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Background to the Mission and TOR 
 
1. At the invitation of the Government of Morocco and following the decision of the World 

Heritage Committee (29 COM 7B.43), a joint UNESCO World Heritage Centre / ICOMOS 
mission took place to Ksar Aït-Ben-Haddou from 21 to 25 April 2006. It reviewed the 
implementation of the decisions of the World Heritage Committee, evaluated the overall 
state of conservation of the site, assessed if it met the criteria for danger listing and 
elaborated a programme of priorities to strengthen conservation and management of the site. 
 

2. Main threats identified in previous State of Conservation reports (see: WHC-
05/29.COM/7B.Rev): 

• Near total abandonment of the property; 
• Gully erosion with the development of nearly 28 ravines (from 100 to 200 metres 

in length); 
• Rock falls due to erosion laying bare the slope of the property and encouraging 

the displacement of large blocks of stone; 
• Increased offences in the old ksar and its degradation; 
• Delays in the establishment of a technical and administrative structure 

responsible for the site; 
• Lack of a Conservation Management Plan for the property; 
• Uncontrolled tourism and visitor pressure. 

 
3. Decision adopted by the World Heritage Committee at its 29th session (July 2005): 
 

The World Heritage Committee, 
 

1. Having examined Document WHC-05/29.COM/7B.Rev, 
2. Recalling its Decision 28 COM 15B.46, adopted at its 28th session (Suzhou, 2004), 
3. Commends the State Party of Morocco for the inscription of the property on the List 

of National Heritage and for having put into place institutional consultation and 
coordination mechanisms; 

4. Regrets that, despite the State Party’s efforts, the state of conservation of the property 
has remained unchanged for the past years and further requests that the 
establishment, requested by the Committee several times, of a management structure 
with legal authority, adequate technical capacity, resources and financial means to 
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ensure the immediate preparation of the management plan for the property and its 
application, has not yet been completed; 

5. Expresses its deep concern in the face of the situation incompatible with the 
maintenance of outstanding universal value of the property, that had justified its 
inscription on the World Heritage List in 1987; 

6. Urges the State Party to put into place, by 1 February 2006, the management 
structure requested in paragraph 4 above, and to report on the implementation of this 
requirement to the World Heritage Centre; 

7. Requests the State Party to invite a joint mission World Heritage Centre / ICOMOS 
to assess the state of conservation of the property, including its outstanding universal 
value; 

8. Decides to consider the inscription of the property on the List of World Heritage in 
Danger or its possible delisting if the above-mentioned measures are not 
implemented by 1 February 2006. 

 
4. Ksar Aït-Ben-Haddou was inscribed on the World Heritage List in 1987 under Cultural 

criteria (iv) and (v). At its 11th session the World Heritage Committee decided to inscribe 
the property based upon criterion (iv): Ait-Ben-Haddou, in Ouarzazate province, is a 
striking example of the architecture of southern Morocco; and criterion (v): The ksar, a 
group of earthen buildings surrounded by high walls, is a traditional pre-Saharan habitat. 
In its spatial organization, the houses crowd together within the defensive walls that are 
reinforced by corner towers. 

 
5. The Outstanding Universal Value of Ksar Aït-Ben-Haddou as described in the nomination 

file (444.pdf) consists in principle of two aspects: a) it concerns an early eighteenth century 
architectural ensemble consisting of rammed earthen structures, in part ornamented with 
geometrical designs and assembled together within defensive walls that are reinforced by 
corner towers; b) it concerns a traditional and vulnerable type of human settlement particular 
to the countries of the Great Maghreb, Mauritania and Libya (close to 300 such fortified 
ksour have been identified in southern Morocco alone), which is harmoniously integrated in 
the surrounding desert environment. 

 
Current State of Affairs 
 
6. Identified Threats: a Critical Appraisal 

• Near total abandonment of the property: according to CERKAS (Centre de Conservation 
et de Réhabilitation du Patrimoine Architectural des Zones Atlasiques et Subatlasiques) 
currently just 7 families, totalling no more than 20 persons, inhabit the old Ksar. 
Furthermore, there is little or no expectation that other families originating from, and 
owning property in, the Ksar will return to the site. Restoration and maintenance of 
property, therefore, is complicated by absenteeism and multiple ownership. This requires 
the establishment of an official legal measure to overcome the difficulty. 

