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Introduction to the committee 
 

Formed in 1945, UNESCO is a specialised agency of the United Nations, comprising 195 

Member States and 9 associate members. UNESCO strives to achieve global peace and 

security through education, cultural understanding, science and freedom of expression. Its 

five main programs cover: education, natural science, human sciences, culture and 

information. These programs are undertaken through UNESCO’s several regional and 

national field offices, as well as institutes and centres that support specific programs. It also 

has several partnerships with non-governmental, intergovernmental and private 

organisations around the world.  

UNESCO is governed by an Executive Board whose 58 members are elected every 2 years at 

the UNESCO General Conference, attended by Member States, Observer States and 

intergovernmental and non-governmental organisations. Meeting twice a year, the Board, 

which elects a Director-General, carries out various functions, as assigned to it by the 

General Conference or through agreements between UNESCO and various UN or 

intergovernmental bodies.  

Background 
 

To qualify for a position on the World Heritage Site, a place must meet at least one of ten 

criteria (there are 6 cultural and 4 natural criteria). There are a number of conflicting 

interests that threaten the preservation of these sites, such as natural disasters and war as 

well as economic factors such as commercial poaching, mining, development and tourism.  

Since the signing of the World Heritage Programme in 1972, there have been several 

instances of conflicting economic and cultural interests threatening the effective 

preservation of various sites. In such cases, UNESCO has placed these sites on the UNESCO 

List of World Heritage in Danger. Placement on this list may mean increased global 

awareness of the site in danger (and possibly a resultant increase in donations to assist in 
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the preservation of the site). The World Heritage Committee can also assign extra funding to 

the site in danger.  

If the relevant State does not respond sufficiently to a Site’s placement on this list, the World 

Heritage Committee can remove the Site from the list. An example is the removal of Oman’s 

Arabian Oryx Sanctuary from the list which was threatened by oil extraction. However such 

a removal is seen as a failure of the World Heritage Convention.  

UNESCO strives to strike a balance between development and preservation. There are many 

cases of when this balance has been successfully achieved, as well as when it has failed. In 

the early 2000s for example, an urban renewal project for The Historic Centre of Vienna, 

which is a World Heritage Site, was required to pass Convention guidelines for 

development. This project successfully rejuvenated a derelict part of Vienna, without 

jeopardizing the conservation of a culturally significant venue.  

On the other hand, an example of tension between these two interests is the current debate 

over development of buildings in sections of Liverpool city in the UK. Liverpool’s status as 

a World Heritage Site may be under threat as councilors express their desire to develop the 

city for urban renewal purposes. UNESCO has thus identified the need to develop a policy 

or framework that incorporates sustainable development into the Convention (UNESCO, 

2015).  

Existing frameworks 
 

UNESCO currently oversees and operates the World Heritage system, overseeing the World 

Heritage Committee, Convention and Finances. There are a number of key existing 

international treaties and other agreements that cover the preservation of World Heritage 

Sites. 

First and foremost is the World Heritage Convention of 1972. The Convention has 191 states 

parties, with most of them having ratified the Convention (World Heritage Convention, 

2015). The document outlines a number of key areas for the World Heritage System to 

operate, including: 
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 Conditions of the World Heritage Fund (used to help maintain World Heritage 

Sites); 

 Obligations of States Parties to report to the Committee on conservation of sites 

within their borders; 

 Recognising world heritage as a responsibility of the international community; 

 Key principles for cultural and natural heritage; and 

 The Convention’s strategic objectives. 

The Convention specifically deals with the conflict between economic and preservation 

needs in a number of parts of its text. Indeed, the first perambulatory clause states: 

“Noting that the cultural heritage and the natural heritage are increasingly threatened with 

destruction not only by the traditional causes of decay, but also by changing social and 

economic conditions which aggravate the situation with even more formidable phenomena of 

damage or destruction” (UNESCO, 1972) 

The other economic question addressed by the Convention is the ability of states to preserve 

and maintain heritage sites. Many states have limited economic resources that are often 

desperately needed in areas such as health, education and infrastructure. Some argue that 

these limited funds are best spent on immediate life-saving needs rather than arts and 

culture (Gillespie, 2012). 

The World Heritage Convention has listed 1,031 natural and cultural heritage sites around 

the world and provided both material and financial support to member states to ensure 

their preservation. 
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Issues to consider 
 

 What is UNESCO’s role, if any, in this issue? 

 Is the question one of the ability of member states to maintain their heritage sites or 

of the destruction of sites to improve economic outcomes? 

 Are cultural preservation and economic progress mutually exclusive? If so, should 

they be? 

 What is not covered under the existing Convention? Should it be expanded? 

 How should the international community to respond to this issue? What powers 

does UNESCO have to deal with issues raised? 
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