental factors or an impending natural or 
man-made disaster or the outbreak or threat of armed conflict5.

3. 	 The International Legal Framework: the 1972 World Heritage 
Convention and the Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of 
the World Heritage Convention

Even if the 1972 World Heritage Convention does not make any specific re-
ference to disasters, some of its norms may nevertheless be relevant as legal basis 
for the protection of the World Heritage in case a natural or man-made disaster 
occurs. For instance, Article 5 states that «[t]o ensure that effective and active 
measures are taken for the protection, conservation and presentation of the cultu-
ral and natural heritage situated on its territory, each State Party to this Conven-
tion shall endeavor, in so far as possible, and as appropriate for each country: 
[…] (c) to develop scientific and technical studies and research and to work out 
such operating methods as will make the State capable of counteracting the dan-
gers that threaten its cultural or natural heritage; […]. This generic reference to 
‘dangers’ may be easily understood as to include the notion of disaster.

Another relevant provision is the one contained in the fourth paragraph of 
Article 11 where it is affirmed that «[…] 4. The Committee shall establish, keep 
up to date and publish, whenever circumstances shall so require, under the title 
of “list of World Heritage in Danger”, a list of the property appearing in the 
World Heritage List for the conservation of which major operations are neces-
sary and for which assistance has been requested under this Convention. This list 
shall contain an estimate of the cost of such operations. The list may include only 
such property forming part of the cultural and natural heritage as is threatened by 
serious and specific dangers, such as the threat of disappearance caused by acce-
lerated deterioration, large-scale public or private projects or rapid urban or tou-
rist development projects; destruction caused by changes in the use or ownership 
of the land; major alterations due to unknown causes; abandonment for any rea-
son whatsoever; the outbreak or the threat of an armed conflict; calamities and 
cataclysms; serious fires, earthquakes, landslides; volcanic eruptions; changes 
in water level, floods and tidal waves. The Committee may at any time, in case 
of urgent need, make a new entry in the List of World Heritage in Danger and 

5  The above mentioned categories are those used in the Operational Guidelines for the 
Implementation of the World Heritage Convention (the last available version is dated July 2013).
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publicize such entry immediately»6. In this article, thus, the reference to specific 
disastrous events is clearly expressed. In this way, when a disaster affects a World 
Heritage site, its inscription in this List allows the Committee to allocate imme-
diate assistance from the World Heritage Fund to the endangered property. Fur-
thermore, the inscription is also useful to make the international community 
aware of these critical situations and to stimulate its prompt and effective effort 
to intervene to save the endangered site.

A fundamental tool to interpret and apply the 1972 Convention are the Ope-
rational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World Heritage Convention. 
They are periodically revised in order to reflect the decisions of the World Heri-
tage Committee. In the part “IV.B The List of World Heritage in Danger”, dealing 
with the inscription of properties on the List of World Heritage in Danger, the 
Guidelines specify the criteria for the inscription in that list. In particular, these 
criteria are: «In the case of cultural properties: a) ASCERTAINED DANGER - 
The property is faced with specific and proven imminent danger, such as: i) se-
rious deterioration of materials; ii) serious deterioration of structure and/or orna-
mental features; iii) serious deterioration of architectural or town-planning 
coherence; iv) serious deterioration of urban or rural space, or the natural envi-
ronment; v) significant loss of historical authenticity; vi) important loss of cultu-
ral significance. b) POTENTIAL DANGER - The property is faced with threats 
which could have deleterious effects on its inherent characteristics. Such threats 
are, for example: i) modification of juridical status of the property diminishing 
the degree of its protection; ii) lack of conservation policy; iii) threatening effects 
of regional planning projects; iv) threatening effects of town planning; v) outbreak 
or threat of armed conflict; vi) threatening impacts of climatic, geological or 
other environmental factors. 180. In the case of natural properties: a) ASCER-
TAINED DANGER - The property is faced with specific and proven imminent 
danger, such as: i) A serious decline in the population of the endangered species 
or the other species of Outstanding Universal Value for which the property was 
legally established to protect, either by natural factors such as disease or by man-
made factors such as poaching. ii) Severe deterioration of the natural beauty or 
scientific value of the property, as by human settlement, construction of reser-
voirs which flood important parts of the property, industrial and agricultural de-
velopment including use of pesticides and fertilizers, major public works, mi-
ning, pollution, logging, firewood collection, etc. iii) Human encroachment on 
boundaries or in upstream areas which threaten the integrity of the property. b) 
POTENTIAL DANGER - The property is faced with major threats which could 
have deleterious effects on its inherent characteristics. Such threats are, for exam-
ple: i) a modification of the legal protective status of the area; ii) planned reset-
tlement or development projects within the property or so situated that the im-

