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Introduction 

It is quoted in The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO) 

website that we should “encourage international cooperation in the conservation of our world’s cultural 

and natural heritage”, underlining the importance of this issue. In our ever-changing world, culturally 

inherited values are being threatened every day by the rapid increment of degeneration. A parallel can 

be drawn among the augmentation of the problem and the years passing. The history of the problem 

does not date back more than the World War II era, as the material heritage has been accepted then. 

However, the term “Intangible Heritage Site” has been accepted around the 1970s when groups and 

communities asked for a balance between developments and traditions. While the advantageous 

conditions of globalisation are surrounding us in terms of easy accessibility and cultural integration, our 

moral codes are being diminished with the increasing populism. The balanced combination of traditional 

and contemporary living must be assimilated into our daily lives in order to conserve our heritage. This 

can only be done by overcoming the solid manifestation of community-based values and achieving the 

transmission of knowledge with the skills accompanying it. This report aims to display the problems and 

previous actions thoroughly focusing on the involvement of countries and organisations as well as 

suggesting possible solutions to achieve the safeguarding of our intangible cultural heritage. The broad 

concept of “cultural heritage” will be broken down in terms of cultural property (representations, 

practices, skills, expressions, knowledge), world heritage sites and digital heritage, all combined under 

the title of preserving the historical significance of a community. 

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Intangible Cultural Heritage 

Defined in the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage as “the 

practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills – as well as the instruments, objects, artefacts 

and cultural spaces associated therewith – that communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals 

recognise as part of their cultural heritage.” Intangible cultural heritage is the whole of the values 

constructing our community-based heritage. A specific example of an intangible cultural heritage would 
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be the “Punto” in Cuba. Punto is a form of poetry and music of the Cuban Farmers, prone to 

disappearing and in need of emergency safeguarding. 

 

        Image 1. A group of Punto Players, Grupo Guijarro 

Safeguarding 

It is the action of protecting and assuring the security against a possible threat. The definition of 

the word is particularly significant as the need for the action safeguarding only occurs when there is a 

considerable danger. The solutions provided in the resolutions should first and foremost aim to provide a 

protecting barrier against the threat of the loss of cultural identity of a community. 

Authenticity 

The general definition can be written as the quality of being unique and original with 

unquestionable evidence, implicitly verified. The application of this word to the topic at hand lies in the 

issue of heritage evidencing. The European heritage protection provides two mutually exclusive 

paradigms on authenticity: Historical view and historical materials. Due to the intelligibility of the 

paradigm “historical materials,” it is the one currently in use, as historical view remains ambiguous due to 

its reproducibility and interpretability. 

Artefact 

A human-crafted object or monument in the memory of a historical event, leaving behind a trace 

of activity. Historical artefacts play a significant role in the representation of cultural heritage as they are 

a solid depiction of experience and they should be protected to keep the culture and the history alive.  

Digital Heritage 

Considering that digitalisation has been the basis of human activity in recent years, digital 

heritage has been developed as a strategic and permanent way to store intangible cultural heritage. 

Formed with the leadership of UNESCO, the digital heritage concept consists of moving and still images, 

audio, texts with the purpose of passing knowledge from generation to generation. Apart from 

specialised international and national databases, many nations have started to offer “Virtual Tours” of 

their historical heritage sites on their Ministry of Culture Websites. 
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               Image 2. From Real Monuments to Digital Objects, Ecab 

 

Background Information 

Cultural properties form the basis of cultural heritage; therefore, the fundamentals forming the 

whole of a community must be understood in a detailed manner. Primarily, the practices and the skills of 

a community or a group carry a traditional value such that the abilities formed out of need are adapted to 

the conditions of the community. Some examples to this range from traditional craftsmanship such as 

Konjic woodcarving, the copper craftsmanship of Lahij to required systems such as three writing systems 

of the Georgian Alphabet and whistled language in Turkey. These skills are essential for the feeling of 

continuity and authenticity. Secondly, the artistic expressions of a community are of utmost importance 

to the essence of a traditional community. These expressions vary in terms of form: Dances (Wititi dance 

of the Colca Valley in Peru, the ritual dance of the royal drum in Burundi), musical expressions (Fado 

recitals in Portugal, Ojkanje singing in Croatia) and art-making (Ebru the Turkish art of marbling, Art of 

Chinese seal engraving).  

