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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Despite the very short period of the mission, an important number of significant monuments 

and ruins of the archaeological site of Ashur were inspected according to a priority site visit 

program prepared in advance with Mr. Abd Mohamed Jaro, Director of Ashur Archaeological 

Site and SBAH representatives. However, it's important to underline that according to 

security and logistic problems only one day was devoted to visit Ashur and the mission was 

very frustrated with not being able to spend more time in order to assess the general 

conditions of the site, to do a precise examination of monuments and excavated sectors and 

to discuss with the SBAH representatives all the management and conservation issues. It is 

hoped that with the improvement of the security situation in Iraq, more time can be 

dedicated to Ashur in order to collect a maximum amount of information and to undertake a 

more precise assessment of the site. This report is based on previous documentation and 

brief field observations made during the site inspection undertaken on 07
th

 of June 2011. It 

presents a review of context and problems and draw up a preliminary evaluation of the 

current conditions of the site followed by general recommendations for urgent decisions to 

be undertaken by the State Party and remedial actions towards resolving urgent threats and 

conservation problems.  

Despite the achievement of some significant progress by installing a local site unit, securing 

the site and financing some urgent interventions, SBAH need to develop and to prepare a 

Site Management Plan and a comprehensive conservation program as a priority to 

guarantee the long term conservation of Ashur archaeological ruins and a sustainable 

development of the site.  

 

A site office has been established at the main entrance of the site and a staff of twenty-two 

people has been appointed to it. This staff is mainly composed of archaeologists, 

administrators, site excavators and guards. The mission was pleasantly surprised by the 

enthusiasm and the commitment of the local staff and their devotion to the site. The Ashur 

technical staff working under the direction of Mr. Abd Mohamed Jaro is composed mainly by 

three (3) archaeologists, six (6) site excavators, two (2) administrators and eleven (11) 

permanent guards who patrol the site as well as antiquities protection police stationed close 

the archaeological site.  

 

The visit to the offices of the site unit and the consultation of the documentation and 

archives revealed the existence of a significant number of information and photographic 

records that reflect the substantial number of activities undertaken in recent years. Despite 

a lack of skilled resources and experience in the field of management and conservation of 

earthen architecture (mud brick) archaeological sites, the mission can testify to the 

willingness and the efforts made by the Ashur site staff to improve the conditions of the 

archaeological ruins and solve the urgent problems threatening the site. If provided with 

adequate training, this team can form the core of the future site management unit and can 

make an important contribution to the effectiveness of the conservation, management and 

development of the site. To encourage the site staff to do more and to act autonomously, it 

is recommended that the State Party allows for more power and legal status because the 



Sherqat Archaeology Inspectorate has been created at a lower level than is recommended 

for World heritage Sites. The state party should also provide direct budget needed to 

coordinate research, conservation, interpretation and management of the site and to start 

immediately the preparation of the site management plan and the long term conservation 

program. 

 

To understand the general condition of Ashur a first inspection of the site within its overall 

environment was carried out in presence of the national, regional and local representatives 

from SBAH in charge of the project. Due to the very limited time, the discussions engaged on 

site lead to the conclusion that the assessment visit should better be localized and focused 

on major problems affecting the site. The causes and effects of the threats affecting the 

ruins were briefly examined. Special efforts were made to identify the exact source of decay 

caused by natural conditions (river seepage, rainfall water, rising dump) and also human 

problems as a result of war, abandon and the recent restoration works. 

 

The results of the site inspection revealed the existence of several factors of degradation 

which threaten the integrity of the archaeological site. In addition to the potential danger 

regarding the future construction of the Makhool Dam on the Tigris River some 40 km to the 

south of Ashur and its negative impact on the Tell, other major threats observed are 

common to mud brick archaeological sites but some are specific to the natural conditions of 

the Tell of Ashur. The more pernicious of these erosion factors is the continual undermining 

work of the Tigris River on the eastern front of the Tell and the Wadi Um-Chababit on the 

northern one. This erosion phenomenon is the more specific and the safeguarding of Ashur 

site depends on the faculty of SBAH to mitigate urgently this ongoing treat. The permanent 

contact of the eastern and northern base of the Tell with the two watercourses (Tigris river 

and Wadi Um-Chababit), the fluctuation of the river water level that can rise rapidly during 

the rainy season, and the high concentration of humidity are major combined destructive 

factors.  

As a consequence, the physical integrity of the Ashur archaeological site has been severely 

compromised and the eastern and northern portion of the Tell constitutes a permanent 

danger if any action is envisaged rapidly. This permanent phenomenon is to be taken into 

consideration and any conservation intervention should give the priority to resolve this 

problem. A large study should be developed and technical solutions proposed to stop the 

undermining action of the watercourses and to prevent flooding of the site after the 

construction of the Makhool Dam.   

