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Fighting Terrorist Attacks
against World Heritage and
Global Cultural Heritage
Governance

Sabine von Schorlemer

Over the past few years, cultural heritage without military significance has increasingly

become a target of systematic and intentional attacks by nonstate armed groups.1 The

attractiveness of the world’s cultural heritage as target for terrorists in the twenty-first

century is reflected in just a few prominent examples: the intentional destruction of the

Buddha statues of Bamiyan by the Taliban in Afghanistan in 2001, the attacks by

militant Islamist group Ansar Dine against world heritage in Mali in 2012, and the rage

of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS, also known as ISIL or Da’esh) against

monuments and archaeological sites in Syria and Iraq over the last ten years.

In many countries, weak governance fuels violence and terrorism, and hence a

strategic targeting of civilian objects, including cultural heritage. As terrorist groups

often strive intensively for media attention and seek iconic targets, the attribution of

“world heritage” status to a monument or a site, that is, their inscription on the World

Heritage List2 of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization

(UNESCO) may even provoke them to destroy it.3 The former UN special rapporteur in

the field of cultural rights, Karima Bennoune, warned that “fundamentalists often seek

to erase the culture of others . . . and stamp out cultural diversity.”4

The UNESCO World Heritage Committee has undertaken various efforts to raise

international awareness and mobilize support for the protection of world heritage,

including by inscribing sites that have been wantonly attacked and damaged on the List

of World Heritage in Danger (e.g., Timbuktu and the Tomb of Askia in Mali, and six

World Heritage Sites in Syria) and by working closely with international actors.5 Dealing

with counterterrorism measures in order to protect World Heritage Sites registered on

the basis of the 1972 Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and
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Natural Heritage is clearly within UNESCO’s mandate as a UN specialized agency: the

UNESCO Constitution sets forth that the organization has the task of ensuring “the

conservation and protection of the world’s inheritance of books, works of art and

monuments of history and science” (Article 1.2.c). However, when reaching out to its

member states, UNESCO has to respect that its constitution prohibits the organization

“from intervening in matters which are essentially within their [member states’]

domestic jurisdiction” (Article 1.3).

The Notion of “Terrorism”

To fight terrorist attacks on a global scale, the UN Security Council has included several

groups, individuals, undertakings, and entities responsible for the above-mentioned

atrocities (henceforth, “terrorist groups”) on its antiterrorism sanctions lists,6 subjecting

them to asset freezes, travel bans, and arms embargoes.

Furthermore, various UN bodies have tabled proposals with the objective of

providing a comprehensive, universally agreed definition of “terrorism.” Interestingly,

the draft Comprehensive Convention on International Terrorism views damage to a

place of public use as an “offence,” including cultural places that are accessible or open

to the public.7 Still, negotiations on the draft are deadlocked and the international

community of states has thus far been unable to agree on a universally binding

definition of terrorism. This is seen as compromising ex ante any legal elaboration

regarding the possible consequences of attacks on cultural heritage perpetrated within

the context of terrorist campaigns.8

Irrespective of a binding legal definition, the wanton devastation of monuments and

archaeological sites is often related to what may be seen as the nucleus of terrorism:

deliberate violent action directed against civilians and civilian objects. Among other

targets, it is motivated by a political, social, or religious cause, spreads fear among

communities, and aims at maximum impact on people (shock, trauma, and

intimidation).9

As James Cuno and Thomas G. Weiss have argued, attacks on cultural heritage and

attacks on civilian populations are profoundly connected, and the protection of people

and the protection of heritage are also “intimately intertwined.”10 When terrorist

attacks on cultural heritage in Iraq and Syria perpetrated by ISIS reached an

unprecedented level of destruction, UNESCO director-general Irina Bokova called what

was happening “cultural cleansing.”11 Although not a legal term, “cultural cleansing” is

increasingly used by UNESCO to refer to systematic and intentional attacks on cultural

heritage and diversity, such as those perpetrated by ISIS.12 The expression evokes ethnic

cleansing as a major threat to local communities, populations, and other stakeholders,

and reminds us of the urgent need for a universal defense of human rights and cultural

heritage.

Fighting terrorist attacks directed against cultural heritage needs to be inclusive in

legal terms and beyond. Against this backdrop, this chapter examines the extent to
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which global cultural heritage governance can support intergovernmental efforts to

fight terrorism, thereby improving cultural heritage protection and developing its

international legal regime.

