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WORLD HERITAGE CULTURAL LANDSCAPES

What are they?

‘A cultural landscape is a memorial to the unknown labourer’: my words elsewhere, but what on earth, literally, was I talking about? I was trying to express one of the key ideas behind this awkward phrase ‘cultural landscape’, the anonymity and often unselfconsciousness involved in the creation of a distinctive landscape, characteristically in our minds as much as on the ground and frequently through huge human effort over a long time. And it is a key idea, especially in World Heritage terms. 

Compared with landscape in general, World Heritage ‘cultural landscapes’ are special because, like all other World Heritage sites, they must possess a definable ‘outstanding universal value’ and meet at least one of six cultural criteria. They are usually rural, although the fifty-five World Heritage properties officially recognized as ‘cultural landscapes’ (July 2006) include urban and industrial areas, exemplified respectively by the Loire Valley cultural landscape (inscribed in 2000), France, and Blaenavon Industrial Landscape (also 2000), Wales, United Kingdom. (For more information on the Loire Valley, see World Heritage No. 26, and on Blaenavon, No. 28.) 

The idea that cultural heritage includes ‘… the combined works of nature and of man, and areas … which are of outstanding universal value from the historical, aesthetic, ethnological or anthropological points of view’ is at the core of the World Heritage Convention (1972, Article 1). Indeed, sites of ‘mixed cultural and natural heritage’ feature on the List as ones which ‘satisfy a part or the whole of the definitions of both cultural and natural heritage’. These ‘mixed sites’ seem to be defined on a 1 + 1 = 2 basis, whereas a cultural landscape derives from a process of interaction between nature and people. The World Heritage Committee tried to capture that concept with its own definition of cultural landscape as the ‘combined works of nature and of man [which are] illustrative of the evolution of human society and settlement over time, under the influence of the physical constraints and/or opportunities presented by the natural environment and of successive social, economic and cultural forces, both external and internal’. ‘Cultural’ is no longer the opposite of ‘natural’, nor is it synonymous with ‘human-made’.

In contrast, other definitions, that of the European Landscape Convention for example, embrace a more inclusive concept of ‘cultural landscape’, importantly recognizing that, in a community and personal context, the most ordinary-looking landscape can be filled with values. The World Heritage concept, with its emphasis on ‘outstanding universal value’, may seem to appeal chiefly to the initiated, yet paradoxically in practice many of its cultural landscapes elevate the local and pay homage to collective, anonymous achievement. 

The very first World Heritage cultural landscape illustrates this brilliantly: Tongariro National Park, New Zealand (inscribed in 1990 and extended in 1993), has barely been physically altered by people yet over the centuries, since the island’s first occupants arrived, it has come to be endowed with meanings and values of deep significance to their successors. The ideas are of course in the minds of the people as mental constructs alone; yet they clothe the landscape as surely as other, constructed embodiments, such as Gothic cathedrals, of basic but abstract ideas such as sanctity, origins and identity. Most World Heritage cultural landscapes are perhaps less subtle in that landscape modifications and buildings are visible, and indeed my own belief is that ideally the interactive process should be demonstrable. Such evidence can be visible, as within ‘ancient’ woodland; or invisible, as exemplified by oral tradition or by pollen analysis showing that forest once flourished where heather now prevails. 

This dynamic concept of landscape as the product of a long-term, scientifically demonstrable interactive process embraces several strands running through the idea of World Heritage. It has helped us, for example, to appreciate that nature/human interaction is not necessarily contamination of the former and can produce extremely interesting results, visually, scientifically and in conservation. The montane cultural landscape of the Rice Terraces of the Philippine Cordilleras (inscribed in 1995), is a case in point: visually dramatic, hectares of rice-growing terraces watered by a sophisticated irrigation system are the basis of a regional economy in a beautiful natural setting where trees and plants provide holy places and deities. This, the second World Heritage cultural landscape to be inscribed, very much set the standard for what has turned out to be the most popular type: the working, agricultural landscape. That this truly outstanding landscape is now on the List of World Heritage in Danger is not only sad but a warning about how difficult it is to conserve in working order even the very best of the world’s landscape heritage.