 

To address this threat, the SBAH architects and engineers have prepared a technical study 

which proposes the construction of a retaining wall to reinforce the eastern edge of the Tell 

and to mitigate the undermining action caused by the water of the river. This emergency 

project has been funded by the Ministry of Culture (SBAH) (496 million Iraqi dinars) and the 

implementation works have been granted to the contractor Al Maaen Al Fudhee CO for 

General Contracting Ltd. The duration of the project is 180 days and the construction 

materials (stone and backed bricks) were already stored near the site work.  

 



This technical study has been discussed during our site meeting and will be presented in 

detail by the Iraqi delegation which will take part to the 35
th

 session of the WHC committee 

programmed from 19
th

 to 29
th

 of June in Paris. 

The implementation phase has been undertaken only a few days after the reactive 

monitoring mission. Additional photographic documentation was received from Mr. Saleh 

Mohammad Redha Al-Mufti, chief engineer and responsible of the project, showing the 

progress of the implementation works.  

 

It should be stressed that the Site Management Plan has not yet been prepared. This is 

crucial to achieve a comprehensive approach to the site conservation and development that 

guarantees the long-term preservation and sustainability of the site and allows for its 

economic development.  

The conservation plan should explicit the general conservation strategies, physical 

conservation techniques, protection and stabilization of the Tell against the future 

construction of the Makhool Dam, international campaign for the salvage excavations and 

prospection within the area of the Makhool Dam reservoir, preventive conservation program 

and regular maintenance of fragile mud structures and significant monuments of Ashur 

archaeological site. In this regard, it's essential that the SBAH should set up national 

regulations for World Heritage Sites upon which the Ashur site management unit should be 

reinforced. This issue is of particular importance as the archaeological remains at this site 

are exceptional, extremely fragile and need to be preserved for future generations.  

 

The regular maintenance of the site, the continued conservation activities are the core of the 

needs to sustain the Outstanding Universal Value of the property that warranted inscription 

in the World Heritage List. Deficiencies and lack of implementation of the decisions of the 

World Heritage Committee and the delay in setting essential conditions for the conservation 

and management of the property creates an ongoing threatening situation.  

 

The list of general recommendations and priority interventions to be taken immediately, 

proposed in this report, was discussed and prepared in close collaboration with the State 

Party to complement the results already achieved by the Iraqi national, regional and local 

institutions: 

 

1. The major risk at the moment is the construction of a large dam on the Tigris River some 

40 km to the south of the ancient city and its impact on archaeological sites constitutes a 

potential danger. According to information provided by the national authorities, this 

project has been delayed but not cancelled. It's highly recommended that the State Party 

should take decisions by anticipating this future danger and by proposing and 

implementing preventive measures. A feasibility study of the Makhool Dam had been 

carried out and the final design of the dam and the environmental impact assessment is 

underway. After the construction of the dam, the site would be flooded for certain 

periods of the year once the reservoir becomes operational and in any case the 

archaeological site would suffer from infiltration and seepage of underground water; 



2. The State Party should be requested to provide as soon as possible the necessary 

technical information on the Makhool Dam construction and its environmental impact, 

as a necessary condition in order to prepare appropriate measures to be developed and 

implemented for the safeguarding of Ashur and its territory that will be affected by the 

dam construction. 

3. As for other similar operations in this region, as was the case for the construction of 

dams on the Euphrates River in Syria and Anatolia, an international rescue campaign 

should be considered to safeguard more than 63 archaeological sites within the water 

reservoir of the Makhool Dam. These sites represent an important information source 

for the comprehension and the understanding of the history of Ashur over the past 

several millennia. The main objective of these international campaigns is to launch a 

systematic archaeological prospection in the entire perimeter of the reservoir that will 

be submerged by the water after the construction of the dam and the engagement of 

salvage excavations and studies. 

4. The proposed SBAH project for the construction of a retaining wall to protect the eastern 

front of the Tell against the river erosion is underway and need to be reviewed by 

international experts and then validated by UNESCO to prevent any subsequent damage 

and disorder. This project constitutes for SBAH a real conservation challenge and a 

unique opportunity to develop international cooperation and expertise. However, it was 

stressed that the implementation steps of this project should respect international ethics 

and standards to avoid disturbance to archaeological deposits prior to the monitoring 

and documentation process.  

5. The property requires international assistance to ensure effectiveness and sustainability 

of the management planning and technical expertise for ongoing and future complex 

conservation project. A wide spectrum of competencies is needed in the field of world 

heritage site management, conservation, expertise knowledge, capacity building in mud 

brick archaeological sites. The development of skills in the field of mud brick 

conservation and construction has already been identified by the State Party as a 

particular priority for the implementation of the conservation, restoration and 

stabilization projects;  

6. For the sustainability and effectiveness of the conservation and management planning of 

Ashur Archaeological site it is important that the site unit should be reinforced and the 

staff members trained as soon as possible, as per requests set forth in the Operational 

Guidelines; 

7. The Sherqat Archaeology Inspectorate has been created at a lower level than is 

recommended for World heritage Sites. It is recommended that the Ashur Office is given 

more authority, status and responsibility as possible to implement the Site Management 

Plan and to permit effective relationships with other administration authorities of the 

regions and with other stakeholders, which might lead to a reconsideration in its listing 

status.  