State-Centered Approaches to Combating Terrorist Attacks against Cultural

Heritage

For decades, the UN’s fight against terrorism has had a clear intergovernmental focus,

primarily obliging UN member states to take measures against terrorist attacks.

Generally, the Security Council’s resolutions address UN member states in their

operative paragraphs. For example, in the face of ISIS’s willful attacks, resolution 2199

in 2015 established a ban on trade in antiquities illegally removed from Iraq since 6

August 1990 and from Syria since 15 March 2011, recognizing that the illicit trafficking

of antiquities is a source of income for terrorist groups. In a similar vein, resolution

2462 in 2019 adopted under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, which permits military

enforcement, encouraged member states to improve efforts to identify cases of

trafficking in cultural property that finance terrorism (paragraph 25). Other resolutions

demonstrate a similar focus on UN member states in their intergovernmental relations.

Intergovernmental fora have been increasingly used to fight terrorism. As Weiss has

observed, “wanton non-state destruction facilitates . . . conversations in

intergovernmental fora, including those about counterterrorism.”13 The UNESCO

Declaration Concerning the Intentional Destruction of Cultural Heritage, adopted by the

General Conference—the biannual meeting of UNESCO’s member states—on 17 October

2003,14 may serve as an example. Adopted in the aftermath of the destruction of the

Bamiyan Buddhas in Afghanistan in 2001, the declaration drew attention to the

vulnerability of cultural heritage and the need for a global defense against terrorist

attacks. States should take “all appropriate measures to prevent, avoid, stop and

suppress acts of intentional destruction of cultural heritage, wherever such heritage is

located” (paragraph 3.1). States failing to take appropriate measures should be

responsible for such destruction (section 4).

A fresh impetus stems from resolution 2347, adopted in 2017, the first thematic

resolution of the Security Council to focus exclusively on matters of cultural heritage. It

addresses the practice by terrorist groups of intentionally destroying cultural heritage

and plundering cultural property, recognizing that the protection of cultural heritage in

conflict is inextricably linked to the fight against terrorism. Resolution 2347 explicitly

addresses the common interest and obligation of the international community

(including nonstate actors) to protect cultural heritage.15 It goes beyond the traditional

state-centered approach and thus deserves further scrutiny as terrorism is a complex

societal phenomenon, rendering the struggle against it a challenging long-term project

that needs to address all stakeholders—not only state organs—on a global scale.
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The Perceived “Implementation Gap”

Generally, armed nonstate actors have to comply with obligations under existing

international humanitarian law. This is clearly stated as a general rule for non-

international armed conflict in Common Article 3 of the four Geneva Conventions of

1949, and—specifically with regard to the protection of cultural property—also in

Article 16 of the 1999 Second Protocol to the 1954 Convention for the Protection of

Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict.16

The problematic question is how to combat intentional attacks by nonstate (terrorist)

actors who are not willing to obey the rules and who even ignore their legal obligations.

In these cases—such as the attacks by ISIS against world heritage in Syria and Iraq or by

Ansar Dine in Mali—an implementation gap exists, i.e., a discrepancy between legal

rules and their compliance.

Still, not all armed groups are prone to conduct acts of terrorism when they start

fighting against governments—many rebel groups strive for democracy and freedom of

speech, as could be seen, for example, at the beginning of the uprising in Syria (as part

of the so-called Arab Spring). From an international legal perspective, it is important to

note therefore that not all armed nonstate actors are terrorists per se. Automatically

labeling them as “terrorists” risks their having little or no incentive to apply

international humanitarian law norms, including the 1954 Hague Convention and its

Second Protocol.17 In addition, dealing with nonstate armed groups as hostes humani

generis (“enemies of humanity” in international law) leaves them in a legal gray zone,

creating the false impression that armed groups inhabit a lawless world.18

In cases when nonstate actors take up arms, their willingness to obey international

law, including rules on cultural heritage protection, should be encouraged. Often rebel

groups do not have sufficient knowledge of the rules with which they are supposed to

comply. Thus there is “a need to better understand how these groups view cultural

heritage” and to engage them “toward compliance with international standards

applicable in armed conflicts for its protection.”19 Doubtlessly, combating terrorism

requires a greater dissemination of knowledge of international law. This is of particular

importance for better compliance with cultural heritage protection rules by state and

nonstate actors alike.