Where are they?

The Committee’s original decision in 1992 to add landscape to the monuments that had come to dominate the World Heritage List in its first two decades was intended to allow cultures whose heritage lay in non-monumental things, such as sacred places in the natural world, to gain a foothold on the nationalistically lop-sided List. It also hoped thereby to move towards another of its goals, a more even geographical distribution of World Heritage sites. So far, while developed States Parties have as successfully colonized the cultural landscape category since 1992 as they did with its predecessors, nevertheless the availability of the category has encouraged some other states to prepare and submit cultural landscape nominations. 

Successful ones include two in Cuba, Viñales Valley (1999), a working agricultural landscape, and the Archaeological Landscape of the First Coffee Plantations in the South-East of Cuba (2000) (see below). Mapungubwe Cultural Landscape (2003), South Africa, was a happy selection with potential to expand into adjacent Zimbabwe and Botswana. Other African examples are Sukur Cultural Landscape, Nigeria (1999); and Osun-Osogbo Sacred Grove (2005), exactly the sort of heritage conceptually impossible to inscribe before the advent of cultural landscape. 

The idea of long linear landscapes as World Heritage has recently been given a reality with Sacred Sites and Pilgrimage Routes in the Kii Mountain Range (Japan, 2004), and Incense Route – Desert Cities in the Negev (Israel, 2005). Others are developing this idea elsewhere, for example the ‘Inca Way’ across South America, a route high in the Andes that passes through the existing, visually superb Quebrada de Humahuaca cultural landscape (Argentina, 2003). Similarly extensive cultural landscapes, both laden with ideographic cultural values as well as structures, are Orkhon Valley Cultural Landscape (Mongolia), and Bam and its Cultural Landscape (Islamic Republic of Iran), both inscribed in 2004 and among the few such sites to include the phrase in their title.

Properties such as Sukur, the Cordilleras and Ouadi Qadisha (the Holy Valley, Lebanon, 1998) contributed towards both of the Committee’s objectives, but twenty of the thirty landscape inscriptions between 1993–2002 were in Europe. In the following four years (2003–06), another twenty-five cultural landscapes were inscribed. Twelve were in Europe and thirteen in the rest of the world, a somewhat better ratio. Regardless of location, their growing number suggests that the idea of cultural landscape is beginning to be popular among the signatories of the World Heritage Convention ranging from Afghanistan to Zimbabwe, spreading the geographical distribution of World Heritage sites and opening the List to a wider variety of cultural expression. 

Categories of World Heritage cultural landscape
It was envisaged in 1992 that nominations of cultural landscapes were likely to bring forward basically three types of landscape, so a simple categorization was outlined (see box).
Categories of World Heritage cultural landscape 

	Cultural landscape  category
	Definition


	1
	A clearly defined landscape is one designed and created intentionally by man. This embraces garden and parkland landscapes characteristically constructed for aesthetic, social and recreational reasons which are often (but not always) associated with religious or other monumental buildings and ensembles.

	2
	An organically evolved landscape results from an initial social, economic, administrative, and/or religious imperative and has developed its present form by association with and in response to its natural environment. Such landscapes reflect that process of evolution in their form and component features. They fall into two sub-categories (labelled a and b respectively for the purposes of this review):

(a) a relict (or fossil) landscape is one in which an evolutionary process came to an end at some time in the past, either abruptly or over a period. Its significant distinguishing features are, however, still visible in material form 

(b) a continuing landscape is one which retains an active social role in contemporary society closely associated with the traditional way of life, and in which the evolutionary process is still in progress. At the same time, it exhibits significant material evidence of its evolution over time.

	3
	An associative cultural landscape is a landscape with definable powerful religious, artistic or cultural associations of the natural element rather than material cultural evidence, which may be insignificant or even absent.


