World Heritage Sites in danger

Dear colleagues and friends,

As reported in previous Clearinghouse editions, World Heritage Sites are increasingly at the centre of a battle over tourism and commerce. Ironically, although officials of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) acknowledge that tourism can seriously damage the sites, the UN agency has embarked on a policy to fully promote tourism in cooperation with governments and the industry.  Meanwhile, it has done very little to stop the corporate take-over of World Heritage Sites and to help put in place policies and programmes aimed at effectively curbing commercial encroachment, mismanagement, corruption and other vices that often come along with uncontrolled tourism development.   

Today, we have an article by Darryl D’Monte, which gives a good overview of the major problems affecting famous cultural and natural heritage sites around the world. Then, I’d like to share with you two more case studies – from Nepal and Borobodur, Indonesia – that illustrate the difficulties to protect World Heritage Sites from unfettered commercialization and urban sprawl. 

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)

---------------------

http://www.islam-online.net/English/artculture/2004/10/article15.shtml
WORLD HERITAGE SITES IN DANGER 

By Darryl D’Monte

28 October 2004

Slowly but surely, countries are becoming aware that the inscription by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) of a World Heritage Site not only helps to protect it, but confers a great honour on a country and also puts it on the tourist map. In July 2004, 34 sites were added to the list, bringing the total to 788. Most sites are described as “cultural,” which generally means archaeological. But there are also 154 natural sites, including national parks and other scenic locations, and 23 which are mixed. UNESCO’s concern for safeguarding such monumental treasures dates back 45 years, when the Egyptian Abu Simbel and Philae temples were threatened by building the Aswan dam.

However, the inscription of a site does not necessarily mean a lifetime award. Aware that countries are sometimes unable or unwilling to protect these sites, UNESCO dangles a sword over each recipient by warning them that the award can be withdrawn. As many as 35 sites are listed as endangered, which puts an extra responsibility on the “owners” to guard them against the depredations of natural wear and tear or human intervention.

In the past, three sites—the old city of Jerusalem in 1982, the temple complex of Angkor Wat1 a decade later, and the minaret of Jam in Afghanistan in 2002—were simultaneously inscribed and listed as in danger. This year, thankfully, Angkor has been removed from the endangered list. Until today, UNESCO has not taken the extreme step of delisting any “property” as a World Heritage Site.

The 65-metre-tall minaret of Jam is the world’s second tallest tower, surpassed only by the Qutb Minar in Delhi, and was built by rulers from the same region of the world. Not so long ago, Afghanistan witnessed the terrible destruction of the two tall 5th century Buddha statues in Bamiyan, despite the fact that UNESCO and several governments pleaded unsuccessfully with the Taliban to save the monuments. The area was inscribed by UNESCO last year as a World Heritage Site consisting of a “cultural landscape and archaeological remains.” Indian government conservation experts were particularly distressed at this wanton destruction by the Taliban, because they had helped Afghanistan restore the statues some years ago.

Threats to sites include war, mining, industrial pollution (such as the apprehension for India’s famed Taj Mahal three decades ago, with the location of an oil refinery 40 km away), poaching, and mismanaged tourism. The Croatian port town of Dubrovnik, which dates back to Roman times, could not be protected by UNESCO’s imprimatur when it was bombarded by Yugoslav forces in 1991.

Angkor Wat was under siege for several years after the overthrow of the Pol Pot regime, whose guerrillas went into hiding in the jungles near what is one of the world’s biggest archaeological sites, among their other hideouts. The guerrillas also looted the temples freely to smuggle the priceless sculptures and sell them on the world market.

In India, the temple town of Hampi2 is one of two endangered sites. The local authorities have been building a bridge across the river besides the complex and a bypass road to bring tourists to the site more easily, but have intruded on it in the process. The Delhi-based conservation architect Nalini Thakur told us that putting Hampi on the endangered list has certainly prompted the state government and archaeologists to draw up a management plan. However, British architectural historians Dr George Michell and John Fritz told us that “UNESCO status has failed to adequately protect the site” because it could not prevent these insensitive interventions. The proper perspective is that UNESCO is most concerned about interfering with the sovereignty of member countries and cannot police such sites: It is primarily up to the governments to take appropriate measures.

Tourist Threats

Ironically, the very rationale of inscribing some sites proves their downfall. Several locations are in danger of being swamped by tourists who threaten the very integrity of the monuments or sites. National Geographic magazine quoted the UNESCO’s World Heritage Committee in Paris four years ago as saying, “The travel and tourism industry is the world’s biggest, and it is growing at a fast pace. What will be the cost of this tremendous boom to the integrity, the very survival perhaps, of our heritage sites?” In the Asia-Pacific region alone, tourism turnover is expected to reach $2 trillion next year, twice the GDP of the UK. Jeff Morgan of the California-based Global Heritage Fund told us that Angkor Wat brings in as much as a third of Cambodia’s foreign exchange, while the Tikal National Park3 in Guatemala raises $280 million a year.