• Gully erosion and the displacement of rocks is a continuing process and constitutes a 
serious risk. A geological survey would be necessary to establish solutions and 
preventative measures, which should be supplemented by information on seismic activity 
in the region. 

• Increased offences in the old ksar and its degradation: film set constructions and 
commercial premises along the main road in the Ksar have cement concrete elements, 
which compromise traditional materials and set a dangerous precedent for future 
constructions. However, maintenance works by owners and CERKAS appear to use 
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authentic materials and techniques, although there is some question about the 
authenticity of the decorative motives (modern designs evolving in historic context). 

• Delays in the establishment of a technical and administrative structure responsible for 
the site: some progress can be noted, as two committees have been established, one at the 
local level and one at the inter-ministerial level. The full impact, however, is yet to be 
determined and as this is critical to the safeguarding of the site, the mission strongly 
recommends a clear structure and mandate for their operations. Their focus should 
strongly address the problems highlighted in this report. 

• Lack of a conservation management plan for the property: the preparation of a Draft 
Management Plan is underway with CRATerre (Centre International de la Construction 
en Terre) and CERKAS engaged in a consultation process to determine objectives, scope 
and components. Recently published is a manual (“Conservation Manual for Earth 
Architecture Heritage in the pre-Saharan valleys of Morocco”, by UNESCO-CRATerre- 
CERKAS, 2005) containing guidelines for appropriate materials and techniques for 
conservation, restoration and maintenance, while an overall land-use plan (by Ministry 
of Culture, Cultural Heritage Division, 20 March 2003, scale 1:2000) exists defining 
functions and zoning limits, both for the World Heritage property and the new town 
development. The mission was made aware, but unable to undertake a detailed 
examination, of an initiative of UNDP in the context of Agenda 21 in the establishment 
of an environmental profile for the Ksar that contains elements of site management. 

• Visitor impact is uncontrolled and damaging. Visitor management is foreseen as an 
integral part of the site management plan and planning is underway for elements such as 
proper routing on the site, ticketing, and site presentation. 

 
7. State of Conservation: the mission would like to note that conditions on site were not as 

bad as previous reports had suggested and many structures showed good and authentic 
recent activity (Illustrations 1 & 2, Annex 1). Work in progress included authentic ramming 
of earth into shuttering (Illustration 3). From a technical point of view it was noted that 
locally available clay rich sub-soils are exceptionally good materials when used in 
traditional techniques for load bearing earth construction. 

 
8. Nevertheless, offences did exist in the Ksar, especially in some ten quite recently 

constructed small shops that had cement concrete post and beam reinforcements 
(Illustrations 4 & 5). These shops do however add life and colour to the streets of the Ksar 
and may to a small extent be considered as reversible by demolition, which would not 
endanger historic structures and coherence. The problem observed was that to some extent 
replication existed, and the Government of Morocco should remain vigilant to prevent 
inappropriate technologies continuing in historic buildings and other new construction. The 
spread of cement concrete reinforcements should be abolished and this abolition must be 
carefully and stringently monitored. 

 
A new carpet workshop for women was under construction and this showed poor quality 
cement concrete post and beam construction in association with historic architectural 
remains (Illustrations 6 & 7). This intervention was more extensive than offences in the 
shops and was not only materially inappropriate, but also substantially dangerous in local 
geological and seismic conditions. While the concept of a centre for women’s industry is to 
be encouraged, the construction in its present form was entirely unacceptable both in design, 
construction quality and context. 

 
9. The recommendation, as per decision of the World Heritage Committee at its 29th session 

(29 COM 7B.43), to establish a management structure with legal authority and adequate 
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human, technical and financial resources had partly been implemented, as two committees 
had been established. At the local level, a committee was in operation that comprised 
representatives of CERKAS, the Municipality, the president of the rural community, 
delegation of Culture of Ouarzazate, Public Works, Tourism, Urbanism, Housing, 
Environmental Inspection, Health, National Education, Directorate of Drinking Water, 
Maroc Telecom, delegation of Arts & Crafts, to name a few important actors. Another 
committee operated at the inter-ministerial level, focusing on improving cooperation at the 
highest level. The mission felt strongly that however encouraging these initiatives may 
seem, for the safeguarding and monitoring of well-being of the site a separate entity would 
be needed that has a permanent presence on site, with the authority to work on the day-to-
day management, and capable of reporting to all parties, including UNESCO, about needs 
and progress. 
 