Moreover, the feasibility of the practices for the less common religions or groups is also under 

threat as society is moving towards globalised religious categorisation, as well. Some of these religious 

activities are festivals (e.g. Ramman, the religious festival of India), some are rituals (Căluş ritual of 

Romanis), and some are worship (Worship of Hùng kings in Viet Nam). On a larger scale, the 

preponderance of these problems is caused due to the increasing intolerance in the society and the 

threats formed as a result.  

Cultural Heritage Criterion 

The World Heritage Convention under the UNESCO has formed a ten parts list as a criterion for 

the selection of natural and cultural world heritage concepts. The criterion was created after the adoption 

of Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World Heritage Convention. The summary of the 

list is as follows: 
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1. to represent a masterpiece of human genius; 

2. to exhibit an important interchange of human values 

3. to bear a unique or at least exceptional testimony to a cultural tradition 

4. to be an outstanding example of a type of building, architectural or technological ensemble or 

landscape 

5. to be an outstanding example of a traditional human settlement, 

6. to be directly or tangibly associated with events or living traditions, with ideas, or with beliefs, with 

artistic and literary works 

7. to contain superlative natural phenomena or areas of exceptional natural beauty and aesthetic 

importance 

8. to be outstanding examples representing major stages of earth's history 

9. to be outstanding examples representing significant on-going ecological and biological processes 

10. to contain the most important and significant natural habitats for in-situ conservation of biological 

diversity 

Note: These sites must correspond with at least one of the aforementioned items to be included in the 

World Heritage List. 

World Heritage Sites 

These sites are one of the most significant aspects of intangible cultural heritage both for the 

representation of the values and the possible historical knowledge in the form of a human settlement 

(corresponding with the 5th criteria), architectural structure (4th criteria) or landscape (4th criteria). 

According to the World Heritage list formed by UNESCO, 1092 sites are existent with 54 of them in 

danger, and some obliterated. These types of the sites range from archaeological sites to complexes 

and natural landscapes. Images of different types of world heritage sites in danger: 

 

                                                                                                 

 

Image 3: Architectural site of 
villages of Leptis Magna in 
Libya 

Image 4: Manovo-Gounda St 
Floris National Park in the 
Central African Republic 

Image 5: Ancient Northern Syria 
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Threats to Intangible Cultural Heritage  

Intolerance 

Intolerance can be identified as the main reason for the gradual loss of our cultural heritage. If the 

diversity in the world in terms of ethnicities, religions, languages and cultures are further segregated, 

rather than embraced, the cultural heritage will be disrespected and resultantly diminish. The Declaration 

of Principles on Tolerance is a step towards achieving a tolerant society where the distinctive values of 

communities are respected and honoured. 

Terrorism and Cultural Heritage Sites 

Exceptional cultural heritage sites, particularly architectural sites, have been a target of extremist 

activity. As a result of armed conflict, many sites have been damaged or destroyed. ISIL and Al-Qaeda 

have intentionally demolished many sites. Iraq has been the target of ISIL and Hatra, Mosul Museum, 

Nimrud and Nineveh (including all registered World Heritage Sites) are in extreme danger. It has been 

noted that three out of four registered World Heritage Sites are marked as endangered in the Islamic 

Republic of Iraq. Moreover, since 2013 six certified world heritage sites have been in danger, with all six 

being reportedly damaged today. The previously/currently ISIL occupied cities of Aleppo, Raqqa and 

Palmyra have been the home of many significant sites, which have almost no trace of them now.  

Cultural Tourism 

As much as the financial income from the cultural visits by the tourists is the main source of 

revenue for many nations, it surely is a fact that safeguarding the heritage sites are disregarded when it 

comes to financial income. Specifically, the lack of quality presentation may cause controversy over the 

investments made on the sites, inadequately supervised visits may harm the artefacts or cause an 

unwanted change on the biodiversity of the natural area and unmonitored visits may cause illicit activity 

in the area such as artefact trafficking etc.  

