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TEXT  

 
The World Heritage Committee,  

1. Having examined Documents WHC/23/45.COM/8B and WHC/23/45.COM/INF.8B1,  

2. Inscribes The Gedeo Cultural Landscape, Ethiopia, on the World Heritage List as a cultural landscape 
on the basis of criteria (iii) and (v);  

3. Adopts the following Statement of Outstanding Universal Value:  

 

Brief synthesis  

The Gedeo Cultural Landscape spread along the eastern escarpment of the Ethiopian highlands, is an 
exceptional testimony to a long-standing and still living indigenous Gedeo cultural tradition of 
agroforestry, with its layered cultivation of mature trees providing shelter for enset, coffee and other 
food crops. This symbiotic system, linking culture and nature, is underpinned by traditional knowledge 
systems of the Gedeo community, and has the capacity to sustain livelihoods while ensuring 
environmental sustainability.  

The abundant alluvial rivers and fertile soils of the escarpment support the agroforestry layers spread 
over the twenty kilometres that separate the top of the escarpment from the lowlands. Large trees 
shelter indigenous enset – (enset ventricosum) the main food crop under which coffee grows, and now 
the main cash crop – together with other indigenous trees, root crops, shrubs, etc., each species 



occupying a distinct layer. The Gedeo Cultural Landscape property is home to just over a quarter of a 
million Gedeo people.  

While the Gedeo are Indigenous to Ethiopia and have been associated with the cultivation of enset for 
perhaps a few thousand years, oral traditions suggest that they moved to the southwest from the north 
sometime during the last two millennia. The Gedeo communities are still largely guided by indigenous 
knowledge, and traditional institutions including the Songo, or Council of elders, as well as the Ballee 
system that regulates interaction with nature. Parts of the natural forest are set aside as sacred areas 
for ritual purposes, where no trees are felled or cultivation practised, and where indigenous tree species 
and medicinal plants have been preserved, while on the mountain ridges dense clusters of megalithic 
monuments, some steles and others in phallic form, were also revered by the Gedeo and cared for by 
their elders. The Gedeo traditional systems and practices underpin the forest regimes.  

Criterion (iii): The Gedeo Cultural Landscape is an exceptional testimony to the long-standing and still 
living indigenous Gedeo cultural tradition of agroforestry with its layered cultivation of mature trees 
providing shelter for enset, and more recently coffee as well as shrubs and other food crops. For 
centuries, or perhaps even millennia, in what is now the southwest of Ethiopia, these traditional 
agroforestry practices have provided a sustainable living for communities, based on traditional 
knowledge and belief systems that reserved certain parts of the forest as sacred areas and protected 
megalithic clusters of steles as ritual sites.  

Criterion (v): The Gedeo Cultural Landscape is as an outstanding example of how communities over 
time have devised systems to optimising the constraints and opportunities of their natural 
environment. The Gedeo indigenous Ballee system combines customary laws, rules, regulations, norms, 
and codes of social relations to govern interactions with nature. The resulting landscape not only 
supports the highest density of population in Africa, but it also maintains harmony with species, rich 
biodiversity and produces high quality organic coffee. It is though highly vulnerable to a range of social 
and economic pressures that are threatening its resilience and sustainability.  

Integrity  

The key attributes are present within the boundaries, though some of the landscape areas immediately 
beyond the boundaries may also include some attributes. The overall ensemble of attributes is 
extremely vulnerable to a large number of social and economic pressures. Although traditional 
management underpins the management of the property, the Ballee and Songo institutions that govern 
management are no longer adhered to by all community members which means that the traditional 
processes that support the overall layered agroforestry practices have been weakened. This could result 
in systemic collapse. In order for the Gedeo cultural landscape to survive in a sustainable form and to 
keep its value, the whole network of attributes that convey the Outstanding Universal Value must be 
sustained as a single integrated system. Urgent measures are needed to support and strengthen the 
traditional framework, as part of a wider strategic approach to development, in order to address the 
extreme vulnerability of integrity.  

 

Authenticity  

Traditional agroforestry practices and governance underpin and shape the whole Gedeo cultural 
landscape. The attributes are all interlinked and vulnerability of one part of the system can lead to 
vulnerability of the whole property. Thus, how well the agroforestry landscape conveys its value depend 
on the resilience of the traditional processes. The traditional practices and governance still persist but 
have been weakened and are extremely vulnerable to a host of different economic and social factors, 
which means that their ability to reflect meaning is compromised to a degree. Authenticity is thus highly 



vulnerable. If authenticity is to persist, and if the overall landscape is to reflect its meaning truthfully 
and credibly in the long term, traditional practices and traditional governance both need strengthening 
and supporting as a matter of urgency, in order to address the extreme vulnerability of authenticity.  