Fighting terrorist attacks against world heritage requires a broader approach, going

beyond classic state-centered instruments adopted in intergovernmental fora. This leads

us to look at multifaceted global governance instruments, which include, as the

Commission on Global Governance highlighted in its report Our Global Neighbourhood,

“informal arrangements that people and institutions either have agreed to or perceive

to be in their interest.”20

Special Arrangements with Nonstate Armed Groups: Geneva Call

Special arrangements of a rather informal character may be helpful complementary

instruments in dealing with violence from nonstate armed groups when it comes to
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attacks on cultural property. Common Article 3(2) of the four Geneva Conventions states

that the parties to a conflict “should further endeavour to bring into force, by means of

special agreements, all or part of the other provisions of the present Convention.” This is

a way to expand the rule of law. In order to reassure governments that no “upgrading”

of rebel groups’ legal status will take place through international recognition, Common

Article 3(2) emphasizes that the application of the provision “shall not affect the legal

status of the Parties to the conflict.”

Improved information, better transparency, and participation of armed nonstate

actors is part of the governance agenda pursued by Geneva Call, a Swiss

nongovernmental organization promoting respect for international humanitarian law.

The organization is recognized as a forum for humanitarian engagement with armed

nonstate actors.21

For example, Geneva Call conducted pilot trainings on the protection of cultural

heritage with commanders of the Free Syrian Army in Geneva in December 2015 and

June 2017.22 Moreover, so-called deeds of commitment with rebel groups are used to

promote compliance in specific fields of international humanitarian law. Initiated by

Geneva Call and supported by the Canton of Geneva as custodian, deeds of commitment

currently exist in areas such as land mines, the protection of children, and the

prohibition of sexual violence.

In order to fight terrorist acts against cultural property and to promote the rule of

law, a newly drafted “deed of commitment on cultural heritage protection” signed by

nonstate armed groups might be a useful instrument with obvious advantages. Along

the lines of Article 4.1 of the 1954 Hague Convention, a future pledge could comprise the

duty to respect cultural property by refraining from any use of the property and its

immediate surroundings likely to expose it to destruction or damage in the event of

armed conflict, and by refraining from any act of hostility directed against it.

As most signatories to such deeds of commitment take measures––direct orders,

training, or sanctions against noncomplying group members––to fulfill their protection

obligations, these new types of agreements could help improve participatory global

governance on behalf of cultural heritage protection. By signing such a deed, group

members generally express “their adherence to specific humanitarian norms and to be

held accountable for their pledge.”23 It can be observed that most signatories to deeds of

commitment have abided by their monitoring obligations, for example, by reporting to

Geneva Call or allowing for field missions.24

A deed of commitment is a special agreement reflecting international standards and

opens up space for the application of international law. This ought to be reconsidered

when it comes to the defense of cultural heritage against nonstate armed groups. Deeds

of commitment initiated by Geneva Call addressing such groups could be an option in

cases of armed conflict of a non-international character––i.e., typical situations when

rebel groups take up arms.
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The Relevance of Global Cultural Heritage Governance

In parallel to efforts to bring about greater respect for international humanitarian law,

the conviction is growing that improved global governance can play an essential role in

sustaining peace and security. Our Global Neighbourhood viewed governance as “a

continuing process through which conflicting or diverse interests may be

accommodated and cooperative action may be taken.”25 The concept of global

governance is comprehensive, as it establishes important principles to guide

international political, social, and economic activities. Generally, it may also include a

cultural dimension. For example, the Council of the European Union—a legislative body

that consists of European Union (EU) member-state cabinet ministers—on 25 November

2014 adopted a declaration, a “conclusion” in EU parlance, called Participatory

Governance of Cultural Heritage, which emphasized that there is an “increased

recognition at international level of a people-centred and culture-based approach to

foster . . . the importance of transparent, participatory and informed systems of

governance for culture.”26 Seen in this light, transparency and the bottom-up

participation of stakeholders (local communities, nonstate actors, and civilians) are

becoming major factors in protecting cultural heritage from direct attacks.