8. The existing new building constructed in 2010 is not adapted to house a multidisciplinary 

site staff. In this regards it is recommended to expand and to equip this building in order 



to accommodate necessary activities pertaining to conservation, research and 

management.  

9. In addition to the existing staff, it is recommended that SBAH integrates a 

multidisciplinary team (archaeologists, architects, conservators, administrators, masters 

and workers) dedicated to Samarra Archaeological City. This team should take an active 

role in the development of the site management plan, including comprehensive 

conservation and archaeological research programmes. It would subsequently 

coordinate the implementation of the prescribed actions and would seek to establish 

effective cooperation with local and international partners and with various local 

communities.  

10. In addition to capacity building, efforts should be made to ensure that existing 

references and standards for practice at the international level are made available to 

local and national SBAH professionals to assist them in their overall national planning for 

World Heritage sites and national heritage; 

11. Increase training activities to build local capacities in the field of preventive conservation 

methods and techniques and preservation of mud brick archaeological sites; 

12. It is highly recommended to start the preparation of a comprehensive Site Management 

Plan which will provide orientation for future implementation of conservation / 

development activities. It is evident that this document can be meaningful and effective 

only if it is supported, endorsed and later implemented by all the stakeholders. It is also 

recommended to start the preparation of a comprehensive conservation plan giving the 

priority for emergency preventive activities to be implemented immediately; 

13. Recognizing that building capacity for management can take time, it is recommended 

that while the management plan is being developed a comprehensive conservation plan, 

with priority emergency interventions is formulated. This should include the corrective 

measures that are needed to sustain the Outstanding Universal Value of the property 

and ensure that conditions of integrity and authenticity continue to be met. The State 

Party could submit an request for international assistance so that a clear strategy can be 

drawn up by a multidisciplinary and international group, as was recommended by the 

World Heritage Committee at its 33
rd

 session. In addition, grants for capacity building on 

management and conservation should be explored. 

14. Baseline documentation to record state of conservation and interventions is needed. A 

strong program of research and documentation is required to set a historical and 

technical database to substantiate interventions and actions to be taken in the future. 

This should include a general site level condition survey and documentation of each 

monument within the Samarra Archaeological City including architectural plans. 

Archaeological cleanings and excavations can be proposed as part of the documentation 

process. Architectural and topographical survey will include the standing monuments as 



well as the excavated zones and ruins. Archaeological, historical, and architectural 

documentation and archives (both domestic and international) need to be collected. It is 

also important to better understand the previous SBAH reconstruction and restoration 

campaigns that have taken place at the site since 1970´s; 

15. In parallel to the construction of the protective wall along the east front of the Tell, it is 

highly recommended to propose and undertake an additional preventive conservation 

programme to reduce the fast of erosion affecting the Ziggurat, the palaces and 

temples. This can include site cleaning, removal of spoil heaps, drainage, backfilling, 

temporary stabilization, wall capping and sacrificial layers to protect the more exposed 

part of structures. This program can be implemented immediately with very limited 

intervention on the original fabric; 

16. With the improvement of the security situation in Iraq and to anticipate the 

development of tourism particular attention should also be paid to the preparation of 

the interpretation plan of the Ashur archaeological site to ensure the understanding of 

the site’s Outstanding Universal Value (OUV). 

17. Considering the continual damage and the poor condition of the site, and taking into 

consideration the potential threat of the Makhool Dam project mentioned in previous 

reports, the national and local authorities request the World Heritage Committee to 

maintain the site of Ashur on the List of World Heritage in Danger. 

 

 

1. BACKGROUND TO THE MISSION 

 

Inscription history 

 

The ancient city of Ashur is the first capital of the Assyrian empire and the religious centre of 

Assyria, the core of which is located between Ashur, Nineveh and Erbil. The city of is located 

on the Tigris River in northern Mesopotamia in a specific geo-ecological zone, at the 

borderline between rain-fed and irrigation agriculture, at the intersection between nomadic 

and sedentary subsistence strategies. The city dates back to the 3
rd

 millennium BC and 

gained its reputation because it was the city of the god Ashur, the national deity of the 

Assyrians. Ashur played a key role as the centre of political power for the foundation of the 

Assyrian empire in the Middle Assyrian period (14
th

-11
th

 BC) and for Assyrian art and 

craftsmanship, retaining its importance as the main cult site even later. It was also the place 

where the Assyrian kings were crowned and buried. As one of the few archaeological multi-

period sites in Assyria of its kind, remains of the buildings and their furnishing have been 

extensively excavated. The architectural and artistic record is accompanied by a large corpus 

of cuneiform texts which attest a leading role of Ashur in religion and scholarship, especially 

during the Middle and Neo-Assyrian periods. The city was destroyed by the Babylonians, but 

revived during the Parthian period in the 1
st

 and 2
nd

 centuries AD. 
 