6  On the List of the World Heritage in Danger see G.P. Buzzini, L. Condorelli, Article 11 
List of World Heritage in Danger and Deletion of a Property from the World Heritage List, in F. 
Francioni, F. Lenzerini, The World Heritage Convention, cit., p. 175 ff.
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pacts threaten the property; iii) outbreak or threat of armed conflict; iv) the 
management plan or management system is lacking or inadequate, or not fully 
implemented; v) threatening impacts of climatic, geological or other environmen-
tal factors».

As to the request for Emergency Assistance, the Guidelines specify that it 
would be necessary to describe the actual or potential threat/danger affecting the 
property and that the relevant funds will not be automatically granted after a ma-
jor disaster occurs. This type of assistance, in fact, would «be provided only in 
cases when an imminent danger related to a natural or human-made disaster is 
threatening the overall Outstanding Universal Value of a World Heritage pro-
perty and its authenticity and/or integrity, to prevent or at least significantly mi-
tigate its possible negative impact on the property» (par. 241).

According to the Guidelines, another circumstance in which Emergency As-
sistance may be provided would be in order «to assess whether or not imminent 
danger is present, for example as a result of a major disaster».

Finally, in case a disaster has already caused damages to the heritage, but 
there is no more imminent risk that needs to be urgently addressed, other forms 
of assistance, such as conservation and management assistance, could be consi-
dered more fitting.

The Inscription of a site on the List of World Heritage in Danger requires the 
World Heritage Committee to promote and adopt, in consultation with the State 
Party concerned, a detailed programme for corrective measures; subsequently 
the Committee has to monitor the situation of the site in order to speed up the 
removal of the site from the List of World Heritage in Danger7.

The listing of a site as World Heritage in Danger and the possibility to request 
specific assistance can be seen as an efficient system established to respond to ad 
hoc conservation needs8.

The Convention, thus, also in case of natural or man-made disasters, provides 
two forms of International Assistance to States Parties for the protection of cul-
tural and natural sites located in their territories and inscribed, or potentially su-
itable for inscription, on the World Heritage List: Emergency Assistance and 
Conservation and Management Assistance.

7  It is worth noting that the inscription on the List of World Heritage in Danger is not per-
ceived in the same way by all States. Some applies for the inscription of a site to obtain expert 
assistance in solving problems while others try to avoid an inscription because they consider it a 
discredit. 

8  On the issue of listing and delisting in the 1972 Convention see the essay of Andrea Can-
none in this book.
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4. 	 The 2007 Strategy for Risk Reduction at World Heritage Properties

In 2004 the World Heritage Committee invited «the World Heritage Centre, 
in co-operation with the States Parties, Advisory Bodies, and other international 
agencies and non-governmental organisations concerned by emergency interven-
tions, to prepare a risk-preparedness strategy». The Strategy was first presented 
to the World Heritage Committee at its 30th session in 2006. Subsequently, the 
revised Strategy for Risk Reduction at World Heritage Properties was presented 
and approved by the World Heritage Committee at its 31st session in 20079. 

The main purpose of the Strategy is to strengthen the protection of World 
Heritage while contributing to sustainable development by assisting States Par-
ties to integrate concern for heritage into national disaster reduction policies and 
to incorporate concern for disaster risk reduction within management plans and 
systems for World Heritage properties in their territories.

Five are the objectives identified in the Strategy: 
1.	 Strengthen support within relevant global, regional, national and local institu-

tions for reducing risks at World Heritage properties;
2.	 Use knowledge, innovation and education to build a culture of disaster pre-

vention at World Heritage properties;
3.	 Identify, assess and monitor disaster risks at World Heritage properties; 
4.	 Reduce underlying risk factors at World Heritage properties;
5.	 Strengthen disaster preparedness at World Heritage properties for effective 

response at all levels10.
As to the first objective, “Strengthen support within relevant global, regional, 

national and local institutions for reducing risks at World Heritage properties”, it 
implies that all the global actors involved in disaster reduction activities should 
pay more attention to cultural and natural heritage among the issues to be consi-
dered when defining their strategies. Moreover, all regional, national and local 
disaster reduction policies and mechanisms must reflect adequate concern for 
world cultural and natural heritage.