An inclusive, people-centered emphasis is also reflected in the research work on

global governance by the Committee on Participation in Global Cultural Heritage

Governance of the International Law Association. Here, “global cultural heritage

governance” is viewed as “a set of multilevel mechanisms linking various actors to help

ensure a just, participatory management of cultural issues for the benefit of

communities, locally, regionally and globally.”27 Within such a concept of “multilevel

cultural heritage governance,” as the committee’s chair pointed out, the aim is to link

legally binding international obligations for the protection of cultural heritage with

voluntary policy commitments, “thus calling for the convergence of objectives of

various international actors to promote interstate cooperation and the participation of

non-State actors.”28

Against this backdrop, it seems worth analyzing the extent to which global

governance principles providing some guiding force in a complex environment can be

furthered. The discussion now moves on to look at the law and policies of UNESCO, and

its institutions and instruments responsible for the protection of cultural heritage in the

face of terrorist attacks.

Strategy for the Reinforcement of UNESCO’s Action for the Protection of Culture

and the Promotion of Cultural Pluralism in the Event of Armed Conflict

Global cultural heritage governance is not yet a key notion with regard to UNESCO. The

organization’s cultural heritage framework has remained largely untouched by the

global governance approaches that have emerged in international relations in recent

years and which are already predominantly used outside the cultural sector. This is

about to alter in the light of new challenges.
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UNESCO has begun to demonstrate leadership in shaping innovative heritage and

cultural governance.29 In November 2015, the thirty-eighth General Conference of

UNESCO adopted the Strategy for the Reinforcement of UNESCO’s Action for the

Protection of Culture and the Promotion of Cultural Pluralism in the Event of Armed

Conflict, which was revised in 2017.30 The strategy was a reaction to unprecedented

challenges resulting from mass atrocities and intentional cultural heritage attacks,

stressing that “terrorism” is a threat to cultural heritage.

The overall aim of the new strategy is to set forth ways to reinforce UNESCO’s

protection of cultural heritage, and the promotion of cultural diversity and pluralism. In

a broad vision, the document emphasizes the “fundamental role of local communities in

acting as bearers and custodians of cultural heritage and living expressions belonging to

different periods of history.” It also underlines that a critical element of UNESCO’s

preventive action will be “raising their awareness on threats facing culture in conflict

and on the importance of its protection and promotion as an element of resilience for

peaceful co-existence in multilateral societies.”

The strategy also emphasizes how to prevent attacks on cultural heritage and

diversity during conflict. UNESCO will need to strengthen not only authorities, but also

relevant civil society actors in anticipating threats, preventing illicit trafficking of

cultural property, developing contingency plans, and implementing protective measures

for enhanced security at cultural heritage sites and museums.

Thus, for the first time, with a view to better respond to crisis situations, UNESCO

highlighted the participation of people as an important element in global cultural

heritage governance, acknowledging that “participation and access to culture and its

living expressions, including intangible heritage, can help strengthen people’s resilience

and sustain their efforts to live through and overcome crisis.” In addition, better

information and raising of awareness, especially among young people, were stressed as

equally important components of global cultural heritage governance.31 In this respect,

UNESCO pledged to develop communication and outreach material with a focus on the

core values of cultural pluralism and diversity, as well as on cultural heritage

safeguarding to counter hate speech and the narrative of violent extremists.32

By including people and communities, stressing the importance of their intangible

heritage and cultural expressions, and—in particular—by placing special emphasis on

awareness raising and the resilience of people, the new UNESCO strategy clearly went

beyond its former rather state-oriented, conservational approach as reflected in the

aforementioned 2003 Declaration Concerning the Intentional Destruction of Cultural

Heritage. Obviously the new dimension of mass atrocities, in particular those committed

by ISIS against people and cultural treasures, led UNESCO to reevaluate its strategic

planning in a dynamic way and to thereby strengthen elements of global cultural

heritage governance.
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Challenges for World Cultural Heritage in the Twenty-First Century: The

Phenomenon of Socially Mediated Terrorism

New global governance concepts that may complement state efforts to fight terrorism

are needed as the quality of acts directly targeting cultural heritage has changed in

recent years. Clearly, social and networked media are used to augment the impact of

such acts with the aim of causing physical as well as emotional or psychological

suffering that extends beyond the immediate public.33

Acts of radical, assertive media presentation of cultural heritage destruction are a

phenomenon of the twenty-first century: while during the Balkan Wars in the 1990s

willful destructions of cultural property took place, the “triumphs” were not celebrated

in the media in a comparable way. When, for example, members of the Islamist rebel

group Ansar Dine, under the leadership of Ahmad al-Mahdi, partly destroyed the

UNESCO World Heritage Site of Timbuktu in July 2012, they demonstrated their

“victory” online, and their YouTube videos went viral.

