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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.47), a joint UNESCO World Heritage Centre / ICOMOS 
mission took place to the Medina of Essaouira from 26 to 29 April 2006. It reviewed the 
implementation of the decisions of the World Heritage Committee and evaluated the state of 
conservation of the site, including the Mellah Quarter and the North Wall, with new projects 
in the buffer zone of the protected property. 
 

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

• Progressive deterioration of the built framework; 
• Absence of a rehabilitation policy for the Mellah Quarter (open air garbage 

dump, sewage runoff on the outer walls of houses, continuous collapse of the 
buildings); 

• Advanced deterioration of the maritime part of the fortified wall of the Medina; 
• Construction of two commercial complexes in the “buffer zone”. 

 
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.45, adopted at its 28th session (Suzhou, 2004), 
3. Regrets that, in spite of the efforts of the State Party of Morocco, the state of 

conservation of the Mellah Quarter and the North Wall has worsened, and that new 
projects having an irreversible impact on the authenticity of the property have been 
undertaken; 

4. Invites the State Party to inform it, in accordance with paragraph 172 of the 
Operational Guidelines, about projects for the current transformation and new 
construction in the « protected zone and buffer zone» so that the World Heritage 
Committee can recommend appropriate measures to ensure the preservation of the 
outstanding universal value of this property; 

5. Invites the State Party to define, in collaboration with the World Heritage Centre, an 
implementation strategy, including the budget for the work, of the project for the 
conservation and presentation of the Medina of Essaouira presented at its 28th 
session (Suzhou, 2004); 
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6. Encourages the State Party to reinforce the Inspection of the Historic Monuments 
and Sites created at Essaouira and to provide it with adequate human and financial 
resources to ensure the protection of the property; 

7. Invites a joint mission World Heritage Centre / ICOMOS to assess the state of 
conservation of the property; 

8. Requests the State Party to submit to the World Heritage Centre, by 1 February 
2006, a report on the implementation of the decisions of the Committee, for its 
consideration at its 30th session (Vilnius, 2006). 

 
4. The Medina of Essaouira (former Mogador) was inscribed on the World Heritage List in 

2001 under Cultural criteria (ii) and (iv). At its 25th session the World Heritage Committee 
decided to inscribe the property based upon criterion (ii): Essaouira is an outstanding and 
well preserved example of a late 18th century European fortified seaport town translated to a 
North African context; and criterion (iv): With the opening up of Morocco to the rest of the 
world in the later 17th century Essaouira was laid out by a French architect who had been 
profoundly influenced by the work of Vauban at Saint-Malo. It has retained its European 
appearance to a substantial extent. 

 
Current State of Affairs 
 
5. The overall state of conservation of the Medina of Essaouira was fairly good and has 

improved over the recent period, in particular due to the recent clean-up and demolition of 
ruinous structures in the Mellah, which had constituted a health and safety hazard. The 
mission was able to draw comparisons with an earlier visit (taken place in 1998) and the 
changes were profound: where formerly a totally ruined and slum-type of neighbourhood 
existed against the Atlantic wall, the area was now clean and full of tourists completing the 
trail through the historic quarters of Essaouira (see illustrations 1, 2 & 3 in Annex 1). There 
were artisanal workshops and new hotels and restaurants bringing investment, trade and 
activity to this part of town. There are other areas in this district earmarked for demolition, 
although the mission was re-assured that only those structures beyond repair would be 
involved; the local municipality has the intention to maintain the best and most valuable 
structures together with the traditional streetplan of the Mellah. The mission stressed the 
need for proper documentation of those structures and parts of the Mellah earmarked for 
demolition, to provide for a historic record. 

 
The municipality had entered into a courageous, but very challenging process that will 
require vigilance and constant monitoring. The section now demolished will require careful 
planning to introduce high-quality, contemporary architectural design interventions, which at 
the same time preserve the memory and spirit of place. There is a need for an extremely 
delicate balance between old and new to execute a design that is both sensitive to the 
cultural-historic character of the place, as well as a creative and imaginitive continuation of 
Moroccan architectural culture. UNESCO should engage itself to support and advise the 
parties during the duration of this difficult process. 

 
6. The mission noted that there was a profound understanding of the mistakes made in the past 

in the use of materials inappropriate to good conservation and the determination of those 
responsible not to repeat those mistakes and respond in future conservation interventions in 
accordance with international standards. Furthermore, mechanical and electrical services, as 
well as signage and advertising, were sensitively dealt with and in general did not devalue 
the significance of the place. Building heights (14 m. limit) were respected and colour 
schemes together with surface treatments were traditional and of acceptable standards. 
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Maintenance and waste management was adequate and the site was in clean condition. 
However, there is room for improvements, in particular where it concerns better 
maintenance of individual buildings and traditional paving in the Medina. 
 
Overall, the vibrant economic, social and cultural activities in the Medina were noteworthy 
and there was a friendly mix of tourism and local commerce catering to a wide clientele, 
enhancing the visitor experience (illustration 4). Clearly, visitor management seems to be 
under control, although the rise in popularity and visitor numbers foreseen in the future will 
bring new challenges. In particular a slow erosion of cultural authenticity brought about by 
foreign investment to convert residential properties into hotels and restaurants is cause for 
some concern. While this investment should be welcomed, a careful balance must be 
maintained – this should be addressed in the site management plan. In the course of the 
mission, Mr. Abdessalam CHERKAOUI, representative of UNDP involved in implementing 
Agenda 21, highlighted that local authorities had recognized the need to examine the issue of 
sustainable tourism in relation to its foreseen growth. The results of this study are expected 
for January 2007 and should also be included in the site management plan. 
 