In light of the many plans under development (an Action Plan; Management Plan, including 
visitor control; Land-use Plan including New Town Development; etc.) and in order for the 
Government of Morocco to implement the benchmarks set in this report, the mission would 
recommend CERKAS to be immediately given a stronger role, authority and presence on 
site, especially through adequate financing and staffing (as suggested in the State of 
Conservation Report of Ksar Ait-Ben-Haddou by the Minister of Culture, sent to the World 
Heritage Centre on 25 January 2006). In this respect, the committees at the local and 
national level should carefully supervise the activities of CERKAS. 
 

Conclusions 
 
10. The mission concluded that the State Party was engaged at several levels, from the local to 

the national, in setting up structures, plans and guidelines, as requested by the World 
Heritage Committee, through consultation and coordination processes. While full 
implementation had not yet taken place and the World Heritage property was not yet 
managed by a single authority with legal powers, the first results and impact of the work of 
the committees and CERKAS on the state of conservation of the site were noticeable and 
positive. There was a professional and technically competent conservation manual that had 
just been published, with the majority of interventions being implemented accordingly; this 
manual is going to be used to sensitize and educate the property owners and the general 
public in the Ksar; a management plan is under preparation based on an integrated approach 
with long-term vision; as well as an emergency action plan containing priority elements that 
this mission has adapted for benchmarking. 

 
11. Furthermore, the mission assessed the validity of the following criteria for inscription on the 

List of World Heritage in Danger (conform section IV.B of the Operational Guidelines, 2 
February 2005): 
• Serious deterioration of materials: not valid, as the use of traditional building materials 

and techniques was widespread, promoted by CERKAS through the “Conservation 
Manual for Earth Architecture Heritage in the pre-Saharan valleys of Morocco” 
published in 2005, and offences in the use of cement concrete were the exception rather 
than the rule. 

• Serious deterioration of structures: not valid, as the apparent ruinous state of many of 
the buildings was more a visual perception than an actual threatening fact, and concerned 
primarily small dwellings – most of the larger kasbahs and the Mosque have been 
recently restored in the traditional manner by CERKAS. Nevertheless, many buildings 
require urgent conservation attention and maintenance is required as a long-term 
strategy. 
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• Serious deterioration of town-planning coherence: not valid, as virtually no infill or 
extensions to the ksar existed – the only exception that has the potential of setting a 
dangerous precedent was the bazaar that had been constructed in the late 1990’s at the 
foot of the hill adjacent to the ksar (Illustration 8). While visually intrusive this could not 
be considered a de-balancing element in the overall town-planning coherence. 
Furthermore, the mission was of the opinion that the new town on the other side of the 
river was located at a convenient distance, separated by a natural boundary (the river and 
agricultural strip), constructed in a manner largely respecting local style, proportion, 
height and colour, and therefore could not be considered a serious deterioration 
(Illustrations 9 & 10). 

• Important loss of cultural significance: not valid, as despite a near total abandonment of 
the site and a change in its function (focusing on tourism), the site still held immense 
importance for the residents of Ouarzazate and Ksar Aït-Ben-Haddou – they did not 
abandon the site because of lack of interest, but simply because they preferred the 
comfort of modern housing with amenities. Adaptive re-use of the site, together with 
services supplied to support this, was a current concern with several ideas under 
development (among which an ethnographic museum) and should be a strong component 
of the management plan. 

• Lack of conservation policy: valid, but the process to arrive at this had gained sufficient 
momentum and the necessary elements were being put in place – the mission was of the 
opinion that this policy could be established soon and that the greatest risk to the process 
of conservation management was to lose this momentum; it therefore proposed to give 
this process more time to develop satisfactorily and to delay the question of Danger 
listing for the time being. 

 
12. In resume, the Outstanding Universal Value of Ksar Aït-Ben-Haddou was not compromised 

at this time; however, the mission stressed that the situation was critical and without proper 
management the balance could easily tip to the negative side. In light of this assessment, the 
mission concluded that at the point in time the property would most benefit from an extra 
year of continued engagement at the highest level, as opposed to entering a new process with 
new dynamics related to Danger listing. 

 
The mission strongly recommends the need for continued close collaboration with the 
Moroccan authorities to ensure that the positive changes grow and continue to gain 
momentum. To facilitate this, the mission identified elements for a programme of priorities 
to strengthen the management and conservation of the site and established the following 
benchmarks for the future assessment of the effectiveness of measures taken by the State 
Party in response. 

