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Chapter 19
Climate Action and World Heritage: 
Conflict or Confluence?

Cathy Daly

Abstract  In 2007, the Policy Document on the Impacts of Climate Change on 
World Heritage Properties was adopted by the World Heritage (WH) Committee, 
and a revised policy document, the Draft Policy Document on Climate Action for 
World Heritage, was released in 2021. An English word search on terms related to 
potential conflicts between WH and climate change was undertaken and utilised as 
a starting point for an exploration of developments over the 14 intervening years. 
Four themes were defined and explored, namely, mission, change, loss, and respon-
sibility. In many cases of perceived conflict, professionals and policy makers have 
been actively working to find solutions. In others, there is the potential for develop-
ing new and creative approaches that will ensure the relevance of heritage in an 
uncertain future.

Keywords  Climate change · Climate action · World heritage · Heritage policy

19.1 � Introduction

The Paris Agreement of 2015, an agreement within the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), aims to keep global temperature rise 
below 2 °C through emissions reductions, i.e., the mitigation of greenhouse gasses 
(GHG) (UN, 1992). Accepting that some degree of climate change (CC) is now 

Since this article was accepted for publication the General Assembly of the World Heritage 
Committee meeting in Paris (24–26 November 2021) failed to adopt the new Policy Document on 
Climate Action for World Heritage. The policy could not be agreed due to lobbying, by the 
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of the List of World Heritage in Danger.
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inevitable, however, the Paris Agreement has also established the Global Goal on 
Adaptation, whereby all signatories agree to engage in adaptation planning and the 
implementation of actions. Adaptation is “the process of adjustment to actual or 
expected climate and its effects…[it] seeks to moderate or avoid harm or exploit 
beneficial opportunities” (IPCC, 2014, p. 1758). The concept of “climate action” 
encompasses both adaptation and mitigation (UNDP, 2021) and is, therefore, a pro-
cess with which parties to the Paris Agreement have committed to actively engag-
ing. Although the list of 195 signatories to the Paris Agreement includes every State 
Party (SP) to the World Heritage (WH) Convention, CC adaptation and mitigation 
create the potential for disputed approaches for many WH properties. This paper 
will discuss some of the tensions between climate action and WH governance and 
what policy efforts have been or could be made to ensure the two coalesce rather 
than clash.

19.2 � Background

Climate change (CC) was first brought to the attention of the WH Committee in 
2005 when it received a petition to place four natural heritage sites on the List in 
Danger due to CC threats (Dannenmaier, 2010; Thorson, 2008). The Committee 
turned down the proposal, but its resultant decision (05/29.COM/7B.a) made sev-
eral recommendations that raised the issue of CC as a major concern for both natu-
ral and cultural heritage sites for the first time (UNESCO, 2005). The WH 
Convention (1972) does not specifically mention CC, but SPs are obliged to protect 
their sites from damaging impacts. In theory, this could be interpreted as an obliga-
tion for SPs to the Convention to support the principles of climate action (Gruber, 
2008), i.e., mitigating GHGs to prevent increasing CC exposure for WH and imple-
menting adaptation measures to protect against climate impacts.

In 2007, the Policy Document on the Impacts of Climate Change on World 
Heritage Properties was adopted by the WH Committee. Ten years later, they 
requested the WH Centre and the Advisory Bodies to review and update the policy 
document “to make available the most current knowledge and technology on the 
subject to guide the decisions and actions of the World Heritage community” 
(UNESCO, 2016, para. 16). A subsequent meeting of experts tasked with reviewing 
the 2007 policy gave several recommendations, including that it should be rewritten 
rather than updated (IANC, 2017). In 2019, two consultants were tasked with draft-
ing this new policy, and one of their first steps was to develop an online question-
naire for WH stakeholders. The response to the questionnaire highlighted the 
barriers that had inhibited the implementation of the 2007 policy (UNESCO, 2020). 
These included lack of resources, leadership, knowledge, and political support. The 
policy document was criticised for being too general and not including site-focused 
solutions; amendments to the Operational Policy and nomination process as well as 
Periodic Reporting and Reactive Monitoring processes to include the consideration 
of CC or make it mandatory were suggested by respondents.
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Table 19.1  Potential areas of conflict and related search terms