Also, the “Islamic State’s counter-heritage campaign” in Syria and Iraq took place as a

“media performance on a global scale.”34 The high-tech and systematic use of

networked social media (e.g., YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram), using a

variety of platforms and accounts, and generating a high number of posted messages (as

many as ninety thousand per day),35 was a key component of ISIS’s performative

strategies. Videos and photographic imagery were staging “performances,” e.g., by

deliberately choosing, in a calculated way, ancient statues instead of smaller

antiquities.36

When ISIS disseminated images of violent acts through a range of online and social

media, this augmented “the time-tested tactic of shock and awe—a military strategy of

rapid dominance in which the deployment of power aims to destroy an adversary’s will

to resist.”37 Thus, for ISIS, social media has proven effective as a terrorist medium for

not only intimidating local populations but also for provoking fear further away from

the direct war zone.38 Moreover, young people may be recruited easily by terrorist

groups especially when they become fascinated by terrorist propaganda in social media

and prone to hate speech.

As a result, media-oriented terrorist activities have become widespread in the

twenty-first century. The “ubiquity of [social] media” is thus a huge challenge,39 making

it necessary for the UN to reach out to people and communities and try to win people’s

hearts and minds against extremism. Therefore, the fight against terrorism nowadays is

being challenged to take these new developments into consideration.

As the G20 leaders stated at a summit meeting in 2017, counterterrorism action must

be part of a comprehensive approach which includes countering terrorist propaganda

as well as combating radicalization and recruitment.40 These objectives are reflected in

new global governance instruments developed by UNESCO, discussed next.
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Countering Terrorist Attacks: UNESCO’s People-Centered Approach to Preventing

Extremism

In its October 2015 session, the UNESCO executive board expressed concern about the

“worldwide challenge of increased recruitment and radicalization to violent extremism

of youth on social media, in communities, and in schools.”41 Recalling the UN Global

Counter-Terrorism Strategy adopted in 2006 by the UN General Assembly, which

encouraged UNESCO to “play a key role” in addressing conditions conducive to the

spread of terrorism,42 the executive board decided to develop new educational

resources in order to facilitate the prevention of violent extremism through education.

Hence, the “E” in UNESCO deserves enhanced attention when it comes to countering

direct targeting in the future. This should also comprise “incentives in long-term

projects to make people understand that they have something to lose, to educate them

and have them internalize changed norms,” as Hartwig Fischer has put it.43

Against this backdrop, the right to education is crucial in preventing extremism: it is

a fundamental right enshrined in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights and

several other international human rights instruments. The right to education is

perceived by UNESCO as an “empowering right” aiming at equality of opportunity and

universal access to quality education.44 In particular, children should be prepared for a

“responsible life in a free society in the spirit of understanding, peace, tolerance,

equality of sexes, and friendship among all peoples, ethnic, national, and religious

groups.”45

UNESCO has demonstrated its willingness to support member states in this endeavor

by establishing strategic partnerships for the creation of a global network of

policymakers, experts, practitioners, research institutes, media, and other stakeholders

to use educational strategies to prevent violent extremism.46 In addition, efforts for

training and capacity building should be made, including of educators, policymakers,

parents, and youth.47 To this end, in 2016 UNESCO released A Teacher’s Guide on the

Prevention of Violent Extremism, which provides practical advice on when and how to

discuss violent extremism and radicalization in classrooms.48

With Preventing Violent Extremism through Education: A Guide for Policy-makers in

2017, UNESCO has begun to address education policymakers, school staff, and educators

at large.49 At the organizational level, joint activities and cooperation between the

different sectors, or program areas, of UNESCO, including the Culture Sector, and

headquarters and field offices have also been developed. Among other activities,

UNESCO also assists countries within the framework of Global Citizenship Education in

delivering education programs that strengthen young people’s resilience to violent

extremist messaging and foster a positive sense of identity and belonging. Furthermore,

UNESCO mobilizes stakeholders to create social media and online coalitions for the

prevention of violent extremism in order to prevent and respond to violent extremism

and radicalization on the Internet.50 Strong financial support is required for these
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endeavors in order to restrain the spread of extremism that may lead to terrorist attacks

on people and civilian objects.

