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(facing  page) The historic
centre of Rome; Piazza della
Minetva. In the background is
the Pantheon, and in the fore-
ground an Egyptian obelisk
mounted on an elephant by
Bernini.

A bronze door-knocker in the
Medina, Fez, Morocco. (Un-
esco: Dominigue Roger).
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(facing page) A detail of the
Mugarnas in the Sinan Pasha
Mosque, Damascus, Syria.

My acquaintance with the World Heritage Convention dates from only
three weeks after I arrived in Paris in May 1979, I had just taken up my
new position as Director of the Icomos Sectetariat and everything was
new to me, including this international convention of which I had never
heéard. One morning, I was asked to accompany several Icomos officers to
Unesco as the World Heritage Bureau was to hold a meeting and it was
important I be present to understand Icomos’ participation in this
Convention.

A Bureau of the World Heritage Convention is generally made up of
six representatives from States party to the Convention, four or five
persons from Unesco representing the Director-General and the Secretat-
iat responsible for implementing the Convention, one representative
from the International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural
Resources (IUCN), the advisor for the evaluation of natural sites, and two
or three representatives from the International Council on Monuments
and Sites (Icomos), the advisor for the evaluation of cultural sites. The
Bureau meets once a year in May or June at Unesco’s Headquarters in
Patis and the working languages are English and French.

My impression of this first meeting was that there seemed to be quitea
misunderstanding between the representatives of the States party and
those of Icomos on the latter’s role and responsibilities. Sixty nomina-
tions of cultural properties had been introduced by various States.
Icomos gave a detailed description of the contents of every file, pointing
out the missing elements (plans, photographs, signatures, etc.). Icomos
also gave a very general verbal evaluation of the cultural values of the
properties, stating (in its opinion) which of the six criteria used to
appraise the cultural properties applied in each case. Obviously, the
States’ representatives wanted more. They seemed quite lost when faced
with so many nominations and I can understand that easily, because I was
quite lost myself!

Nothing much happened within Icomos between that meeting and the
meeting of the Committee of the World Heritage Convention which is
made up of 21 representatives of the States party. It usually meets once 4
year in October or early November in a host country and its major
responsibilities are to examine the Bureau’s recommendations for listing
(or not listing) the various properties presented by States party to the
Convention, and the various requests for technical and financial
cooperation. It also adopts the annual budget. '

In 1979, the Committee was hosted by the Egyptian government and
met in Luxor. I was representing Icomos along with Mr K. Pawlowski
from Poland, one of the Vice-Presidents of Icomos at that time. Again at
this meeting, the Committee members pressed Icomos to give more
details on the reasons for its recommendations for listing the cultural
propetties. That information not being readily available, an adjournment
was requested during which Mr Pawlowski and myself feverishly
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reorganized the data. The presentation we then made to the Committee
was satisfactory and it was requested that Icomos recommendations be
presented in the same manner at future meetings. In my opinion thit
session marked a turning point in the participation of Icomos in the
World Heritage Convention. We had been given the mandate to present
much more detailed justifications of our recommendations and to be
more severe in applying the criteria of ‘outstanding world significance’ to
cultural properties. We were given an annual budget of US$35 000.00 to
accomplish this task, which was a substantial increase over the amount in
the preceding year. We came back to Paris with a clear objective and the

means to attain it.

A new procedure

With the help of Dr E.A.Connally, former Icomos Secretary-General, we
began to structure what we thought would be an appropriate procedure
and methodology for examining the nominations introduced by the

States party. It was agreed that the services requested of Icomos were

much too demanding for the staff we then had at the Secretariat, and it

was decided to call upon a Coordinator who would be responsible for
organizing the professional services necessary to assess the various
nominations. Dr L. Pressouyre, a renowned archacologist and art
historian from France, agreed to act for us.