In practice, the distinction between the two types of Category 2 landscapes (a relict or fossil landscape, or a continuing landscape) has proved to be significant but otherwise, after fifty-five cases, this categorization remains pragmatically firm. Almost certainly this is because it is conceptual rather than functional, dealing with the nature of landscapes rather than the uses to which they have been put. Of course, many landscapes have elements of more than one category, but it is seldom difficult to identify the main one.

The first eleven years of inscription of World Heritage cultural landscapes set trends which have continued. Category 2b, for example, the ‘continuing organically evolved landscape’, had already emerged as the most popular sort of landscape by 2003: its eighteen examples provided 50 per cent of the total then. ‘Associative landscapes’ provided 25 per cent, and those ratios have remained about the same through the 50 per cent increase (thirty-six to fifty-five) in landscape inscriptions in 2004–06:

Characteristics of World Heritage cultural landscapes
Two other trends were soon observable. Most inscriptions are made on the basis of only two or three criteria – and it could be argued that the ‘best’ need only one – and these criteria tend to include numbers (iv), (iii) or (v) in that order of frequency of use.

Criteria for the assessment of outstanding universal value
Nominated properties shall meet one or more of the following criteria:

(i) represent a masterpiece of human creative genius;

(ii) exhibit an important interchange of human values, over a span of time or within a cultural area of the world, on developments in architecture or technology, monumental arts, town-planning or landscape design;

(iii) bear a unique or at least exceptional testimony to a cultural tradition or to a civilization which is living or which has disappeared;

(iv) be an outstanding example of a type of building, architectural or technological ensemble or landscape which illustrates (a) significant stage(s) in human history;

(v) be an outstanding example of a traditional human settlement, land-use, or sea-use which is representative of a culture (or cultures), or human interaction with the environment especially when it has become vulnerable under the impact of irreversible change;

(vi) be directly or tangibly associated with events or living traditions, with ideas, or with beliefs, with artistic and literary works of outstanding universal significance.

(The Committee considers that this criterion should preferably be used in conjunction with other criteria);

(vii) contain superlative natural phenomena or areas of exceptional natural beauty and aesthetic importance;

(viii) be outstanding examples representing major stages of Earth’s history, including the record of life, significant ongoing geological processes in the development of landforms, or significant geomorphic or physiographic features;

(ix) be outstanding examples representing significant ongoing ecological and biological processes in the evolution and development of terrestrial, fresh water, coastal and marine ecosystems and communities of plants and animals;

(x) contain the most important and significant natural habitats for in situ conservation of biological diversity, including those containing threatened species of outstanding universal value from the point of view of science or conservation.

Another early trend has also continued. With all their rich diversity in location, appearance, vegetation and human influence, World Heritage cultural landscapes, ranging from the most formal of parks to virtually untouched landscape, soon fairly clearly, albeit unconsciously, defined themselves in practice as a notably homogeneous conceptual genre. 

Practically all these special landscapes possess some six to nine characteristics of a ‘personality’ defined by thirteen traits: significant aesthetic quality; buildings, often large; continuity of lifeway/land-use; farming/agriculture as major land-use; ornamental garden(s)/park(s); primarily industrial; significant for group identity; integral mountain(s); significant locally resident population; important dimension of religiosity/sanctity/holiness; significant survival factor, physically and/or socially; towns, and/or villages; integral or at least significant water in the landscape. These traits were not imposed and they have little to do with official requirements; they simply emerged as common characteristics among the first couple of dozen examples of World Heritage cultural landscapes, and have remained constant as the number has increased year by year.

The three most commonly recurring characteristics are continuity of lifeway/land-use, the presence of towns, and/or villages, and of buildings, often large. They indicate unambiguously the nature of a significant proportion of World Heritage cultural landscapes, not as wilderness but as long-lived places of human settlement and endeavour. Yet the very continuity, often based on agriculture, itself suggests that such cultural landscapes, far from reflecting ‘the wanton destruction of nature’, as one geographer somewhat melodramatically put it, actually reflect, in the words of another geographer, ‘living models of sustainable use of land and natural resources’. 