Conflict area Search terms

Mission Equity Impact/s Sustainabl/
e/y
Sustainability

Justice

Change Adaptation/
maladaptation

Authenticity Integrity Transformation/s/al
Transforming

Loss Loss/es List of world 
heritage in danger

Delisting Operational 
guidelines

Responsibility Mitigation Emissions Tourism Renewable/s

Note: Created by the author

The updating of the 2007 policy document on the impacts of CC on WH proper-
ties Draft Policy Document on Climate Action for World Heritage was released in 
2021. Although framed as an update, the document is substantially different from 
the 2007 policy and departs from it in many significant ways. Interestingly, the draft 
policy also notes the potential for conflict and tension between CC and WH in a few 
areas. These include the possible adverse impacts of adaptation or mitigation actions 
on Outstanding Universal Value (OUV), authenticity and integrity (paras 38 and 
94), and the risks of maladaptation and social disruption (para 49). In July 2021, the 
WH Committee meeting in China, broadcast publicly online, voted to endorse this 
draft and to send it to the Convention’s General Assembly for debate and adoption 
in the autumn (decision 21/44.COM/7C).

As part of the project 50 Years World Heritage Convention: Shared Responsibility – 
Conflict & Reconciliation, points of potential conflict between WH and climate 
action were discussed and refined at an expert think tank held in March 2021. To 
explore how policy approaches to these issues have changed from 2007 to 2021, an 
English word search on both documents was undertaken using related terms 
(Table 19.1). The word search took the key areas of conflict identified during the 
think tank discussion as a starting point and, following a period of literature review, 
these were grouped into sets according to thematic concepts or areas, e.g., “mis-
sion”. Truncations were used where relevant to ensure all variations of a keyword 
were found, e.g., sustainab*. There is a degree of overlap between the sets, and the 
list is iterative; the concept of transform*, for example, was added after its signifi-
cance in the 2021 policy approach was noted. The relative occurrence of each term 
in the two texts is utilised in this article as a starting point to discuss developments 
over the fourteen years since the first policy was written (Figs. 19.1 and 19.2).

19.3 � Mission

In 2007, when the UNESCO General Assembly adopted the Policy Document on 
the Impacts of Climate Change, it was accompanied by a report on Climate Change 
and World Heritage, the outcome of an expert advisory group meeting (Cassar 
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Fig. 19.1  Relative occurrence of search terms in the 2007 policy document. (Note: Created by 
the author)

Fig. 19.2  Relative occurrence of search terms in the 2021 draft policy. (Note: Created by 
the author)
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et al., 2006; Colette, 2007). The report utilised expert judgement to determine how 
future CC might impact heritage values worldwide and emphasised the interconnec-
tion between the physical and social impacts of CC, suggesting that the way people 
interact with their heritage and the relevance and value of that heritage to their lives 
may alter with CC. The WH Committee (07/29.COM/7B.a) also requested that the 
WH network of sites be used to demonstrate best practice in relation to CC manage-
ment and raising of public awareness (Cassar et al., 2006). This was accomplished 
in part by Case Studies on Climate Change and World Heritage, a UNESCO publi-
cation that used case studies to communicate the issues in an engaging way 
(Colette, 2009).

In 2005, when UNESCO first called on heritage organisations around the world 
to embrace the issue of CC, some SPs were vociferous in their opposition to the 
move for political reasons (Barthel-Bouchier, 2015, p.  157). For example, the 
Republican US government had not ratified the Kyoto Protocol and was hostile to 
GHG mitigation at home (Coil, 2007). Barthel-Bouchier (2015) highlights the inter-
nal conflict that heritage as an organisational field faced when first engaging with 
CC, a divisive issue at the time. The danger of perceived ‘mission change’ for any 
organisation is that it can alienate public and government support, and it is vital, 
therefore, that the new direction of the organisation is communicated in a way that 
makes “it appear a logical extension of the organisation’s charge rather than a 
betrayal of it” (Barthel-Bouchier, 2015, p. 151). The construction of a WH mission 
in relation to CC occurred over the following years and mainly focused on impacts, 
effectively building consensus by emphasising heritage as a victim of CC (Colette, 
2007; ICOMOS, 2008; World Monuments Fund, 2007).