The final procedure adopted by Icomos to examine the nominations is

as follows (see Fig. 2):

1. The State party to the Convention wishing to nominate a cultural
property to the World Heritage List fills out a standard form which it
can easily obtain from Unesco and prepares a detailed file containing
plans, photographs, books and atticles on the property.

2. This file, when signed by the proper governmental authority, is
forwarded to Unesco’s Headquarters in Paris. All files received before
31 December each year are processed in the following year.

3. Unesco’s Secretariat examines the filés to make sure that all requested
documents are included, and then forwards it to Icomos for appraisal.
. When it arrives at Icomos, it is examined by the Icomos Coordinator
for the World Heritage Convention, Dr Pressouyre. If it is a widely
known property such as the Pyramids of Egypt, the historical centre of
Rome, the Palace of Versailles, or a property that he knows very well
himself, he immediately proceeds to write the assessment. If it is a
property of less worldwide renown, or one which has only recently
been studied, he then consults other experts on that particular
property, type of property or historical period. Very seldom has it
been necessary actually to visit a site in order to make an evaluation.
We will discuss the problems of expert opinions further on. When our



Coordinator has built a strong case and formed his own opinion he

then prepares draft notes recommending one of the following options:
a. That the property be included on the World Heritage List.
b. That the property not be included on the World Heritage List.
c: That the nomination be deferred for one reason or another. The
most common feasons for deferring a nomination are lack of
information supplied by the State party, a property insufficiently
studied or researched, lack of precision concerning the degree of
protection of the property, the impact of new constructions being
built near the property, the absence of any development or
management plan, or the existence of other properties in the same
country known to be more representative.

5. At this point, the Icomos Coordinator presents his conclusions to the
Icomos Bureau, namely, the President, the five Vice-Presidents,
Secretary-General and Treasurer-General. He goes through the
obvious or widely known nominations fairly quickly and opens
discussion on the nominations which appear to be more difficult to
evaluate. The Bureau members have the opportunity to study the
nomination files several days prior to the meeting, so that everyone
knows what is being discussed. We now decide on an Icomos
recommendation for each nomination. It will be carefully phrased in
the following weeks and sent in both French and English to Unesco,
which acts as the Convention’s Secretariat, and it will be distributed to
the Convention’s Bureau members, made up of six State party
Representatives.

6. In May or June of each year, they meet to review our recommenda-
tions and those of IUCN for natural sites, and also discuss other
questions. The discussions in the Bureau meetings are generally quite
lively. Members feel free to challenge our opinions, to ask for more
detailed explanations, or to raise new problems brought forward by
certain nominations. In most cases, the Convention’s Bureau has
adopted Icomos’ recommendations. They have sometimes slightly
modified it, but never opposed it.

7. The Bureau meeting report, along-with all the TUCN and Teomos
recommendations, is sent to the 21 States members of the Conven-
tion’s Committee. As mentioned earlier, that Committee meets once a
year alternately in a host country and at Unesco’s headquarters in Paris
in October or November. It is this Committee that decides if a
propetty is to be included on the World Heritage List or not. The
Committee’s report is sent to all States patty to the Convention who
are then informed of the new inscriptions on the World Heritage List
and the other issues which were discussed. The one year cycle is now
complete, and we can begin again with new nominations or

nominations which had been deferred and are brought back for
re-evaluation.

This might seem a complex procedure to someone not familiar with Fhe
day-to-day work of the Convention, but in summary, one could say it is a
two-step procedure with Icomos: the Coordinator {reCf)mmcnds and .the
Icomos Bureau decides; and a two-step procedure within the Convgx?tlon
itself: the Bureau recommends and the Committee of the World Heritage
Convention takes the final decision.

Some problems and difficulties

In trying to fulfil its role of adviser to the Convention, Icomos .t’acgs .many
obstacles and challenges. Primarily, these relate to the availability of
expert advice, the compatison of cultural nqminations, _the standard§ of
presentation, and the reporting and monitoring of the listed properties.
The problems of each are detailed below.