In order to reach this goal, two kind of actions would be of vital importance. 
First, to raise support for the protection of heritage from disasters, the promotion 
of cultural and natural heritage, and of its potential helpful role for disaster re-
duction as part of sustainable development, within significant international deve-
lopment institutions, conventions and global forums and with other possible fi-
nancial partners, could be a feasible approach; second, the strengthening of 

9  See Document WHC-07/31.COM/7.2 available online at http://whc.unesco.org/ar-
chive/2007/whc07-31com-72e.doc.

10  The objectives are structured around the five main priorities for action defined by the 
Hyogo Framework for Action, the main UN-wide policy on the subject of Disaster Reduction (see 
http://www.unisdr.org/2005/wcdr/intergover/official-doc/L-docs/Hyogo-framework-for-action-
english.pdf), and are also in line with Article 5 of the World Heritage Convention as well as the 
Strategic Objectives established through the Budapest Declaration of 28 June 2002 (see http://
whc.unesco.org/en/decisions/1217/).
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policies and funding provisions for disaster reduction within the World Heritage 
system itself, for instance by including disaster and risk management strategies 
in the preparation of Tentative Lists, nominations, monitoring, periodic reporting 
and International Assistance processes, would constitute an important incentive.

As to the second objective, “Use knowledge, innovation and education to 
build a culture of disaster prevention at World Heritage properties”, the building 
of a culture of prevention, at all stages of action, should be considered one of the 
decisive elements in any successful disaster reduction strategy. In this perspec-
tive, research, training, and education are among the most effective means of 
developing a culture of preparedness and UNESCO itself, thanks to its specific 
mandate, could play a vital role. Specific actions that could facilitate the achie-
vement of this objective could be the development and dissemination of tea-
ching/learning and awareness-raising resource materials, such as guidelines, trai-
ning kits, case studies and technical studies and glossaries dealing with disaster 
reduction for World Heritage, and, the strengthening of the capacity of World 
Heritage property managers and community members, through training pro-
grammes, to develop and implement risk management plans concerning their 
sites that would effectively contribute to national and regional disaster reduction 
strategies and processes.

As to the third objective, “Identify, assess and monitor disaster risks at World 
Heritage properties”, it is known that the first step to reduce disasters and mitiga-
ting their impact would be the early identification of potential risk factors. All the 
elements of vulnerability of World Heritage sites need to be identified, assessed 
and monitored in order to arrange appropriate risk management strategies. Ac-
tions that would facilitate this important target would be the involvement of all 
necessary expertise and of relevant stakeholders to support risk identification 
and assessment activities and the elaboration of global or regional World Heri-
tage Risk Maps that would assist States Parties and the World Heritage Commit-
tee to develop appropriate and prompt reactions.

The fourth identified objective of the Strategy is to “Reduce underlying risk 
factors at World Heritage properties”. When a disaster strikes, many underlying 
factors (such as land/water and other natural resources management, industrial 
and urban development, and socio-economic practices) could drastically aggra-
vate its impact on properties and populations. Often, the elimination, or at least 
mitigation of ascertained root causes of vulnerability, implies the possibility of a 
reduction of an important number of underlying risk factors. This achievement 
would be better reached if resources of international assistance are allocated to 
aid State Parties in implementing successful emergency measures to mitigate 
major risks from disasters that are likely to affect the Outstanding Universal Va-
lue, including the authenticity and/or the integrity of World Heritage sites within 
their territories.

Finally, the objective “Strengthen disaster preparedness at World Heritage 
properties for effective response at all levels”, implies the awareness that, often, 
the worst consequences of natural or human-made disasters could be avoided or 
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at least mitigated if all those concerned are ready to act according to existing risk 
reduction plans, and only if the necessary human and financial resources, and 
equipment, are promptly accessible. When dealing with World Heritage sites, the 
purpose of these plans should specifically address ways of protecting the funda-
mental assets that contribute towards the Outstanding Universal Value and should 
also include the safeguard of any significant original archival records able to 
contribute to their heritage value.

Since 2007, many efforts have been made to implement the Strategy. In par-
ticular, UNESCO and its partners have developed a number of resource materials 
and conducted numerous capacity-building initiatives11. 

5. 	 The Olympia Protocol for International Cooperation

The Olympia Protocol for International Cooperation is one of the outcome 
of a Workshop on Disaster Risk Management at World Heritage Properties, join-
tly organized in November 2008 at Olympia (Greece) by the Hellenic Ministry of 
Culture and the UNESCO World Heritage Centre12. It was elaborated with the 
aim of constitute a general framework for States Parties to develop cooperation 
among them in the field of disaster risk reduction at World Heritage sites in order 
to translate the Strategy for Reducing Risks from Disasters at the World Heritage 
Properties into concrete actions at the site level.

