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For as long as humankind has existed, man has been 
forced to engage with his immediate environment in or-
der to build a living space where he could survive, live 
and thrive. Faced with oftentimes harsh natural condi-
tions, he had to do what he does best: adapt. He did so 
by taking advantage of the resources that nature pro-
vided, oftentimes turning limitations into new solutions 
by making creative use of the landscape at his disposal. 
This process we call civilisation has been ongoing some-
times isolated, sometimes mutually intertwined around 
the globe for thousands of years. It has manifested itself 
in habitats that, surviving until today, have stood the test 
of time and bear testimony to past eras.

Architecture at the interface between nature and 
culture has always been an essential part of the human 
experience and continue to do so. Landscape architec-
ture combines design and environment, art and science 
to create the living spaces of the present and the future. 
However, it is not sufficient for man to build. Beyond that 
it is his responsibility to preserve what those before him 
have created.

UNESCO has been addressing the issue of human set-
tlements and the “urban context” for several decades 
through its different programmes and normative instru-
ments such as: the 1962 Recommendation, the 1972 
Convention, the World Heritage Earthen Architecture 
Programme and the 2011 recommendation. Cities and 
urban ensembles in general are the most represented 
category on the World Heritage List and most of the criti-
cal cases in terms of conservation concern World Herit-
age cities or urban ensembles. 

In 1962, UNESCO adopted the Recommendation Con-
cerning the Safeguarding of the Beauty and Character of 
Landscapes and Sites. In 1992, the World Heritage Con-
vention became the first international legal instrument 
to recognise and protect cultural landscapes. At its 16th 

session, the Committee adopted guidelines concerning 
their inclusion on the World Heritage List. 

The relationship between man and natural systems 
has been explicitly recognised in cultural and natural 
heri tage sites. The term “cultural landscape” in particu-
lar, embraces a diversity of manifestations of the interac-
tion between humankind and its natural environment. 

Cultural landscapes often reflect specific techniques of 
sustainable land-use, considering the characteristics and 
limits of the natural environment they are established in, 
and a specific spiritual relation to nature. The continued 
existence of traditional forms of land-use supports bio-
logical diversity in many regions of the world. The protec-
tion of traditional cultural landscapes is therefore helpful 
in maintaining biological diversity.

At the United Nations Conference on Housing and 
Sustainable Development (Habitat III) that recently took 
place from 17th to 20th October 2016, the most pressing 
issues regarding present and future life in cities were ad-
dressed. One lesson drawn from this is that architecture 
and building techniques respond to specific local con-
texts. They change and evolve over time as the inhabit-
ants do. To reveal and sustain the great diversity of the 
interactions between humans and their environment, to 
protect living traditional cultures and preserve the traces 
of those which have disappeared, 102 of these proper-
ties have been inscribed on the UNESCO World Heritage 
List as cultural landscapes. 

Efforts of preventive conservation aim to hinder the 
decay of sites through interactive measures involving 
the surrounding context. Sites of cultural and histori-
cal value remain to be an integral part in the everyday 
life of those for whom it constitutes a sense of identity. 
Identity is kept alive by tradition, and tradition lives on 
through everyday practices. It is therefore important to 
find an equilibrium between renewal through moderni-
sation and the maintenance of tradition, considering that 
cultural practices are inherently connected to these pla-
ces. Furthermore, studies presented at Habitat III have 
shown that structures relying on traditional architecture 
and transferred knowledge prove to be more resistant 
to natural catastrophes, resulting in less demolition and 
fewer casualties.  

UNESCO’s World Heritage Centre has also been work-
ing on the issue of architecture as part of the landscape 
around the world with architects and conservationists to 
maintain, extend and disseminate knowledge of earthen 
architecture and techniques through its World Heritage 
Earthen Architecture Programme (2007–2017), the rea-
son being that Earthen architecture is one of the most 
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original and powerful expressions of our ability to create 
a built environment with readily available resources. The 
availability and economic quality of the material means 
it bears great potential to contribute to poverty allevia-
tion and sustainable development. As of now, over 10% 
of the World Heritage properties incorporate earthen 
structures. 

