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Keynote Statement on World Heritage Education  
 

Carméla Quin  
 
The concept of World Heritage was recognized when the UNESCO General 
Conference in 1972 adopted the Convention Concerning the Protection of the World 
Cultural and Natural Heritage. It is one of the most ratified Conventions in the world, 
with 192 nation signatories (States Parties) to the Convention as of 09-Jun-2016.   
 
All countries have sites of local or national interest, which are a source of national 
pride. Elements of that heritage, because of their exceptional qualities, are worthy of 
special international protection. The key to this concept is the need to identify, 
protect, present and transmit to future generations places of outstanding universal 
value to all humanity. Since its adoption, 1,052 cultural and natural properties 
considered to be of outstanding universal value have been inscribed in the World 
Heritage List to which, every year, more sites are added. 
 
What is at stake here is more than adding new sites on a list. World Heritage 
embodies a revolutionary idea, a humanistic idea – the idea that people of all cultures 
and faith can unite around outstanding universal value, and share the commitment to 
protect it. This shared positive vision of humanity, in all its diversity, is the spirit of 
World Heritage.  
 
Heritage can lift people and communities, mobilize and unite them.  Protecting 
heritage as a beacon of human values is vital. It is about healing wounded memories, 
harnessing heritage to regain confidence, to recover and look into the future. 
Heritage protection takes into account the visions of development that encompass 
populations, animal and plant species, ecosystems, natural resources and that 
integrates concerns such as the fight against poverty, gender equality, human rights, 
education, health, human security and intercultural dialogue.  
 
In recent decades, people around the world have begun to understand the need to 
change the development equation, to strike a balance between conservation and 
development needs and fully recognize the tremendous potential of heritage. 
 
Education is at the center of social, cultural and economic development and therefore 
essential to World Heritage protection. World Heritage education is all about 
transmitting values, underpinned by the need to promote intercultural 
understanding, respect for cultural diversity and to create a culture sensitive to 
creating a sustainable environment – principles which are central to UNESCO's 
mission and at the heart of its contribution to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development. 
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World Heritage education is oriented toward the future, and not only concerned with 
the historical meanings of a site. It rather understands World Heritage as an 
opportunity to draw attention to social development and to help young people make 
their voices heard. World Heritage education should therefore enable young people 
to participate in society, and provide them with the practical competencies required 
to create a sustainable one. This is what we strive for through the World Heritage 
Education Programme, one of UNESCO’s most successful flagship programmes for 
young people. 
 
Over the past centuries, much of our heritage has been irretrievably lost. We have 
witnessed, and continue to witness, the destruction and deterioration of irreplaceable 
treasures due to natural disasters, wars, industrialization, vandalism, theft and 
pollution. Other underlying causes of this prolonged and continuing tragedy are 
extreme poverty, ignorance, indifference, lack of care and lack of appreciation. And in 
recent years, we have been confronted by deliberate attacks against culture and 
heritage, especially in the Arab region.  
 
In Syria, all six World Heritage sites have been damaged by fighting -- 60 percent of 
the Old City of Aleppo and Damascus has been destroyed. The Temple of Bêl and Arch 
of Triumph in Palmyra, a UNESCO World Heritage, was destroyed by explosives. The 
Umayyad Mosque in Aleppo has become a battlefield. Eight sites on the World 
Heritage Tentative List of this country have been affected, destroyed or severely 
impacted by looting and illegal excavations, and at least six museums have suffered 
damage. 
 
In Yemen, we have seen the destruction of the Citadel of Taez, the Temple of Nakrah 
in Barraqish and the Dhamar Museum -- and the fabled Marib Dam and the Old Cities 
of Sana’a and Sada’a have been severely damaged by bombing.  
 
In Iraq, two of four UNESCO World Heritage sites -- Hatra and Ashur -- have been 
bulldozed; the museum of Mosul has been attacked and vandalised. Nimrud has been 
dynamited. The Monastery of Deir Mar Elia in Mosul, the oldest Christian monastery 
in Iraq and at least nine other heritage sites have intentionally been destroyed.  
 
In Libya, at least eight religious sites have been damaged or destroyed, and many 
other sites remain threatened by looting and desecration.  
 