Expert advice .
To obtain good expert advice from one or several professionals 2s to

whether a property should be included on the World Heritage List or not
sounds easy; I can assure you that it is not so.

One obstacle is that experts in a specific field often have little mutx.ml
affection, or make a point of opposing each other. In several cases with
which I am very familiar, some experts have flatly told us they .would not
participate in any meetings to appraise certain ptope.rties if another
known expert in the same field was to be invited. Also, it ofFen hapPegs
that one known expert will believe that such and such a building or site is
most répresentative of a lost civilization, while another expert in t}?c same
field who has performed different research or is from a filffcrcnt
professional background will have a totally different point of view.

A second obstacle has to do with credibility. Take for instance the case
where a property is nominated by a State. If the Director of Archaeology
of that country is asked his opinion of this nomination when he has spent
15 or 20 years of his life studying it and has been paid by his government
to do this research, what do you think his answer will be? What sort of

credibility will his opinion' have for the International Comntluni.ty?
Generally, we try to obtain opinions from experts outside the nominating
State, If their assessment agrees with that of the State party’s nomination
file, then all is fine. But when it is not (as in several cases) then we have a
problem!

A third obstacle has to do with confidentiality. Take the case of some
experts working in a foreign country in the framework of a bili‘\ter'«.xl
governmental cultural exchange. The site on which they are working is
being nominated to the World Heritage List and we have asked 'them
what they think of the nomination. As from professional to professional,
they tell us in confidence that in their opinion the nomination is not Fhe
best property to represent what it claimed, but if we were ever to mention
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this they would deny it strongly and publicly because it would probably
mean the end of their research programme. By making inquiries this way,
we may get a good first-hand professional opinion, but it is very difficult
for us to use it. A

A fourth obstacle has to do with the lack of expertise and knowledge.
Many architectural and archaeological remains of lost civilizations have
not yet been fully studied in a scholatly way and therefore thete are no
acknowledged experts to assess their telative values.

Comparing cultural nominations

Making comparisons between elements or cultural values is also 2 major
difficulty for Icomos. Qur colleagues from the International Union for
the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN) have an
advantage over us in this respect. When they say that a species of animals
is endangered because the conditions for its reproduction are no longer
guaranteed, this is a fact that can be verified; or when they state that a
certain natural park contains the greatest number of skeletons and
remains of dinosaurs in the whole world, this is also a measurable element
and comparisons can be made. The most significant in terms of quantity
and size are criteria often used by IUCN.

The World Heritage Committee expects similar comparisons to be
made in the field of culture. Why should we consider so many cathedrals,
castles, archaeological sites, mosques or colonial buildings? Is not one of
each sufficient to illustrate each culture or type of architecture? Can we
not decide which is most representative and leave it at that? The answer is
no. Culture is not, and cannot be, considered in terms of quantity and size.
The Gothic or Romanesque cathedrals which contain most stones do not
necessarily have an important cultural significance; nor does the biggest
Roman archaeological site in terms of size. We have to decide on aesthetic
masterpieces which are the ultimate expression of a culture and not 2
seties of cathedrals or castles; bisons have more in common than
cathedrals!

The six criteria used in' the Corivention to establish what is of
outstanding universal significance are well defined. What cannot be
defined by the Convention is how to compare cultural elements and
values. For instance, if we take the case of historic towns or city centres:
how many are really of outstanding universal significance? How many is
it really necessary to have on the World Heritage List before we can say
that we have a significant sampling? How can we really compare the 400
year-old historic town of Ouro Preto in Brazil with its Baroque colonial
architecture, Islamic Cairo in Egypt which is over 1000 yeats old and
offers marvels of Islamic architecture, and the historic centre of Rome in
Italy which is over 2500 years old and contains hundreds of treasures such
as St Peter’s and the Pantheon. Which is most significant? Can we
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Detail of the King’s Staircase,
Fontainebleau, France.
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