More challenging issues, such as the increase in GHG emissions due to heritage 
tourism or the need for burden sharing between developed and less developed SPs 
to the Convention, were largely left out of this early conversation. An exponent of 
this approach, Terrill (2008) argued that the WH Convention should focus on 
impacts only and stay out of the politically loaded arena of GHG mitigation as this 
was the purview of other treaties:

On grounds of expertise alone, the World Heritage Convention is well advised to avoid 
moving from describing problems and possible adaptation responses at World Heritage 
Sites to advocating particular mitigation levels or approaches. (p. 397)

More recently, however, the heritage community have been emphasising issues of 
climate justice and the potential for heritage to have high ambition and make a more 
active contribution to climate action (ICOMOS, 2019; IUCN, 2014). The United 
Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (SDG) Goal 13 calls for all 
countries to “take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts” (UNDP, 
2021), and ICOMOS’s policy guidance on SDG 13 is to harness heritage “to 
enhance the adaptive and transformative capacity of communities and build resil-
ience against climate change” (Labadi et al., 2021, p. 89). CC is considered a cross-
cutting issue and is intrinsic to the other 16 SDG Goals, and ICOMOS presents case 
studies that illustrate the same is true of heritage (Labadi et al., 2021). The belief 
that high mitigation ambitions lie outside the remit of WH still persists, however, 
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and was raised during the debate on the CC policy decision 44.COM/7C. Amendments 
reflecting this view were proposed by Brazil and supported by several other SPs.

The policy word search revealed that the emphasis on “impact(s)” has reduced 
substantially in 2021, effectively halving in relative occurrence when compared to 
2007. This indicates alignment with the wider discourse on the topic. While the 2007 
plan does not mention “equity” or “justice” at all, the incidence of these concepts in 
2021 is only slightly better (3 and 1, respectively). These occurrences are linked with 
inclusive and rights-based approaches to the governance of WH (paras 82 and 83) 
and with sustainable development (para 24). The draft policy points to the 2017 
UNESCO Declaration of Ethical Principles in Relation to Climate Change (2021, 
para. 83) for a framework that can address justice and equity and the need for trans-
parent decision making. These ethical principles include the prevention of harm, 
equity and justice, sustainable development, solidarity and scientific knowledge and 
integrity in decision making (UNESCO, 2017). The principles could provide an ethi-
cal roadmap for the future operation of the WH Convention’s climate change policies.

19.4 � Change

CC adaptation is likely to require a new approach to change management and the 
conceptualisation of “acceptable levels” of change (Daly et al., 2020). In the last 
century, conservation practice had already moved away from the rigidity of arrest-
ing change to the flexibility of managing it (Melnick, 2009, p.  41). The Burra 
Charter, for example, recognises that all places and their components change over 
time at varying rates (Australia ICOMOS, 2000, p. 2). Given the potential effects of 
rapid global CC, however, the profession may need to develop a new understanding 
of what “managing change” means (Melnick, 2009). Harvey and Perry (2015, p. 3) 
argue that, in a time of rapid change, society needs a new view of heritage, one that 
“embraces loss, alternative forms of knowledge and uncertain futures”. They sug-
gest that the heritage field must not only accept transience but should welcome the 
challenge that this will pose to the current thinking and power structures, using it to 
transform creatively (Harvey & Perry, 2015, p. 11).