Through another bottom-up initiative, the #Unite4Heritage campaign,51 UNESCO

strove to engage young people in the protection of all forms of heritage in order to foster

more fair, inclusive, and peaceful societies. The global campaign was launched on 28

March 2015 and aimed to create a global movement of mostly young people to protect

heritage under threat by sharing stories, knowledge, and experiences about heritage

and culture.52 The inspiration behind such a participatory method for the safeguarding

of cultural heritage was simple, yet convincing: based on the ideas of cultural diversity,

tolerance, and understanding, the campaign aimed at establishing alternative value-

based narratives in contrast to extremists’ narratives, which depreciate cultural

heritage of foreign influence. This relates to a reframing of heritage protection “to mean

winning the peace and hearts and minds, about creating a counternarrative to ISIS.”53

By “showing a commitment to helping local efforts to address both the root causes of

problems and their more immediate triggers, broader international efforts gain added

credibility,” as the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty

(ICISS) set forth regarding the “responsibility to protect.”54 Despite the fact that the

#Unite4Heritage campaign initially faced some problems in becoming a major social

network platform, taken together the measures are good examples of soft power at the

grassroots level, helping to prevent the abuse of social media related to terrorist attacks

and to strengthen the resilience of local communities. People’s participation in changing

narratives used by terrorist groups is a crucial element in strengthening the universal

defense of cultural heritage.

Reconstruction of World Heritage and New Concepts of Global Governance

Due to an increasing number of wanton attacks in the twenty-first century,

reconstruction of cultural heritage sites in post-conflict periods has gained considerable

importance. UNESCO practice reflects an increasing willingness on the part of the

international community to react to terrorist attacks by rebuilding cultural heritage and

restoring cultural life. For example, the Revive the Spirit of Mosul initiative, launched by

UNESCO in 2018, focuses on the rehabilitation and reconstruction of damaged or

destroyed cultural heritage, the rehabilitation of the education system, and the

revitalization of cultural life. The initiative envisions the reconstruction of the Al-Nuri

Mosque in Mosul, Iraq, and its minaret, as well as two churches; it is funded, inter alia,

by the United Arab Emirates.55 In an earlier project, the UN Development Programme

(UNDP) donated some $90,000 to protect heritage sites in the Old City of Mosul from

further damage.56

Historically, reconstruction of cultural heritage has been a sign of perseverance,

unity, and resilience as it helps communities express and uphold their identity.57 Still,

reconstruction of damaged monuments and sites is complex and often controversial.

Since the nineteenth century, heritage conservation professionals have traditionally
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been opposed to reconstructing ancient monuments. Moreover, the 1964 International

Charter for the Conservation and Restoration of Monuments and Sites (the Venice

Charter) largely excluded the option of reconstruction and even insisted that restoration

end when guesswork begins.58

A materials-based reconstruction doctrine is part of the Operational Guidelines to the

1972 World Heritage Convention, supported by the International Council on Monuments

and Sites (ICOMOS).59 When a World Heritage Site of outstanding universal value or

part of one is completely destroyed and its original building materials lost, authenticity

must be analyzed in every single case.60

In the early years, the World Heritage Committee—which selects sites for inclusion

on UNESCO’s heritage lists—opposed reconstructions of world heritage. However, a

growing number of terrorist attacks in recent years have resulted in heavier losses to

the world’s cultural heritage. The visible way that these attacks were celebrated as a

defeat of universal values, have led the committee and UNESCO to shift their attitudes

“towards the reconstruction of damaged or destroyed sites, in the face of traditional

opposition.”61

As world heritage has increasingly become a victim of heavy armed attacks by

terrorist groups, reconstruction apparently turned into a more realistic option for

UNESCO. While reconstruction projects at World Heritage Sites need always to address

the “outstanding universal value” of each site, socioeconomic questions as well as the

needs of the local communities may also be addressed “within the context of a larger

vision for recovery.”62

Despite the strict exigencies regarding “authenticity,” UNESCO nowadays opts for a

rather pragmatic approach when it comes to rebuilding World Heritage Sites that have

been destroyed by terrorist groups (e.g., in Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, Yemen, and Mali).

Thus, in the aftermath of terrorist attacks causing shock and trauma, a more people-

centered cultural governance approach is gaining ground.

Rebuilding cultural heritage in a post-conflict phase enables the international

community to make contact with different parts of the local population. In the words of

Luis Monreal, “you need to work with the community to explain what the final result

will be,”63 thereby ideally promoting trust and cohesion in politically divided societies.