 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved  

UNESCO  

Playing a central role on the issue at hand, UNESCO has taken the most significant and 

efficacious steps towards achieving tolerance and respect to our intangible cultural heritage. Their 

actions include conventions (e.g. The World Heritage Convention), data collecting (e.g. the mapping and 

the classification of the world heritage sites and the world heritage list) and in general playing the lead 

role on the creation of a global strategy (e.g. funding, guidelines, protocols). 

IFLA (The International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions) 

The International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions has been working in 

conjunction with UNESCO and the International Committee of the Blue Shield to prevent that “cultural 
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heritage remains in safe conditions in their place of origin”. The organisation has been an active figure 

on the issue by awareness raising, monitoring the zones in danger and education. It has drawn attention 

to the intangible cultural heritage being exploited for political propaganda. They have taken the action of 

“digital documentary heritage” to preserve the values for the next generations and has been in close 

cooperation with the Persist project formed by UNESCO. 

China 

After ratifying the Convention in 2004, in 2005 China started creating action plans and strategies 

to prioritise the safeguarding of their cultural heritage to implement the necessities of the Convention.              

Italy 

Housing 54 world heritage properties, Italy can be considered as a role figure on the protection 

and preservation of heritage sites, particularly from the legislative aspect. Italy has implemented many 

laws on “Cultural movable/immovable property” and has taken significant actions on illicit trafficking of 

historical objects. 

Spain 

Alongside Italy, Spain is also one of the countries housing numerous heritage sites and hosting 

uncountable intangible cultural heritage. Spain could be considered as a sample nation to have separate 

action plans handling the issue from different aspects. The aspects are as follows: 

 Education, 

 Bilateral, Sub-Regional, Regional and International Cooperation, 

 Safeguarding Activities, 

 Inventorying, 

 Documentation, 

 National Plan. 

Israel 

Israel has been at the centre of study for UNESCO. Being highly affected by the conflict with 

Palestinian and Jordanian authorities the UNESCO missions in the city of Jerusalem is considered as a 

challenging context, as well as many other cultural properties. Heritage professionals and artisans have 

been highly involved in the rehabilitation and to improve the living conditions in the city. 

 

Timeline of Events 

Date Description of event 

November 16, 1945 UNESCO specialised agency formed. 

November 14, 1970 Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export, 
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and Transport of Ownership of Cultural Property adopted. 

November 16, 1972 World Heritage Convention adopted. 

November 2, 2001 Convention on the Protection of the Underwater Cultural Heritage adopted. 

2001 

The Proclamation of Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of 

Humanity created by the Director-General of UNESCO with the aim of raising 

awareness. 

October 17, 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage adopted. 

October 20, 2005 Description of event 

June 27-29, 2006 
First meeting of the Convention’s decision-making organ, the General Assembly 

of States Parties, began gathering biannually in Paris, France. 

2018 Chosen as the “European Year of Cultural Heritage” by European Union. 

 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

● Declaration on the Critical Economic Situation in Africa, December 3, 1984 (A/RES/39/29) 

● The Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage, September 29- October 17, 

2003  

● Charter on the Preservation of Digital Heritage, October 15, 2003 

● Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict, 1954 

● Preservation and the Further Development of Cultural Values, December 14, 1973, 3148 (XXVIII)  

● Restitution of Works of Art to Countries Victims of Expropriation, December 18, 1973, 3187 

(XXVIII) 

● Protection, Restitution and Return of Cultural and Artistic Property as Part of the Preservation 

and Further Development of Cultural Values, December 14, 1978, 33/50  

● Return or Restitution of Cultural Property to the Countries of Origin, November 29, 1979, 34/64 

● Return or Restitution of Cultural Property to the Countries of Origin, November 27, 1981, 36/64  

● Return or Restitution of Cultural Property to the Countries of Origin, October 22, 1987, 42/7  

● Return or Restitution of Cultural Property to the Countries of Origin, December 3, 2003, 58/17  

● Return or Restitution of Cultural Property to the Countries of Origin, December 9, 2015, 

A/RES/70/76 

● Security Council Resolution 2347, March 24, 2017, S/RES/2347 
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Previous Attempts to solve the Issue 

GoUNESCO 

GoUNESCO is a citizen-led project to make learning about cultural heritage more engaging for all 

age groups and increase understanding. GoUNESCO is active in 120+ countries with the aim of creating 

a base for global conversation and learning. The programme is volunteer-based and organises runs in 

heritage locations to increase awareness. Currently, the 2018 programme is in the World Heritage Sites 

in India, and the campaign changes location on an annual base. 