The Olympia Protocol was based on a combination of global and site-based 
activities complementing each other and contributing to its successful applica-
tion.

Its first feature is the establishment of a Clearing House of resource materials 
on Disaster Risk Reduction. According to the Protocol, this would include « po-
licy texts, guidance, case studies and illustrations, drawing also from submission 
by States Parties in the context of Nominations and the Periodic Reporting exer-
cise» and also «information on existing initiatives and twinning arrangements 
between World Heritage properties».

Another objective was the organization of International Workshops to make 
known the 2007 Strategy for Risk Reduction at World Heritage Properties and 
the scope and contents of the Protocol for Cooperation: the November 2008 Wor-
kshop held in Olympia served this scope. Many other need to be organized with 
the involvement of «key management personnel from selected sites together with 
disaster risk reduction experts for cultural and/or natural heritage, depending on 
the selected sites». Furthermore, «the Protocol for International Cooperation and 
its strategy for implementation will be presented, and case studies reviewed. In 
selecting potential sites, attention will be paid to ensure diversity of typologies 

11  See http://whc.unesco.org/en/activities/630/.
12  See the Proceedings of the International Workshop on Disaster Risk Reduction at World 

Heritage Properties at http://whc.unesco.org/uploads/events/documents/event-526-5.pdf.
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(including presence of movable heritage), of disaster risks – with consideration 
given to post-disaster areas and linkages with Climate Change - and of geo-
graphical regions, with priority given to properties exposed to multiple hazards».

The improvement of disaster risk reduction strategies on pilot properties in-
scribed on the World Heritage List, selected among those more exposed to possi-
ble hazards in different regions of the World is among the other goals foreseen by 
the Protocol, as well as the organization of International Workshops to evaluate 
the progress made at different pilot sites, harmonize the approaches and share the 
lessons learnt and the development of complementary capacity-building, educa-
tional and communication initiatives.

6. 	 Practical cases

As known, World Heritage properties are those defined in Articles 1 and 2 of 
the World Heritage Convention and inscribed on the World Heritage List on the 
basis of their outstanding universal value, which is fulfilled through meeting one 
or more of the ten criteria defined in the Operational Guidelines for the Imple-
mentation of the World Heritage Convention. All World Heritage sites, particu-
larly those most vulnerable, can be exposed to the devastating effects of natural 
or man-made disasters.

Over the last few years, in fact, different disasters have already caused enor-
mous losses to World Heritage sites. Examples include Bam (Islamic Republic of 
Iran) due to earth-quake in 2003; Prambanan Temple Compounds (Indonesia) 
due to earthquake in 2006; the Old Town of Edinburgh (United Kingdom) due to 
fire in 2002; the destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas in Afghanistan due to ar-
med conflict and vandalism in 2001; and the Temple of the Tooth Relic in Kandy 
(Sri Lanka) after terrorist attack in 1998.

So far we explained the rationale and the functioning of the List of World 
Heritage in Danger. Here some illustrative cases of sites inscribed on this List.

The ancient Citadel and surrounding cultural landscape of the Iranian city of 
Bamwhere, where 26,000 people lost their lives in the earthquake of December 
2003 was simultaneously inscribed on UNESCO’s World Heritage List and on 
the List of World Heritage in Danger in 2004. There, important international ef-
forts were mobilized to salvage the cultural heritage of this devastated city.

The Bamiyan Valley in Afghanistan was as well inscribed on the List of 
World Heritage in Danger in 2003 simultaneously with its inscription on the 
World Heritage List. This site is in a weak state of conservation considering that 
it has suffered from abandonment, military action and dynamite explosions. Un-
fortunately, parts of this site are also inaccessible due to the presence of antiper-
sonnel mines. UNESCO, at the request of the Afghan Government, is coordina-
ting all international efforts to safeguard and enhance Afghanistan’s cultural 
heritage.
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The outstanding archaeological and historical heritage of the Historic Town 
of Zabid in Yemen has seriously deteriorated in recent years. Indeed, 40% of its 
original houses have been replaced by new buildings. In 2000, at the request of 
the State Party, the Historic Town of Zabid was inscribed on the List of World 
Heritage in Danger. There UNESCO is helping the local authorities to develop an 
urban conservation plan and to adopt a strategic approach for the safeguarding of 
this World Heritage site. 