It may indeed be the case that a fundamental shift in ethos is required, and this is 
likely to be a challenge for the WH system, which relies heavily on concepts of 
defined values, integrity, and (for cultural sites) authenticity. The idea that heritage 
managers should facilitate the transformation of the resources in their care to a new 
state more compatible with a changed climate would seem to be in direct conflict 
with the notion of maintaining OUV and, therefore, with WH status itself. In the 
worst-case scenario view, a fear of losing WH designation could inhibit SPs from 
admitting the scale of CC impact or even undertaking necessary adaptive responses. 
What Boccardi (2019) calls the “inherent vagueness” of the concept of authenticity 
may prove sufficiently flexible in interpretation and application to accommodate a 
response to the challenge of CC. The same does not hold true for the characteristic 
of integrity, applicable to both natural and cultural properties. Integrity is less 
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mutable than authenticity; relating to “wholeness” and “intactness” of physical ele-
ments, it may also include quantifiable indicators such as numbers of species (Stovel, 
2007). Paragraph 166 of the Operational Guidelines (UNESCO, 2019) outlines the 
procedure for modifying the criteria for a property inscribed on the World Heritage 
List. The initiative for this action must come from the SP concerned and requires a 
significant burden of paperwork and a minimum of a year and a half preparation.

Where a State Party wishes to have the property inscribed under additional, fewer or differ-
ent criteria other than those used for the original inscription, it shall submit this request as 
if it were a new nomination. (UNESCO, 2019, para. 166)

Statements of value are not static and absolute; they are constructed and defined at 
a particular time and context (Boccardi, 2019,p. 16). Facilitating the review of state-
ments of OUV, perhaps via the prism of integrity and authenticity, with a less bur-
densome procedure should be a priority as part of CC adaptation planning. In the 
word search results of the two policies, the relative incidence of “adaptation” 
increased only slightly in 2021 when compared to 2007. More significant, however, 
was the introduction of the term “transformation” in the 2021 plan and the associ-
ated concept of transformative change.

Under the heading of Climate Action, the 2021 policy states that four key catego-
ries are required for WH properties (assessing risks, adaptation, mitigation, and 
capacity building) but adds an additional fifth concept called “transformative 
change” (UNESCO, 2021, p. 14. This text is ambitious in the vision it sets out; it 
stresses the “urgency and scale of action required by the World Heritage Convention 
to support bold decisions to transition to a carbon neutral and resilient world that 
can sustain World Heritage properties for future generations” (UNESCO, 2021, 
para. 73). It points to unsustainable cultures of consumption and the call of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and others for societal reform 
or “transformative change”. The inclusion of this concept in the policy is an 
acknowledgement that change is not just inevitable but, if embraced as a “system-
wide reorganisation…including paradigms, goals and values”, represents the key 
to successfully addressing the current climate and ecological crisis both for WH and 
society as a whole.

In the context of the World Heritage Convention, transformative change would be exempli-
fied by decisions that contribute towards making World Heritage properties carbon neutral, 
as much as possible, and more resilient and better adapted to a changing climate, while 
safeguarding their Outstanding Universal Value…properties can embrace transformative 
change to become demonstration cases of the change the world needs. (UNESCO, 2021, 
para. 8)

19.5 � Loss

Where CC does result in an irreversible and unmanageable loss of OUV, the WH 
Committee will face conflict and tensions over how to proceed. Landscape-based 
approaches offer an approach to exploring environmental change and loss as they 
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are dynamic and capable of navigating time and space, nature and culture (Ferraby, 
2015). In a case study of the Jurassic Coast WH site, Ferraby illustrates that loss is 
part of the process of creating heritage and not necessarily a negative thing.

It is important to see that these stories and narratives of people and nature can be drawn as 
much from what is gone as what remains; absent spaces in the environment form and 
emphasise histories in the living, physical traces. (Ferraby, 2015: 28)

While this may be the case for individual sites, it will be a massive challenge for the 
WH system to prepare itself for the potential loss of an unknown but likely rapidly 
escalating number of sites. Entry onto the List of WH in danger, intended to encour-
age and support governments to take action to protect sites, is often resisted as it is 
seen as a ‘black mark’ (Terrill, 2008; Readfearn, 2021).