UNESCO PERSIST Project 

The PERSIST (Platform to Enhance the Sustainability of the Information Society Trans globally) 

project is a digital heritage project aiming to guide heritage institutions, by creating guidelines on the 

selection of digital heritage to achieve long-term preservation of the data. 

Open Heritage 

Open Heritage is a project originated by Google’s Art & Culture and CyArk. It aims to provide a 

free 3D exploration of world heritage sites and the digital preservation of cultural objects or places. It is 

considered as one of the initial steps towards the development of the concept “digital heritage”. 

   Image 6. A screenshot taken from the website 

 

The World Heritage Convention 

The World Heritage Convention is one of the limited activities aiming to create and promote 

cooperation among nations to create a collaborative effort on the safeguarding of intangible cultural 

heritage. It aims to “appropriate legal, scientific, technical, administrative and financial measures 

necessary for the identification, protection, conservation, presentation and rehabilitation of heritage,” in 

accordance with the Convention to Protect World Heritage Properties. Moreover, the committee also 

calls for international assistance, inscribes new properties to the World Heritage List and administers the 

World Heritage Fund.  
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Possible Solutions 

Considering that UNESCO is the main organisation carrying out all the research, further studies 

must be done on the issue at hand by other organisations as well. Research should be promoted by 

collaborating with experts in order to create new research reports handling the issue from different 

aspects as well. The aim of these reports should be to serve as a guide for the governments to take the 

necessary measures, especially in the countries in need such as, but not limited to Syria and Iraq.  

One of the key factors of a nation on the issue is the Ministries of Cultural Affairs/Culture/ Culture 

and Tourism. Even though the corrupt state of a Member Nation could diminish the proper terms of 

reference of the ministries it is of utmost importance to, if not existent, immediately establish a Ministry of 

Culture. The Ministry of Culture should be responsible for museums, monuments, cultural values, 

tangible/intangible heritage and legislative aspect of the issue. The existence of a properly functioning 

Ministry would also hold a great advantage in terms of cultural fund; therefore, the fund designated for 

cultural heritage would be separate of governmental affairs. If the Ministry is existent and functioning 

properly additional upgrades to their missions could be made. Some examples of these upgrades could 

be forming a digital heritage database as a part of their archival records, management of educational 

institutions and related departments and activeness on international communication with other Member 

Nations and related organisations. 

Education is the key in this issue as well as many other issues; the youth should be aware of 

taking care of their cultural heritage. Awareness for ownership of cultural values could be given to the 

children as a part of their history classes, in the form of regular information assemblies. If the school is 

found to be inadequate in terms of care or knowledge on the issue, special attendants could be sent to 

the school by a relevant organisation or the Ministries of Cultural Affairs. 

Apart from the existing awareness campaigns, the scale of the activities should be broadened so 

that they not only reach out to MEDCs but the LEDCs as well. The ways of raising awareness should be 

increased to prevent the possibility of insufficient accessibility. To avoid proposing a solution already 

existing, innovative awareness campaigns should be thought. 

Preservation and, if necessary, restoration of museums, human-made heritage sites and natural 

sites is a possible solution. However, this should be a collaborative effort amongst organisations, experts 

(architects, historians, archaeologists etc.), Ministries of Culture and other states. The necessary 

precautions are key during restoration as many heritage sites are damaged due to the mishandling of the 

construction. 

Finally, the number of national forums on Intangible Cultural Heritage should be increased as 

every nation needs national decisions and strategies before reaching a global consensus. The latter step 

for this is uniting every nation under the United Nations to regularise and formalise brainstorming and 

decision-making. 
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