The famed Galapagos Islands, 1,000 km off the coast of Ecuador, were threatened by tourists and over fishing and had to be put on the endangered list. In 1997, the government of Ecuador imposed restrictions on fishing and finalised a management plan. In Peru, the Inca site of Machu Picchu4—which attracts one million visitors a year—has proved so popular that the authorities considered building a cable car to enable tourists avoid the steep climb, as well as other facilities. However, conservationists protested that this would destroy the misty ambience of this fabled site made immortal by the words of the poet Pablo Neruda, and might actually damage the monument’s structures.

The Iguazu National Park in Brazil, with its spectacular waterfalls, has similarly been threatened by tourist helicopter flights and the construction of a road which bisects the park—all of which disturb prized species like the giant anteater and giant otter that are endemic there.

Natural Sites in Danger!

To some extent, natural sites are in greater danger since species and habitats are more fragile than stone or other monuments. Even the Yellowstone National Park in Wyoming is listed in danger, as are the Everglades in Florida5. This shows that even countries where there is no shortage of funds for conservation can’t be complacent that their sites are well protected. In India, the only other threatened site is the Manas National Park in Assam6, where Bodo tribal secessionists have been poaching the rare one-horned rhinos. As many as 33 rhinos were poached between 1989 and 1992, putting the loss to the park at an estimated $2 million.

Worldwide, the answer is not to deter tourists, as some experts believe. Instead, the answer calls for proper management. This is precisely the challenge that now confronts the Indian authorities on the 350th anniversary of the Taj Mahal. After a gap of several years, it intends to reopen the “miracle in marble” to visitors on nights when there is a full moon—the practice was discontinued for fear of terrorist attacks. With proper crowd management and security precautions, there is no reason why entry to monuments cannot be regulated, as they are in Italy and several other countries. Public awareness is the best antidote to heritage destruction.
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Endnotes:

1- The temple complex of Angkor in Cambodia is the largest religious monument in the world. The temple of Angkor Wat is regarded as the supreme masterpiece of Khmer architecture, it is a huge pyramid temple built by Suryavarman II between 1113 CE and 1150 CE. It is surrounded by a moat 570 feet wide and about four miles long. The mass of bas-relief carving is of the highest quality and the most beautifully executed in Angkor. The temple is dedicated to the Hindu god Vishnu.

2- The austere, grandiose site of Hampi was the last capital of the last great Hindu kingdom of Vijayanagar. Its fabulously rich princes built Dravidian temples and palaces which won the admiration of travellers between the 14th and 16th centuries. Conquered by the Deccan Muslim confederacy in 1565, the city was pillaged over a period of six months before being abandoned.

3- The main attraction of the Tikal National Park in Guatemala is the ruined city of the Maya Indians reflecting the cultural evolution of Mayan society from hunter-gathering to farming, with an elaborate religious, artistic, and scientific culture which finally collapsed in the late 9th century. At its height from 700 CE to 800 CE the city supported a population of 90,000 Mayan Indians. There are over 3,000 separate buildings dating from the period 600 BC to 900 CE, including temples, residences, religious monuments decorated with hieroglyphic inscriptions, and tombs.

4- Machu Picchu stands 2,430 m above sea-level, in the middle of a tropical mountain forest, in an extraordinarily beautiful setting. It was probably the most amazing urban creation of the Inca empire at its height; its giant walls, terraces, and ramps seem as if they have been cut naturally in the continuous rock escarpments.

5- This site at the southern tip of Florida has been called “a river of grass flowing imperceptibly from the hinterland into the sea.” The exceptional variety of its water habitats has made it a sanctuary for a large number of birds and reptiles, as well as for threatened species such as the manatee.

6- On a gentle slope in the foothills of the Himalayas, where wooded hills give way to alluvial grasslands and tropical forests, the Manas sanctuary is home to a great variety of wildlife, including many endangered species such as the tiger, pygmy hog, Indian rhinoceros, and Indian elephant.
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URBAN DEVELOPMENTS THREATEN NEPAL’S RICH CULTURAL HERITAGE SITES 

By Channel NewsAsia's Rumee Singh in Kathmandu

KATHMANDU : Thousands of tourists visit Nepal each year, attracted to its 10 World Heritage Sites. But the Himalayan kingdom has now come under intense scrutiny, due to the threats facing these protected icons. 

The Buddhist stupa - "Swayambhunath" - is a 2,500- year-old monument on the western hills of Kathmandu.

Symbols on the mound represent the four elements - earth, fire, wind and water. 

Appropriately, the stupa is on top of a hill and it is quite a struggle to get there, with pilgrims and tourists needing to climb 365 steps.

For the lazy, there is also a road to almost its base! 

Statues and shrines of both Buddhist and Hindu deities dot the complex. 

And because large numbers of followers of both faiths visit Swayambhunath, it is perhaps the best place to observe Nepal's religious harmony. 

Kathmandu's rich cultural heritage sites have won Nepal international recognition. 

But rapidly growing urbanisation and a changing society threaten the sites. 

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has demoted the valley to its list of 'World Heritage Sites in Danger' on grounds of "uncontrolled urban development". 