One of the criteria in the Operational Guidelines for the inscription of a property 
on the List in Danger is “threatening impacts of climatic, geological or other envi-
ronmental factors” which could have deleterious effects on its inherent characteris-
tics (UNESCO, 2019, para. 179–180). The Guidelines go on to specify that such 
threats “must be those that are amenable to correction by human action” (UNESCO, 
2019, para. 181). The list of sites in danger is therefore arguably not an appropriate 
vehicle to address CC, as the causes and solutions are beyond the ability of any one 
SP to address. The only other mechanism for dealing with sites that have lost their 
OUV, however, is delisting. According to the Operational Guidelines, properties 
could be deleted from the WH list “if the property has deteriorated to the extent that 
it has lost those characteristics which determined its inscription on the World 
Heritage List” (UNESCO, 2019, para. 191). Writing about this issue in 2008, Terrill 
(2008, p. 395) argued that the credibility of the WH Convention depended on estab-
lishing a clear framework for determining loss of OUV to avoid procedural compli-
cations when the inevitable difficult decisions must be made.

The UNFCCC established the concept of common but differentiated responsi-
bilities amongst SPs (UN, 1992, Sec. 3.1). This essentially commits developed 
countries, those most responsible for GHG emissions, to taking the lead in combat-
ing CC and its effects. During the WH Committee debate on the policy document, 
the lack of mechanisms for capacity building assistance and technology transfer 
(from developed to developing SPs) was noted as an issue that needed to be 
addressed, as was the lack of reference to the principle of common but differentiated 
responsibilities. Many early WH losses are likely to be in low-income and small-
island-developing nations (Markham et al., 2016). The process of delisting could 
therefore initiate a political crisis for the WH Convention, and the urgent institution 
of a process to ensure climate justice and burden sharing is vital for maintaining its 
reputation. This could be accomplished via UNESCO’s sixth ethical principle, 
“Solidarity”, which describes how, on a global scale, assistance should be given to 
those that are most vulnerable to climate change (UNESCO, 2017, Art. 6). Although 
there is a much greater occurrence of the word “loss” in the 2021 policy, up from 
5 in 2007 to 22 uses, there is a continued lack of concrete proposals for how degra-
dation of OUV will be handled. The draft policy largely avoids confronting the 
issue. There are no mentions of “delisting” and only 3 of the “List of Heritage in 
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Danger” in the text, although both were present in 2007 (2 and 8 mentions, respec-
tively). The proposal to place the Great Barrier Reef on the List in Danger during 
the 2021 WH Committee meeting brought this issue to the fore, with the Australian 
government successfully lobbying against the action (Readfern, 2021). When it 
came to the CC policy debate, Australia added an amendment, providing for the 
formation of an expert group to examine tensions around OUV, delisting, and CC.

The 2007 policy states that existing tools will be utilised to deal with threats to 
OUV, but, if necessary, the WH Committee will consider taking climate change into 
account in the revision of these tools (List of World Heritage in Danger, Reactive 
Monitoring and Periodic Reporting) and of its Operational Guidelines (UNESCO, 
2007). The 2021 policy has substantially fewer mentions of the Operational 
Guidelines (6 vs 13 in 2007) and the other tools of the Convention. It does say that 
the actions in the plan ‘could’ be supported at the Committee level by ensuring that 
basic documents of the World Heritage system, such as the Operational Guidelines 
and the Resource Manuals, adequately address climate change (UNESCO, 2021, 
para. 86). Processes and tools were clearly flagged as a priority issue by the stake-
holder questionnaire undertaken in advance of the drafting; however, unlike the 
2007 policy, which contained several detailed suggestions (never implemented), the 
2021 policy takes a strategic approach and requires supplementary implementation 
guidance.

19.6 � Responsibility

The mitigation of GHGs by retrofitting historic buildings or installing renewable 
energy sources (solar panels on buildings, wind turbines in landscapes) can cause 
some conflicts (BBC, 2021). This tension is recognised in the 2021 WH policy in 
paragraph 94, which suggests proactively developing planning processes that avoid 
or mediate conflicts around proposed renewable projects and other emission reduc-
tion actions. More significant was the introduction of several concepts that were 
either largely (relative incidence <2%) or completely missing in 2007 and which 
reflect developments over the intervening years. These terms relate to high ambition 
and the contribution of WH to climate action, namely “sustainability”, “emissions”, 
and “transformation” (see Sect. 19.4).

