UNESCO’S WORK TO PROTECT CULTURAL AND NATURAL HERITAGE WORLDWIDE: A GRAND TRADITION
UNESCO’s work in the protection of the cultural and natural heritage of humanity is universally recognized as unique and essential. There is no other comparable instrument for worldwide cooperation among governments and cultural communities. Since the first successful campaign in 1959 to save Abu Simbel in Upper Egypt from flooding, UNESCO has spearheaded over two dozen massive campaigns to safeguard sites and monuments which belong to the world’s shared heritage.

The scale and technical complexity of the Aksum project set a new standard for UNESCO and demonstrate its ability to undertake ambitious restoration work, while fostering capacity-building and local development. 
Some highlights of UNESCO’s actions to protect cultural and natural heritage
	


1. Abu Simbel (Egypt), 1959
The first event which mobilized international attention was the decision to build the Aswan High Dam in Egypt, which flooded the valley containing the Abu Simbel temples, a treasure of ancient Egyptian civilization. In 1959, after an appeal from the governments of Egypt and Sudan, UNESCO launched an international safeguarding campaign. Archaeological research in the areas to be flooded was accelerated. Above all, the Abu Simbel and Philae temples were cut, and reassembled on dry land.
2. Venice (Italy), 1966
Venice’s image as a timeless repository of beauty and cultural heritage was dealt a severe blow on 4 November 1966, when torrential rain devastated the north of Italy and flooded both Venice and Florence on a scale never seen before. The heavy human toll and physical destruction were compounded by damage to thousands of works of art. UNESCO launched an appeal for international solidarity, a movement which is still ongoing as the survival of Venice continues to depend on vigilance and international cooperation.

3. Borobodur (Indonesia), 1972
Borobodur, in central Java, Indonesia, is the site of one of the world’s finest Buddhist monuments. Dating from around the 9th century AD, this magnificent temple consists of a huge, truncated pyramid covered with intricately carved blocks of stone that illustrate the life of the Buddha and his teachings. In 1972, the International Safeguarding Campaign of Borobodur was launched by UNESCO with financial support from Member States, including Japan, the Federal Republic of Germany, Australia, Belgium and Great Britain. The project lasted until 1985, involved 600 people and cost a total of nearly US$700 million. The foundation of the monument was stabilized and all 1,460 panels were cleaned. In 1991, Borobodur was inscribed on the World Heritage List and UNESCO began the second phase of restoration in 2003, focusing this time on local communities, enterprise and income-generating activities. Borobodur is Indonesia’s single most visited tourist attraction today.
4. Angkor (Cambodia), 1993
Angkor is one of the most important and iconic archaeological sites in South-East Asia stretching over some 400 km2, much of it covered by trees. Angkor Archaeological Park contains the magnificent remains of the different capitals of the Khmer Empire from the 9th to the 15th century. They include over 40 temples, among them the famous Angkor Wat and Bayon temples with their rich sculptures and reliefs, as well as the remains of highly sophisticated engineering and hydraulic structures. In 1993, as soon as the conflicts that affected the region ended, UNESCO inscribed the property on its World Heritage List and set up a comprehensive programme, overseen by an International Coordinating Committee, to safeguard this unique site and its surroundings. This provided the framework for international cooperation and resulted in the implementation of projects worth over U.S.$ 50 million over the past 12 years. The success of this campaign was recognized in 2004 when it finally became possible to remove Angkor from the List of World Heritage in Danger. Today, UNESCO is still involved in the conservation of Angkor, including the development of an integrated Management Plan for the property reflecting the findings of recent research and mindful of the wider landscape of the region and its living heritage.

5. The Old Bridge of Mostar (Bosnia and Herzegovina), 1995
In December 1995, UNESCO and the government of Bosnia and Herzegovina signed an agreement laying the ground for cultural heritage reconstruction and restoration projects, notably for the historical centres of Sarajevo and Mostar. UNESCO established an international scientific committee and led a successful international restoration campaign which was crowned in 2005 with the inscription on the World Heritage List of the Old Bridge Area of the Old City of Mostar. The inscription took place some 15 years after fighting destroyed most of the historic town and the Old Bridge, designed by the renowned Ottoman architect Sinan.
6. Democratic Republic of the Congo, 2000
In view of the serious damage caused to the Democratic Republic of the Congo’s five World Heritage sites by years of strife, UNESCO and the United Nations Foundation set up a pilot project of conservation of natural heritage in times of war in 2000. The five sites: the National Parks of Garamba, Kahuzi-Biega, Salonga, Virunga and the Okapi Wildlife Reserve are all included on the List of World Heritage in Danger.

Over four years, UNESCO, the Institut Congolais pour la conservation de la nature (ICCN) and other partners implemented a project to fight the destruction of biodiversity and protected areas at a time when most other donors were pulling out of the DRC because of fighting in the country.
The project entered a second phase in 2004 and continues today bringing together the ICCN, UNESCO’s World Heritage Centre and other United Nations agencies and programmes (i.e. the UN Development and Environment Programmes, UNDP and UNEP, as well as the UN Mission to DRC, MONUC). It aims to consolidate the achievements of the first phase in terms of preserving the ecological capital of these World Heritage sites and seeks to increase the involvement of local communities. Italy, Belgium, and the United Nations Foundation have invested US$ 8 million to date.
7. Easter Island (Chili), 2001
Rapa Nui (indigenous name of Easter Island), was inscribed on UNESCO’s World Heritage List in 1995 as testimony to a unique cultural phenomenon. A society of Polynesian origin that settled there around 300 A.D. developed a powerful, imaginative and original tradition of monumental sculpture and architecture, free from any external influence. From the 10th to the 16th century, this society built shrines and erected enormous stone figures known as moai, which created a cultural landscape that continues to fascinate people from all over the world. In October 2001, UNESCO signed a covenant with the authorities of Chile to start the Integrated Conservation Archaeological Project of Easter Island, financed by Japan. The main interventions were undertaken at the Ahu of Tongariki and included excavations, the consolidation of existing structures, the compilation of an inventory of the moais and monumental structures as well as the installation of a laboratory for applied conservation research on volcanic stone at the Rapa Nui Museum.
8. Afghanistan, 2003
Afghanistan has a unique cultural heritage which reflects a complex history marked by encounters with Central Asia, Achaemenid Persia, Hellenistic Greece, Buddhism, Hinduism, Zoroastrianism and Islam. In March 2001, the Taliban blew up the giant Bamiyan Buddha statues. Since then, UNESCO and international agencies have come together in an emergency effort to safeguard the country’s invaluable cultural heritage, including the two World Heritage sites of Bamiyan and the Minaret of Jam (both included on the List of World Heritage in Danger). Thanks to grants from the Japanese government, UNESCO has undertaken a large project for the Safeguarding of the Cultural Landscape and Archaeological Remains of the Bamiyan Valley, starting in 2003. The first phase successfully consolidated the cliffs and niches and conserved the mural paintings in the Buddhist caves. The second phase focused on improving the state of preservation of the Bamiyan site, improving local capacities in cultural heritage conservation and laying the groundwork for cultural tourism in Bamiyan.

In 2003, UNESCO undertook crucial stabilization and restoration work to safeguard the soaring 65-metre Minaret of the World Heritage site of Jam. The work on the 12th-century monument was made possible thanks to funding from Italy and Switzerland.
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