Just as significant is that over half the World Heritage cultural landscapes embody the less tangible characteristic of expressing a group identity. Tongariro set the precedent as the place and symbol of incomers’ ethnogenesis, followed quickly by the Cordilleras, ‘Stairway to the Stars’, a national emblem of the Philippines, and recently by the Bamiyan Valley (Afghanistan, 2003), almost as iconic in modern as in ancient terms. In similar vein, over half the landscapes also possess an aesthetic quality – and not just the Category 1 landscapes deliberately seeking that – while a similar proportion develop their character around a rather different trait, the presence of water across a range of forms, from the sea to irrigation. 
Management issues
Fundamentally, management in this context is about maintaining values. In World Heritage terms, the prime one is unquestionably ‘outstanding universal value’ – which should already have been defined in the nomination. In the case of the Landscape of the Pico Island Vineyard Culture (Azores, Portugal, 2004), for example, the objective is to sustain the values of criteria (iii) and (v) so it is necessary to identify the qualities of the site that express and represent those criteria. Then, and only then, is it possible to consider how best to manage the site. All this is a process, not an event, a process which in this case began well before a nomination was submitted. In fact, the nomination was at first referred back to the State Party not because of deficiencies in the quality of the landscape, but because the Committee judged that the area proposed was not extensive enough to adequately express the values of this particular landscape. This World Heritage cultural landscape now encompasses 987 ha containing houses, ports and wine-cellars but dominated by large blocks of small, stone-walled plots (currais) used to cultivate vines in a hostile environment of volcanic rock, wind and salt-laden air.

Bam and its Cultural Landscape illustrate the very real danger and effect on a landscape of earthquake, one among a suite of major natural threats. The Garden Kingdom of Dessau-Wörlitz (Germany, 2000), was badly flooded after inscription; fire is everywhere a threat, sometimes natural, sometimes arson. There is now a much more sensitive appreciation of the need to assess risks as part of management, and to have procedures in place should the worst happen.

The Archaeological Landscape of the First Coffee Plantations site in Cuba exemplifies other management issues for cultural landscapes. The World Heritage area is both extensive and scattered; it falls into two provinces and five municipalities, so policy and management coordination is paramount. Staff are divided into those working on natural and on cultural heritage, which also somewhat inhibits a holistic approach. Accessibility is difficult, for much of the area is under rainforest in mountainous terrain; vegetation control takes up a high proportion of staff time, yet only a small part of the site is open to visitors, and their number is unknown. It is called an ‘archaeological landscape’ because traditional ways of producing coffee have been superseded. The area is still farmed and inhabited by an unknown number of campesinos (farmers), however, and a great deal of effort has been devoted to improving their understanding of the situation. Yet today’s agro-industrial system makes for difficulties in preserving the old cafetales (117 haciendas, all essentially nineteenth-century, secaderos, hornos, almacenes, molinos and other structures), the very reason why it is a World Heritage site in the first place. 

Conclusion

After fourteen years of inscriptions and experience, we now know that cultural landscapes ‘work’ in a World Heritage context. Of course, we still have much to learn about their long-term management. In that respect, it is most important that this category of World Heritage site is tending to conform to a template which has been unconsciously created and within which new inscriptions are likely to fit. The two inscriptions of 2006, the Agave Landscape and Ancient Industrial Facilities of Tequila (Mexico), and the Cornwall and West Devon Mining Landscape (UK), both nominated long after their predecessors defined the genre, exhibit eight or nine of the characteristics described above. Maybe, therefore, we can think about management guidelines for World Heritage cultural landscapes collectively as well as the diverse requirements of individual cases. 

Above all, however, in contemplating and caring for our cultural landscapes we would do well to remember the wise words of two men close to the Earth, albeit thousands of miles and 146 years apart: ‘The Earth does not belong to man. Man belongs to the Earth’, said Chief Seattle in 1851, echoed by Paramount Chief Tuwharetoa in 1997, of Tongariro but widely applicable, ‘these sacred mountains are to be owned by no-one and yet are for everyone.’ That is what World Heritage cultural landscapes are about. 
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