The Humberstone and Santa Laura Works in the remote Pampas contain over 
200 former saltpeter works where workers from Chile, Peru and Bolivia lived in 
company towns and forged a distinctive communal pampinos culture. Situated in 
one of the driest deserts on Earth, thousands of pampinos lived and worked in 
this hostile environment for over 60 years, from 1880, to process the largest de-
posit of saltpeter in the world, producing the fertilizer sodium nitrate that was 
vital to transform agricultural lands in North and South America, and in Europe, 
and produced great wealth for Chile. Because of the vulnerability of the structu-
res and the impact of an earthquake, in 2005 the site was placed on the List of 
World Heritage in Danger to help mobilize resources for its preservation.

Here, instead, some practical cases for which Emergency Assistance was 
granted by the Committee.

The first one is the Post-Earthquake Assistance for the Field Investigation 
and Rehabilitation of the Sichuan Giant Panda Sanctuaries in China. After the 
earthquake in Sichuan in 2008 that severely damaged the ecological system of 
Panda Sanctuaries, in fact, the International Assistance was granted to a project 
to help the management agency to effectively deal with the post-earthquake si-
tuation, including disaster evaluation of the sites, needs assessment and re-buil-
ding of capacity of the site management authority. The project aimed to carry out 
detailed assessment of damage to the site from the earthquake through a rapid 
assessment of the risks and needs, to make detailed plan for reconstruction of the 
earthquake affected, and to support restoring the management capacity of the 
site.

Another case was that of the Emergency Assistance request for Galapagos 
Islands (Ecuador). Here, the emergency assistance was granted to assist Ecuado-
rian authorities to mitigate the negative environmental impacts caused by the oil 
tanker accident that took place on 16th January 2001 near San Cristobal Island, 
in the archipelago of Galapagos. Project activities included, among others, ef-
forts to collect the majority of the oil leaked into the sea, the reinforcement of the 
circle around the tanker in order to control the oil from spreading, the collection 
of the majority of the oil manually, using absorbing cloths and dispersants in the 
affected area and the constant monitoring of the sensible species affected by oil, 
for example sea-lions, sea turtles, marine birds and iguanas.

As we have seen, another way to provide assistance when a disasters strikes 
is by funding Conservation and Management Assistance activities. An example 
of Conservation and Management Assistance is that granted in 2002 for the An-
nual Seminary Workshop on Cultural Heritage Risk Prevention for the Caribbean 
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and Central America (Dominican Republic). Here the national authorities were 
helped to hold a follow-up meeting of a workshop on Risk Prevention for the 
Caribbean and Central America, which was organized in 1998, following dama-
ges caused by Hurricane George.

7. 	 Future Prospects

Because it is vital to learn lessons from the past, in drawing some conclusions 
we will focus our attention on the key element for the protection of World Heri-
tage sites from the dangerous and destructive consequences of natural and man-
made disasters: risk preparedness.

To potentiate all preparedness activities it is absolutely necessary to docu-
ment and list the most vulnerable cultural properties, understanding the risk fac-
tors and look at the most adequate strategies required. Advanced planning is a 
key element in preparedness as well as on-site training and periodical review of 
all the relevant elements that could affect the integrity of the site. Furthermore, 
risk preparedness plans need to be situation-specific but, at the same time, deve-
loped through general guidelines prepared on the basis of past experience around 
the World.

However, when preparedness is not enough and damages to the sites have 
occurred as a consequence of disasters, when repairing and restoring the affected 
sites appropriate restoration activities should take place. These activities must be 
absolutely aimed at retaining the heritage values of the properties. In this phase, 
moreover, local communities should be actively involved, as they are the primary 
depositary of precious traditional knowledge systems vital for reconstruction.

Finally, in our opinion a commonplace on the protection of cultural and natu-
ral heritage must be fought: the idea that heritage would constitute a charge when 
dealing with disasters, because it requires resources and efforts for its safeguard, 
when, for instance, attention should be committed to saving lives and other pro-
perties. But, we share the idea that «[e]xperience shows, on the contrary, that 
heritage if well maintained can positively contribute to reducing disaster risks. 
This is true not only for natural heritage resources that guarantee the proper fun-
ctioning of ecosystems and the beneficial effect of their goods and services, but 
also for cultural heritage properties that – as a result of traditional knowledge 
accumulated over centuries – have proved to be resilient to disasters while pro-
viding shelter and psychological support to affected communities»13.

13  See Managing Disaster Risks for World Heritage…cit. p. 2.
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