 
13. Effective implementation of the following FIVE BENCHMARKS by 1 February 2007: 
 

• Establishment of an effective and transparent management structure, with legal powers, 
adequate financing and technical staffing: CERKAS should be given this role and be 
strengthened, technically, professionally and financially, to establish a permanent 
presence on site. Both the Inter-ministerial Committee and the local committee should 
maintain a supervisory role. 

• Establishment of a mechanism for collection of revenues (from the film industry, 
visitors, marketing, etc.) and re-distribution to benefit conservation management of the 
site – until such mechanism has been established, a financial injection by the 
Government of Morocco is needed to reinforce CERKAS and its conservation activities. 
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• Establishment of a Special Decree or by-laws to mandate interventions regarding 
ownership issues in relation to planning activities, particularly for structures in a critical 
state. 

• Finalization of the Draft and formal adoption of the Management Plan. 
• Continuation of preventative conservation measures with increased programming in 

respect of the buildings requiring urgent intervention to prevent further decay and 
deterioration: this should focus on the restoration of roof structures together with the 
walls representing property boundaries, which will greatly assist in the control of visitor 
access (and damage). These activities should develop simultaneously with setting up the 
management plan. 

 
Should the Government of Morocco fail to respond to the above benchmarks and in the 
absence of guardianship and ongoing conservation and monitoring through a permanent 
management structure on site, the mission feels that achieving proper safeguarding will be 
unlikely and Danger listing will become the strongest option. 
 
It’s further recommended that a World Heritage Centre mission be sent before the end of 
2006 to monitor progress and support the Moroccan Government in its activities to achieve 
the benchmarks by 1 February 2007. 

 
14. The mission would like to thank the Moroccan Authorities, the UNESCO Office in Rabat, 

and all local parties involved for their kind cooperation in sharing their insights and 
knowledge, which greatly facilitated the mission. 

 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
ANNEX 1. Illustrations 
 
 
 

 
 
Illustration 1: Good conservation, visitor path and buildings 
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Illustration 2: State of conservation better than expected 
 

 
 
Illustration 3: Work in progress, authentic rammed earthen construction 
 

 
 
Illustration 4: Modern shop with cement concrete posts and beam 
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Illustration 5: Modern shop wall after rain, with cement concrete posts and beam revealed 
 
 

 
 
Illustration 6: Unsafe modern structure, exterior 
 
 

 
 
Illustration 7: Unsafe modern structure, interior 
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Illustration 8: Bazaar at foot of small hill adjacent to the Ksar 
 

 
 
Illustration 9: Natural boundary separating WH property 
 
 

 
 
Illustration 10: New town development respecting local style 
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ANNEX 2. Programme of the Mission and Representatives Met 
 
21 April 2006: Travel from Paris to Rabat (arrival at 14.25) 
 
PM: Meeting at the Ministry of Culture in Rabat with Mr. Mohamed Abdeljalil EL HAJRAOUI, 
Director of Cultural Heritage and his staff, and Mr. Mohamed OULD KHATTAR, Programme 
Specialist for Culture at the UNESCO Office in Rabat, and Mr. Abderrahim EL BERTAI, 
Delegate of the Ministry of Culture at Essaouira 
 
22 April 2006 
AM: Discussion of mission programme, objectives and reporting requirements 
 
PM: Travel via Casablanca to Ouarzazate (arrival at 01.00, 23 April) 
 
23 April 2006 
AM/PM: Meeting at CERKAS with Mr. Mohamed BOUSSALH and assistant, followed by a 
comprehensive site visit to Ksar Aït-Ben-Haddou 
 
24 April 2006 
AM/PM: Meeting at CERKAS with Mr. Sebastian MORISET, Architect at CRATerre-ENSAG 
in Grenoble, and Mr. Mohamed BOUSSALH, concerning the preparations of the site 
management plan and the recently published conservation manual, followed by a site visit 
 
25 April 2006 
AM: Debriefing at CERKAS to discuss mission findings and strategic future planning 
 
PM: Departure by car for Essaouira (arrival at 18.00) 
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ANNEX 3. Action Plan (by CERKAS and CRATerre; draft April 2006) 
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2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

 
Revitaliser  

le site 

 
Conserver  
les valeurs 

architecturales 

 
Assurer une 

meilleure distribution 
des profits générés 

par le site 

 
 