Until recently, traditional urban conservation practices 
focused primarily, or sometimes exclusively, on the ar-
chitectural monuments of the city. Nowadays, however, 
there is a broad recognition that a more inclusive and 
comprehensive approach is needed to identify and under-
stand the urban values, which are at the heart of the iden-
tity and character of the city.  Identity and local character 
are part of a city’s competitive edge, but are increasingly 
under threat and destroyed by globalising processes of 
urban development. Heritage and local culture are deter-
minants of the quality of life and the well-being of local 
communities. They also offer opportunities to increase 
their sustainable development potential and to reap the 
benefits of the cultural heritage conservation process.

To warrant the survival of heritage from the past, we 
have to take into consideration the way we manage com-
munal life in the present, which undoubtedly involves 
and affects cultural heritage sites. The Global Report on 
Culture for Sustainable Urban Development recently pre-
pared by UNESCO and presented last week in Quito at 
Habitat III stresses the role that culture plays in giving a 
city social and economic power. To fulfill its aim to im-
prove the agency of cities to shape their own futures it is 
critical that countries achieve Goal 11 of the United Na-
tions 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, whose 
objective is to make cities and human settlements inclu-
sive, safe, resilient and sustainable.  

The 17 Sustainable Development Goals which re-
placed the Millennium Development Goals after their 
expiration in 2015, follow a broader, more inclusive ap-
proach that puts emphasis on universality.

It is in this context that Sustainable Development Goal 
11 highlights some of the major challenges that commu-
nities in urban spaces have to face, such as the disposal 
of growing amounts of waste, increases in air pollution, 
a lack of habitable areas due to population growth and 
the inadequate quality of housing in many places where 
slums prevail. Cities can, if well-managed through nation-
al policies, become hubs of innovation and productivity. 
Crucial for this, however, is culture, which is intrinsically 
linked to historical identity.

The 2011 Recommendation on the Historic Urban 
Landscape (HUL) promotes the management of heritage 
resources in dynamic and constantly changing environ-
ments. It is based on the recognition and identification 
of a layering and interconnection of natural and cultural, 
tangible and intangible, international and local values 

present in any city. The recently launched HUL Guide-
book (2016) provides a practical guide to the HUL ap-
proach with 8 case studies in China, Australia, Ecuador, 
Pakistan, Tanzania, Italy and the Netherlands.

Without an effective safeguarding action, the legacy 
of the past can rapidly be lost, as it is happening in many 
urban contexts characterised by intensive and rapid de-
velopment processes, with the loss of connection be-
tween communities and the built environment in which 
they live. Promoting the regeneration of downtown are-
as and the conservation and adaptive reuse of their cul-
tural heritage assets can improve the living conditions for 
poor communities. Culture-led redevelopment of urban 
areas and public spaces helps to preserve the social fab-
ric, improve economic returns and increase competitive-
ness, giving impetus to a diversity of intangible cultural 
heritage practices as well as other creative expressions, 
thereby creating sustainable urban spaces. 

The cultural and creative industries, as well as herit a ge-
based urban revitalisation and sustainable tourism, are 
powerful economic sectors that can generate green em-
ployment, stimulate local development and foster crea-
tivity. The proper understanding of traditional cultural 
practices can be a powerful tool to enhance the resilience 
of cities facing threats linked to natural phenomena and 
climate change. 

In most recent times, even more imminent threats 
surfaced, as man himself has emerged as the destroyer 
of his own landscapes. Be it as a side-effect of armed 
conflict between humans like in Yemen, where four 
World Heritage Sites are at risk, or be it as the result of 
intentional destruction as the cases of Syria and Mali 
demonstrate, where men are deliberately responsible 
for the loss of irretrievable treasures in Palmyra and 
Timbuktu.  

In an effort to fight against such ways of warmonger-
ing that aim to eradicate not only people, but also its 
manifestations in cultural knowledge, traditions, and 
memory, UNESCO recently witnessed a major achieve-
ment, namely the historic decision of the International 
Criminal Court to convict Ahmed Al-Faqi Al-Mahdi. By 
identifying the destruction of 9 mausoleums and the se-
cret gate of the Sidi Yahia Mosque in Timbuktu as war 
crimes committed by him and his militia, a major step 
has been taken towards recognising the importance of 
heritage for humanity as a whole and for communities 
in particular, as well as emphasising the role that cultural 
heritage plays in building peace and fostering reconcilia-
tion among communities. 

Ensuring functioning and sustainable natural and cul-
tural landscape and their conservation for future genera-
tions is a goal that benefits all of humanity. This volume 
makes a significant contribution in this direction and this 
is what UNESCO aims for.
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