As this issue of de-listing has brought concerns not just among the authorities but also among the natives, efforts are being made collectively to preserve and promote them.

Kosh Prasad Acharya, Director-General of Department of Archaeology, said: "Placing these sites on the endangered list indicates that they are under threat. Delisting is a tool to get international attention."

The World Heritage Committee, the apex executive body of the Convention on World Heritage Sites, is probing the issue. 

Francesco Bendarin, Director of UNESCO World Heritage Committee, said: "We are here with a very large number of international experts, institutions and so on. This is perhaps the largest joint workshop that was ever done in the valley to assess the situation and define the future course of action."

These monuments not only play a vital role in promoting tourism in Nepal, but also help locals define their traditions, values and culture. - CNA

------------------
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INDONESIA’S BOROBODUR ASSAILED BY COMMERCE DEMONS 

Indonesia's fortunes have waned since the Asian financial crisis of the late 1990s and the world's largest Buddhist monument with its tourist pulling power is a cash honey pot in tough times. 

But hawker numbers at the UNESCO World Heritage site have exploded and tourists find themselves besieged by sometimes aggressive sellers of everything from postcards to toys. 

Now, regional authorities want to clean up the area with new shopping projects that critics say are an even greater threat to the integrity of the site in the heart of Java, Indonesia's main island. 

"Promotion of shopping tourism within the preservation precinct of Borobudur is simply not acceptable," said Richard Engelhardt, UNESCO regional adviser for culture in Asia and the Pacific. 

"The site is supposed to be a site of solitude and meditation where you can bring yourself to a point where you and nature become one, and you can't do this if you are ringed by a shopping mall." 

Borobudur, not far from Java's ancient royal capital Yogyakarta, dates back to around 800 AD, long before Islam became the dominant religion in the world's most populous Muslim nation. 

The monument was neglected and abandoned for almost a thousand years before it was rediscovered under volcanic ash and jungle in the 1800s, when a survey team investigated talk of a great ruin in central Java. 

Little religious significance to Indonesians 

For many Indonesians, the religious nature of the site is of little importance to them and this partly explains the planned commercialisation, say some experts. 

Borobudur represents a Buddhist view of the universe, comprising a series of square and circular terraces that allow visitors to move upward from the everyday world to a large bell-shaped stupa representing nirvana. 

The square terraces lie within stone walls carved in intricate detail which provide lessons to pilgrims through scenes illustrating Buddhist thought and the life of Buddha. 

Steep stairways rise to the wide-open circular terraces, where stone-lattice stupas contain Buddha statues overlooking the tropical green plain and its distant volcanoes. 

It's a landscape that evokes a sense of calm, enhanced by the monument's peaceful, if mysterious, atmosphere. The detail of the stone reliefs and serene expressions of the statues add to the effect. 

But serenity is missing in the car park where calls of "Look madame, batik postcard", "Hello...water?", "Like pen?", "This book", "Maybe later?" is the typical chorus following tourists. 

Dutch tourists Rob and Angela Joosten from Amsterdam said the temple held a mystique, but the hawkers were irritating. 

"They are quite aggressive and pushy...Some I can understand, but there are too many," said Rob Joosten. 

Borobudur is not the only monument of global significance where tourists run a gauntlet of sales people. 

But Ken Scott of Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) said it was toward the bad end of the spectrum. 

"If people travel around the world to see this acclaimed Buddhist structure you want to make sure that they enjoy the experience and are not hassled to buy irrelevant goods or to have the experience downgraded by commercial elements," he said. 

Last year Borobudur attracted more than two million tourists, mostly Indonesians, as foreign numbers fell after the 2002 Bali bombings and a wider international travel downturn. 

Shopping mall suggested 

But the enduring drawing power of the site and the existing problems have sparked retail plans that have horrified UNESCO, the cultural arm of the United Nations. 

These include the Jagad Jawa, or Spirit World of Java retail shopping complex and light rail system proposal suggested last year by the Central Java authorities and later put on hold after a widespread outcry. 

Engelhardt said various concepts were still circling. 

"The issue of the shopping mall keeps coming up in many different forms and guises," he said. 

UNESCO and the International Council on Monuments and Sites, which advises on world heritage listings, favour some retailing, but prefer a lower-key local arts and crafts bazaar that would assist and involve the nearby community. 

Current items sold are mostly viewed as low quality, generic goods that benefit traders from outside the region. 

The issues are to be considered at a UNESCO World Heritage Committee meeting in China from June 28 to July 9. 

Unesco also wants more emphasis at Borobudur on the historic, cultural and spiritual values that are often lost on visitors scrambling to the top for the view and a photo. 

Wiendu Nuryanti, director of tourism research and development at the Yogyakarta-based research group Stuppa Indonesia, said there was great pride and appreciation of Borobudur within Indonesia. 

But she said the issues at the site partly reflected a disconnect between a predominantly Muslim community and a site seen as a relic from a long-ago era. 

"There is no direct religious link between the temple and the (Muslim) community," she said. "If this monument lived in the middle of a Buddhist society I think it would be different."
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