Increasingly, we see the intentional destruction of irreplaceable landmarks, the 
systematic persecution of people on the basis of their ethnic and religious identities, 
and shocking violations of human rights, including cultural rights. Across the region, 
illegal excavations have taken on an industrial scale, with looting of cultural objects to 
finance extremist groups that propagate hatred, and especially target young minds.  
 
In response to the unprecedented and increased attacks on heritage in the Middle 
East, Libya, Mali and elsewhere, UNESCO’s Director-General launched 
#Unite4Heritage at the University of Bagdad in 2015, an important social media 
campaign to counter propaganda of hatred, intolerance and violence, with messages 
of unity and solidarity. It is a response to those who seek to destroy heritage, by 
sharing knowledge and the respect for culture in its diverse forms. 
 
“We must respond, by showing that exchange and dialogue between cultures is the 
driving force for all. We must respond by showing that diversity has always been and 
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remains today strength for all societies. We must respond by standing up against 
forces of fragmentation, by refusing to be divided into ‘us’ and ‘them.’ We must 
respond by claiming our cultural heritage as the commonwealth of all humanity.” Irina 
Bokova, UNESCO Director General, 2015, Bagdad 
 
From a modest start, the campaign has become a global movement followed by more 
than 15 million people, most of them young people, responding to the need to build 
networks and convey the message of tolerance, knowledge and culture as a force 
against violent extremism. 
 
In light of the numerous conflicts in many regions of the world, the 1954 Convention 
for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict, known as the 
Hague Convention, and the 1970 Convention dealing with the illicit trafficking of 
cultural property (Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit 
Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property) have taken on special 
significance. Illicit trafficking of cultural property is a scourge that affects every region 
of the world today. Practices of looting, theft and illegal excavations affect museums, 
cultural institutions, places of worship as well as archaeological sites worldwide. It 
causes irreparable damage to cultural heritage, and deprives a community of its 
memory, the physical testimony of its past. 

 
The UNESCO Culture conventions serve as the interface between culture and 
development. They are the meeting points between how we understand the world 
and the tools with which we shape it. Each Convention is unique but they are 
interrelated. Together, they embody a singular approach to understanding heritage. 
For example the World Heritage Convention and the 2003 Intangible Heritage 
Convention function in a complementary manner in so far as many heritage sites 
possess both material and intangible values that cannot be dissociated. This synergy 
between built and natural heritage sites on one hand, and spirituality and traditional 
knowledge and skills on the other hand, is particularly visible in numerous heritage 
sites. UNESCO also works closely with museum professionals to develop innovative 
approaches to strengthening the role of young people in safeguarding the world’s 
cultural and natural heritage. 
 
The spirit of the #Unite4Heritage campaign is for young women and men to become 
engaged in defending their common values and heritage, respecting diversity while 
living together. The goal is to put forward a counter narrative to extremism, hate and 
terrorism.  
 
Young people comprise about one-fifth of the world's population. They are the most 
educated generation of youth to date. They are the most affected by the key 
development challenges of our time. They are at the same time at the forefront of 
developing innovative solutions to emerging problems. The future of our remaining 
heritage will depend largely on their involvement and actions. Today's youth are 
better placed than ever before to respond to the continuing threats facing our 
heritage. Youth are not only targets of education but key partners and stakeholders in 
development. 
 
Preserving World Heritage has become a constant worldwide concern, and youth 
must play a key role as caretakers and protectors of cultural heritage and join the 
fight against its trafficking and destruction. It is imperative to reach out to young 
people, introduce protection of heritage values into education, and involve them in 
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this battle of ideas through World Heritage education -- in order to encourage young 
people to unite around heritage and its protection.  
 
In this way, a strong message is passed among young people about the importance of 
culture, heritage and diversity, and the need for fostering them, together. Because at 
the end of the day, when we speak about heritage and protecting heritage, when we 
speak about the World Heritage Convention and the more than one thousand sites 
inscribed on the UNESCO List, let us remember that behind all this lies an 
extraordinary idea -- that we unite around the outstanding universal value of World 
Heritage sites, and protect them together. 
 
 
Carméla Quin  
Focal Point for UNESCO World Heritage Education Programme 
Dated 28th July 2016 
 