Another problem in respect of emissions is the socio-economic development 
model that has linked WH status with the generation of international tourism reve-
nue (Rebanks Ltd., 2009). In 2018, the carbon footprint of global tourism was cal-
culated as 8% of worldwide emissions and was projected to grow by 4% every year 
(Lenzen et al., 2018). What Barthel-Bouchier (2015, p. 161) describes as the “mythic 
narrative of sustainable tourism” continues to be put forward as a solution, yet how 
the contradiction can be resolved in practice remains unclear. When it comes to 
climate change adaptation, the tourism imperative will unfortunately also tend to 
focus resources on sites that are most profitable (e.g., Venice flood defences), also 
raising the problem of equity and climate justice. Barthel-Bouchier (2015) 

19  Climate Action and World Heritage: Conflict or Confluence?



248

challenges the heritage community to examine our collective conscience when she 
writes that, by aligning heritage so closely with economic returns from tourism, we

…have provided ideological and pragmatic support for a status quo that has made only 
minimal contributions in the face of the major challenges associated with climate change 
[and] over time it will become increasingly difficult to…deny evident contradictions 
between these two missions. (p. 162)

A very notable and welcome development in the 2021 policy, therefore, is the inclu-
sion of references to “tourism”. Not referred to at all in 2007, it received 22 men-
tions in 2021. This inclusion reflects the growing awareness of the contribution 
heritage tourism makes to economic development but also of the problematic impli-
cations this has for GHG emissions reduction (Markham et al., 2016). The emphasis 
in the main policy text is on the problems of “uncontrolled tourism”, the issue of 
emissions is recognised, but no critical analysis is provided, and the unchallenging 
solutions are “tourism management” and “sustainable tourism”. Experiences during 
the Covid-19 pandemic point to the importance of heritage for wellbeing, and while 
international tourism with its high carbon footprint is problematic, the widening of 
access to a diversity of local visitors should be encouraged. Annex III in the 2021 
policy frames key areas for WH properties to reduce emissions such as tourism, and 
more concrete suggestions are also proposed, including monitoring of GHG emis-
sions from tourism, identifying carbon saving measures, and considering offsetting.

19.7 � Conclusion

This paper sought to explore potential conflicts and synergies between the WH sys-
tem and climate action via a discussion of the 2007 and 2021 policies. As all SPs to 
the WH Convention are also signatories of the Paris Agreement, it is vital that 
potential conflicts between commitments under these instruments are recognised 
and addressed. Heritage professionals and policy makers have been actively work-
ing to develop new and creative approaches for dealing with potential conflicts and 
identifying confluences, ensuring the relevance of heritage in an uncertain future. 
The new WH policy reframes the debate and clearly represents an attitude shift from 
the 2007 document, as was seen from the results of a simple word search. The con-
cepts of transformative change, high ambition, and adoption of the UN Ethical 
Principles all have implications for practice and create clear synergies between WH 
and other instruments, including the UNFCCC. Changes to the Operational 
Guidelines, WH tools, and processes are still required, and CC needs to be assessed 
at all stages of listing and in subsequent reporting. Consideration needs to be given 
to a range of ideas such as the creation of a specific CC List in Danger, more stream-
lined methods for SPs to request adjustment of OUV criteria for sites already on the 
list, mechanisms for dealing with CC in the nomination process, and a means to 
show solidarity for inevitable losses. Attention is needed to ensure climate justice 
and burden sharing between nations is part of the process, starting with capacity 
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building and technology transfer between high- and low-income SPs. In the first 
decade of this century, WH led the heritage sector in highlighting climate change 
impacts. In this third decade, it could lead in Climate Action, reaffirming the leader-
ship role of WH and ensuring its relevance for generations to come.
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