Améliorer  
la visite 

Contrôler l’évolution 
de l’environnement  

• Mise en place de toilettes 

 Construction du pont d’accès 
Mise en place de trois bornes fontaines 
Renforcement des barrières en gabion 

Aménagement du parking 

Etudes pour l’assainissement du site

Mise en place d’une antenne CERKAS à Aït Ben Haddou avec archives photographiques du site, manuel de conservation, etc..
Réactivation du comité de contrôle (autorité locale, CERKAS, agence urbaine de Ouarzazate/Zagora, division de l’urbanisme de la province) 

• Visites de contrôle (2 fois par mois) 

Diffusion du manuel de conservation 

Montage d’un projet de conservation préventive (nettoyage, drainage, protection temporaires…) 
Recherche de financements 

Mise en œuvre d’actions de prévention 

Plantation sur les bords de l’oued de végétaux utiles à la construction (roseau, palmier, peuplier) 

Déterminer un circuit de visite
Bloquer certains accès actuels 

 Identifier un lieu pour l’accueil des visites 
Concevoir le projet (étude architecturale, calcul du coût du bâtiment et des équipements) 
Recherche de financement 

Construire le lieu d’accueil des visiteurs 

Etudier le cadre juridique de collecte d’un droit d’accès
Déterminer les termes de référence des acteurs impliqués dans la collecte et la gestion des fonds recueillis 

Ouvrir un compte spécifique
Déterminer le coût d’entrée des touristes et préparer des tickets

Visites payantes 

Conception du modèle type d’architecture mieux adapté à la nouvelle ville (matériaux, décorations, couleur, hauteurs, formes…)
Plantation d’arbres pour la protection des zones agricoles 

Conception du dépliant promotionnel 
Impression du dépliant 

Distribution du dépliant dans les hôtels de Ouarzazate 

• Rajout du logo UNESCO et CPM sur pancarte accès 
k Enquête de satisfaction auprès des visiteurs / Analyse / étude des améliorations possibles

Balisage de circuits avec différents niveaux de difficulté (court, moyen, long)

Balisage de circuits avec différents niveaux de difficulté (court, moyen, long)
Recherche de financements pour matériel promotionnel et éducatif (y copris document écrits et signalétique sur site

Conception de matériel promotionnel et éducatif : 
• Livret à vendre aux visiteurs 
• Dépliant donné avec ticket d’entrée contenant informations sur le site + carte 
• Kit pédagogique pour les écoles 
• Signalétique sommaire sur les bâtiments importants

• vente du matériel promotionnel 
et éducatif 

• Conception du label et concept « fait à Aït Ben Haddou) 

Objectifs 
Préparation du plan de gestion provisoire avec actions d’urgences 

Présentation des avancées faites en matière de planification et gestion à la trentième session du Comité du Patrimoine Mondial 
Finalisation du plan de gestion 2007-2012 
Mise en œuvre du plan de gestion 

Indicateurs de succès 

• Plan de gestion provisoire bien avancé 
 

• Plan de gestion terminé 
• Visite payante et mécanisme de gestion 

des fonds collectés en place 
• Pont construit 
• Parking amélioré 
• Travaux de conservation préventive en 

cours 
• Eau dans le Ksar (3 bornes fontaines) 
• Ruines partiellement nettoyées 
• 1 circuit de visite aménagé

• Actions payées grâce aux entrées 
• Signalétique en place 
• Matériel promotionnel en vente sur le site 
• Matériel pédagogique imprimé 
• Toilettes publiques disponibles 
• Arbres et roseaux plantés 
• 3 circuits de visite aménagés 
• Electricité disponible 

• Premier festival culturel organisé 
• Nombreuses activités dans le Ksar 
• Plusieurs bâtiments restaurés et en usage
• Aucun matériau inadapté visible 
• Ateliers d’artisans locaux dans le Ksar 
• Coopérative de produits labellisés ABH 

ouverte

Diagnostic de l’état du site 
Relevé photographique des parties menacées

• Formation des guides  
Distribution du matériel dans les écoles avec séances de formation 

Identification d’une équipe de travail pour travailler sur des modèles d’architecture pour le nouveau village 

Usage des fonds récoltés pour le financement d’initiatives locales

Etudes de faisabilité d’un musée des films tournés sur le site

Etudes de faisabilité d’un festival culturel

Recherche de financements

Préparation d’une charte d’usage et de bonnes pratiques à l’intention des investisseurs intéressés
Finalisation et diffusion de la Charte de bonnes pratiques
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