The Thematic Paper for the UN Secretary General’s 2020 Report on Sustaining Peace and

Peacebuilding emphasized that building peace is about “putting in place the institutions

and trust that will strengthen the social contract and carry people forward into a

peaceful future.”64 Consequently, reconstruction is viewed as a means for building the

confidence of individuals and groups in times of crisis, thus supporting the transition

process to recovery.

The destruction of fourteen Sufi mausoleums at the Timbuktu World Heritage Site in

Mali in 2012 marked the beginning of this “shift,” prompting UNESCO to lead a

comprehensive reconstruction process which was largely completed in 2015. Notably, it

was the broadened use of intangible attributes that made a stronger case for
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reconstruction. Christina Cameron rightly observed that community and intangible

values were evoked only after the destruction of the tombs, even though they are not

mentioned in the statement of outstanding universal value made at the time of

inscription on the World Heritage List.65 In fact, arguments in favor of reconstruction

resided largely in the local community: traditional building techniques were

transmitted from elders to a new generation of builders and the projects brought

together the whole community.66 For that reason, the reconstruction of the mausoleums

took place in close cooperation with local families and masons, with UNESCO also

offering training courses for stone masons since then.

The involvement of the local community in the reconstruction of the tombs proved

essential for the reconciliation process and as a source of strength for the Malian

people.67 When Irina Bokova inaugurated the reconstruction work done by UNESCO in

July 2015, she declared this to be the “response to extremism” and at the same time “an

example of the successful integration of culture in peace building.”68

The position of the World Heritage Committee adopted in the light of the horrific

terrorist attacks against the tombs in Mali was at first characterized as an “ad hoc

decision-making by the WHC” that “appears to be leading to new approaches.”69

Meanwhile, there is no doubt that this innovative approach became an integral part of

UNESCO’s activities. UNESCO’s Strategy for the Reinforcement of UNESCO’s Action for

the Protection of Culture and the Promotion of Cultural Pluralism in the Event of Armed

Conflict mentions the importance of collecting systematic, reliable, and verified data on

built, movable, but also on intangible heritage, in order to prepare the recovery phase

and to support national authorities in assessing and planning recovery (paragraph 24).

Still, experts from the Global South tell us that when the international community

turns its attention to a damaged heritage site and international organizations bring

professional standards, expertise, and funds, the site starts to change as it becomes

placed within a different paradigm.70 It is of tremendous importance, therefore, to not

only listen to local people, but to also give them a voice in the decision-making process

of rebuilding.

Another rather difficult ethical point pertains to the question of balancing different

priorities, e.g., when local communities wish to rebuild “their” religious sites

(cemeteries, churches, mosques, synagogues) instead of reconstructing ancient

monuments and archaeological sites of outstanding universal value which the

international community sees as important. As Weiss has rightly put it: “It is not just the

most famous sites.”71 To address these problems, further research on participatory

global cultural heritage governance in post-conflict peacebuilding is needed.72

Conclusion

Global cultural heritage governance is inextricably linked to universal values. In a

statement on “Global Governance for the 21st Century,” Irina Bokova argued

convincingly that universal values and human rights are key to enhanced global
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governance as supported by UNESCO: “All cultures are different, but humanity stands

united around human rights and fundamental freedoms. These are universal, even if

they are not always universally accepted. Supporting societies in this respect is one of

the key tasks of global governance today.”73

Strengthening global cultural heritage governance has brought about a stronger

collective commitment regarding the preservation of cultural heritage of humankind.

The deliberate eradication of iconic world cultural heritage by terrorist groups has

forged a new consensus within the international community regarding the need to fight

terrorist action. In the wave of terrorist attacks on world heritage that we have

witnessed in the last two decades, reactions among UN member states have become

more comprehensive, focusing also on the participation of local communities in the

effort to protect cultural heritage. Seen in this light, expanding global cultural heritage

governance is a fruitful avenue for combating terrorist attacks against cultural heritage,

not only because such improved global governance may play a role in sustainable

peacebuilding, but also because it supports more resilient patterns in societies all over

the world.

Still, although gains in global cultural heritage governance are neither to be achieved

easily nor in a linear fashion, they are a worthy investment for sustaining peace and

preventing future crises.74 We need reliable efforts and solid funding for governance

support, human rights, and the rule of law.
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