 

 























 



6. ANNEXES 

Annex 1. TERMS OF REFERENCE 

In conformity with the Decisions of the WH Committee 34 COM 7A.18 and 34 COM 7A.19 

(attached) adopted by the World Heritage Committee at its 34th session (Brasilia, 2010), 

concerning the state of conservation of Ashur and Samarra, inscribed on the World Heritage 

List respectively in2003 and 2007 and on the List of World Heritage in Danger the same 

years, and taking into consideration the Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of 

the World Heritage Convention, the Committee requested the State Party to invite a joint 

World Heritage Centre/ICOMOS reactive monitoring mission to visit the property to assess 

the state of conservation of the two sites and assist the State Party with technical guidance 

to address the following issues: 

 

1. Visit the properties and meet with relevant local and national authorities, to discuss 

and review:  

a) the current situation and the overall state of conservation of the properties; 

b) the implementation of the decisions of the World Heritage Committee;  

2. Assist the State Party in revising and detailing the corrective measures to be carried 

out in order to remove the properties from the List of World Heritage in Danger and 

define an approximate timeframe to this end; 

3. Assist the State Party in drafting a proposal for the “Desired state of conservation for 

the removal of the properties from the List of World Heritage in Danger”; 

4. Assist the State Party in revising the draft proposal for the “Statement of Outstanding 

Value” for the site of Ashur. 

5. Prepare a comprehensive report according to the established format, including 

recommendations and an executive summary, by 30 June 2011, as well as the verbal 

report to be provided to the State Party and further reviewed by the World Heritage 

Committee at its 35th session (Paris, 19-29 June 2011).  



Annex II. Itinerary and programme of the mission 

 

Saturday, June 4
th

 

- Departure from La Chapelle de la Tour to Istanbul via Paris,  

- Arrival in Istanbul (one night in Istanbul) 

 

Sunday, June 5
th

 

- Departure from Istanbul to Baghdad 

- Meeting at Baghdad airport with Mr. Mehdi Salih Latef, Unesco Office in Najaf and Mr. 

Saleh Mohammad Redha Al-Mufti, chef engineer, SBAH 

- Departure to Samarra 

- Meeting with Mr. Mahmoud Khalaf Ahmad, Mayor of Samarra and Mr. Omar Abd- AlRazzaq 

Mahmoud, Inspector of Samarra Archaeological Site, SBAH 

- Site visit to selected monuments in Samarra (Grand Mosque & Al Malwya, Caliphal Palace, 

Abu Dulaf Mosque)  

- Meeting at the Inspectorate office with Mr. Omar Abd- AlRazzaq Mahmoud, Inspector of 

Samarra, Mr. Saleh Mohammad Redha Al-Mufti and Mr. Mehdi Salih Latef. 

 

Monday, June 6
th

 

- Site visit to selected monuments in Samarra (Balkuwara Palace, Tell as-Sawwan, the 

Manarat Tower) 

- Working meeting at the municipality with Mr. Mahmoud Khalaf Ahmad, Mayor of Samarra 

and Mr. Omar Abd- AlRazzaq Mahmoud, Inspector of Samarra. 

 

Tuesday, June  7
th

 

- Departure to Ashur 

- Meeting at the site unit with Mr. Abd Jaro, Director of Ashur Archaeological Site and the 

Ashur site staff. 

- Site visit and discussions  

- Working meeting at the site unit to collect restoration and archaeological documentation.  

- Departure from Ashur to Samarra 

 

Wednesday, June 8
th

 

- Departure from Samarra to Baghdad 

- Meeting at the Baghdad Museum with Mr. Qais Rashed, SBAH Chairman, Ms Faeza 

Hussein Hussein, Director General of Restorations and Engineering, Mr. Saleh Mohammad 

Redha Al-Mufti, Mr. Omar Abd- AlRazzaq Mahmoud, Inspector of Samarra, and Mr. Mehdi 

Salih Latef, Unesco Office in Najaf. 

- Visit of Baghdad Museum 

 

Thursday, June 9
th

 

- Departure from Baghdad to Paris via Istanbul 

- Arrival in La Chapelle de la Tour 



Annex III Composition of the mission team  

The mission has been undertaken by Dr. Mahmoud Bendakir, who represented both 

UNESCO and ICOMOS. 

 

 