Management and protection requirements  

The status and protection of traditionally used land by local communities is enshrined in the Ethiopian 
Constitution. At the federal level, the Research and Conservation of Cultural Heritage Proclamation 
(209/2000) recognises the value and heritage status of a property that describes and witnesses the 
evolution of nature and which has a major value in its scientific, historical, cultural, artistic and 
handicraft content. This general protection for cultural aspects of the property is augmented by more 
local instruments that address the specificities of protecting the overall Gedeo cultural landscape.  

The two key local instruments that were adopted by the Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples’ 
Region are: 1) The Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples’ Region Rural Land Administration and 
Utilization Proclamation (110/2007), that states that “land for communal use which includes social and 
cultural affairs and religion is reserved for the communities”; and 2) the Proclamation for Conservation 
and Protection of South Nations, Nationalities and Peoples’ Region State Cultural Landscape Heritages 
of Gedeo (189/2021). This second Proclamation is specific to the property and covers heritage sites, 
sacred sites and agroforestry which is defined as a “land management system for the cultivation and 
use of a wide range of valuable tree species, animals, combined with annual and permanent crops”. It 
also sets out the management structure and operational mechanisms that will translate its clauses into 
practice within the property, including constraints on where crops are planted, and support for 
traditional practices. The scope and details of the landscape to be protected will be determined by 
directives, and both Ethiopian and foreign universities are to be encouraged to undertake research and 
documentation to underpin these directives. These will need to define the traditional agroforestry of 
the property both generally and for specific areas as well as the limits of cultivation.  

4. Also inscribes The Gedeo Cultural Landscape, Ethiopia, on the List of World Heritage in Danger;  

5. Recommends that the State Party invite a reactive monitoring mission to the property to establish a 
Desired state of conservation and a programme of corrective measures to remove the property from 
the List of World Heritage in Danger;  

6. Also recommends that the State Party give urgent consideration to the following:  

a) Continuing to progress the sustainable land use plan in order to:  

i) Define a strategic approach for the development of the property that encompasses the need to 
provide incentives and support for traditional agroforestry practices; to improve prices for high-quality 
organic coffee; to raise the overall standard of living of communities; and put in place appropriate 
constraints for the expansion of settlements, the scope of cultivation and the type of crops and trees 
planted, Nominations to the World Heritage List WHC/23/45.COM/8B, p.18  

 

ii) Ensure that the plan builds on existing national government initiatives, and provides a context for 
the management plan but also focuses on the specific aspects within the property’s area for which long-
term protection is needed in order to address the many acknowledged threats that it faces so as to 
ensure its resilience and sustainability,  

iii) Consider, in the context of the large scale of the property and the size of the Gedeo community, 
extending the timescale for the plan beyond the six months envisaged to allow for more in-depth 



assessment and documentation to be gathered, full engagement and consultation with agroforestry 
communities, and delivery mechanisms to be developed,  

iv) Ensure that the plan defines specific measures to address dangers that the property faces, and 
frames actions in the short-term as well as in the medium- and long-term to ensure that forces for 
drastic and irreversible change can be contained and their impacts mitigated, and overall defines how 
and when the property might achieve a state of conservation that would ensure its Outstanding 
Universal Value is sustained for the long-term,  

v) Include within the plan a strategy to protect the local and national natural values of the property in 
ways that support traditional knowledge and the livelihoods of local communities,  

b) Implementing fully the management plan and strengthening the property management office,  

c) Extending the monitoring system to encompass all the attributes of Outstanding Universal Value and 
consider introducing a partly community-based monitoring system,  

d) Undertaking a detailed analysis of the boundaries of the property to justify its specific alignment in 
relation to cultural communities and cultural processes and identify whether any minor adjustments 
are necessary,  

e) Considering putting in place a buffer zone for the property that provides appropriate protective 
measure to ensure a gradation between the property and its wider setting in terms of the impact of 
development and other changes;  

7. Requests the State Party to submit to the World Heritage Centre by 1 February 2024  2026, a report 
on the implementation of the above-mentioned recommendations for examination by the World 
Heritage Committee at its 46th 48th session. 