7. As regards the two new construction projects, which were both located in the designated 
bufferzone, the mission noted the following. Firstly, land purchase and permission for the 
projects was obtained prior to World Heritage inscription. Nevertheless, the mission 
regretted that these projects were not brought to the attention of the World Heritage Centre 
for information and advice. Secondly the projects enhanced, to a great extent, the public 
spaces in respect of their revitalization, amenity and accessibility to local residents and 
visitors. 
 
The project located next to Bab Sbaa to the south of the Grand Mosque Ben Youssef was of 
modern design, one story in height and of appropriate proportion, reflecting the surrounding 
cultural-historic features (illustration 5). Part of the project had involved the design of a 
large paved area in front of the Mosque and city wall, with green spaces and good access in 
full use by local residents. The mission felt that despite the location in the bufferzone so 
close to the city wall, this represented a substantial improvement to the previous situation 
(see comparison by illustrations 6 & 7, and 8 & 9). The mission also noted that the 
responsible parties had engaged themselves in lenghty consultations, which gained major 
changes to the original design of the project. 
 
The project located outside Bab Doukkala was still under construction and therefore 
assessment is premature. However, the mission noted two concerns, which were shared by 
local representatives: both height and proportion did not follow the historic fabric, while the 
design was of questionable quality (illustration 10). There were, however, collateral 
improvements connected to this project: the public space and adjoining city wall will be 
improved considerably, while economic revitalisation will greatly benefit this part of town. 
From a town planning point of view, the location of the project (constituting 80 residential 
and 62 commercial units) is ideal, in that it will create an opposite pole to the existing 
economic and touristic centre located around Bab El Menzeh – it will create an economic 
and cultural axis through the heart of the Medina of Essaouira. 
 
Despite these relatively positive impacts, the mission would like to stress the necessity of 
respecting the bufferzone in that no more construction projects should be carried out within 
this zone. 
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Conclusions 
 
8. The mission concluded that the overall state of conservation was acceptable; that the 

Moroccan authorities had taken a bold and encouraging step to improve the quarter of the 
Mellah; that the actions had already visible impact on investments, economic activities, 
visitor access and safety; that the task laying ahead will be long and complex and that 
continued vigilance and monitoring, together with key support for restoration and redesign, 
is required; that any future project should be submitted to the World Heritage Centre for 
information and consultation; and that documentation, restoration, redesign and maintenance 
should be done to the highest standards, following international techniques and charters. 

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

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

 
 
ANNEX 1. Illustrations 
 

 
 
Illustration 1: The historic quarter of the Mellah in 1998 – photo taken by R. van Oers 
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Illustration 2: The historic quarter of the Mellah in 2006 – same section as shown in 1998 
photograph, but now cleared from ruinous structures 
 
 

 
 
Illustration 3: The historic quarter of the Mellah in 2006 
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Illustration 4: A friendly mix of tourism and local commerce 
 
 

 
 
Illustration 5: Project located next to Bab Sbaa of appropriate proportion and design 
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Illustration 6: Area next to Bab Sbaa in 1998 – photo taken by R. van Oers 
 

 
Illustration 7: Same area next to Bab Sbaa in 2006, showing enhanced public space 
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Illustrations 8 & 9: Idem, comparison between 1998 (up) and 2006 (above), same viewpoint 
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Illustration 10: Project located outside Bab Doukkala still under construction, but height and 
proportions are not compatible with historic fabric 
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ANNEX 3. Programme of the Mission and Representatives Met 
 
 
25 April 2006: Travel from Ouarzazate to Essaouira by car (arrival at 18.00) 
 
26 April 2006 
AM/PM: Meeting with Mr. Abderrahim EL BERTAI, Delegate of the Ministry of Culture at 
Essaouira, Mr. Abdelfattah ICHKHAKH, Conservator at the Inspection of Historic Monuments 
and Sites, and Mr. Adam EL MAHFOUDI, Inspector of Historic Monuments and Sites, with 
comprehensive site visit, including on-site meeting with Mr. Abdessalam CHERKAOUI, Chief 
Engineer and Local Coordinator of Programme Agenda 21 at Essaouira (UNDP) 
 
27 April 2006 
AM: Meeting with Mr. Abdellah FILALI, Provincial Delegate at Essaouira for Housing and 
Urbanism, and his assistant, to discuss the revitalisation of the Mellah, followed by a meeting 
with the Governor of Essaouira Province to discuss mission findings 
 
PM: Departure by car for Rabat (arrival at 19.00) 
 
28 April 2006 
AM: Meeting with Mr. Philippe QUEAU, Director of the UNESCO Cluster Office in Rabat, and 
Mr. Mr. Mohamed OULD KHATTAR, Programme Specialist for Culture, to discuss mission 
findings and reporting requirements 
 
PM: Meeting with Mr. Abdelaziz TOURI, Secretary-General at the Ministry of Culture and 
Communication, to discuss mission findings and reporting to the World Heritage Committee 
 
29 April 2006: Departure for Paris (arrival at 12.45) 
  


