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Letter From the Chair 

Dear Delegates,  

Hi. My name is Sam Sheahan, I am a sophomore at St. John’s Prep, and I will  

be your chair for SJPMUN XIV. I have been apart of Model UN for a year and a half now, and I 

have really enjoyed my time in this club. Aside from Model UN, my hobbies include football, 

boating, and a variety of other outdoor activities. The topic we will be discussing is Site 

Protection. This topic has continuously gotten more and more intriguing, as threats like terrorism 

and climate change have put various World Heritage Sites in danger of being destroyed. See you 

all in December! If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me via email at 

ssheahan22@stjohnsprep.org. 

 

Sincerely, 

Sam Sheahan SJP ‘22 

Chair UNESCO Site Protection  
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Committee Description 
  

UNESCO, the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization, was 

established in 1945 to build peace through the fields of education, science, and culture. Members 

of the United Nations are automatically admitted to UNESCO, but if a state that is not already 

part of the UN would like to join, they are able to join if they are recommended by the Executive 

Board and voted in by the General Conference. After World War II, the UN decided to establish 

a committee to promote the educational, scientific, and cultural fields in each country. That 

committee became UNESCO. A main goal of this committee is to figure out how to better 

protect the sites that are considered to be important to the culture and heritage of countries across 

the world, which is what we will be working on. In 1972, UNESCO established an international 

treaty called the “Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and National 

Heritage” (also known as “The World Heritage Convention”) which aims to identify sites of 

great cultural value. UNESCO encourages countries to sign this convention and nominate their 

important sites to be included on UNESCO’s World Heritage List. UNESCO needs to protect 

these sites because of their importance to our culture. UNESCO is trying to preserve these sites 

for future generations they show us what went on in the minds of ancient populations. They can 

inspire us to progress both society and our lives.  

In the committee, each member state has one vote regardless of the size of the  

state. While UNESCO is unable to enforce anything, they can provide funds and assistance for 

countries to protect their culturally important sites.  
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Statement of the Problem 
 

In this committee, delegates will discuss the further protection of sites on the World 

Heritage List. World Heritage Sites are established under the parameters of the World Heritage 

Convention. In order to become a World Heritage Site under the World Heritage Convention, the 

site must meet one of the ten criteria laid out in the Convention and have universal value. Being 

on the list can lead to public awareness and receive financial benefits and expert advice if the site 

was in danger of being destroyed as a result of the affects of war or terrorism. An increase in 

terrorism across the world has put World Heritage Sites in more and more danger. Jerusalem is a 

great example of a site currently in danger. Jerusalem is one of the holies cities in Islam, 

Judaism, and Christianity. However, it is currently considered to be in danger because of the 

violence surrounding it. Jews, Muslims and Christians all believe they have some claim to the 

land or access to it. Israelis and Palestinians are currently struggling to divide Jerusalem, Israel 

representing the Jewish interest in the holy city, and Palestine representing the Islamic interest. 

Events, whether terror attacks or Israeli building initiatives designed to exclude Palestinians, 

ravage Jerusalem, putting it in danger of permanent destruction. Jerusalem and other World 

Heritage Sites like it have immense cultural value.  

While Jerusalem is still standing despite the danger, the Notre Dame Cathedral in France 

is not. In April, a large fire burnt down a lot of the cathedral. Due to the Notre Dame Cathedral 

being a World Heritage Site, UNESCO and other countries could offer assistance in the form of 

expert advice to France in order to rebuild the cathedral. World Heritage Centre Director, Dr. 

Rössler said that “a team of UNESCO experts is on hand to investigate the stability of the 

stonework and potential damage to stained glass windows, echoing a statement by the UNESCO 
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Director-General, Audrey Azoulay, in which she announced that a ‘rapid damage assessment’ 

would be carried out as soon as possible with the authorities.” (news.un.org). The many pledges 

from world-wide donors to rebuild the cathedral in all of its historic glory have raised local 

protests in France regarding the importance of restoring such a historic site rather than fixing the 

real economic plight of citizens suffering from lack of food, jobs and services today. How should 

money be allocated between site protection and present needs. 

Another major threat to World Heritage Sites is climate change, with twenty-five percent 

of natural sites already being impacted by climate change. An example is rising sea levels, which 

could lead to many important sites ending up submerged in water. Venice, Italy is one of the 

sites most in danger. With climate change, the water levels in the Venice lagoon continue to rise 

leading to catastrophic high tides. The flooding of Venice puts an enormous part of history at 

risk of destruction. What is at stake when we lose important historic sites? 

Created by UNESCO in 1960, the World Heritage Convention established the concept of 

protecting significant natural and cultural sites around the world from human and environmental 

harm. A problem arises, however, when the site is historically occupied or claimed by an 

indigenous occupant. Being designated a WHS puts restrictions/? on certain uses of the site that 

may conflict with its historic residents. Who should have the authority to nominate a place to be 

a WHS - the nation-state? The indigenous residents? Does the value of some sites transcend both 

the local residents and the nation-state, to be properly accorded to all of humanity?  

 Despite the success of the Convention, the nomination of sites into the World Heritage 

List can have negative effects on the indigenous people in the area. UNESCO consistently fails 

to inform indigenous people of the establishment of a World Heritage Site. Examples of this 
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include the Papahānaumokuākea Marine National Monument in Hawai’i and the Ngorongoro 

Conservation Area in Tanzania, both of which were established as World Heritage Sites without 

the approval of the indigenous people that lived there. “UNESCO and the World Heritage 

Committee’s failure to consult with Indigenous Peoples and obtain their Free, Prior and Informed 

Consent violates Article 1 of the International Covenant on Political and Civil Rights and the UN 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.” (culturalsurvival.org). The nomination of 

Tibetan land to the World Heritage List by China has negative effects on natives. UNESCO and 

China both approve of the nomination, which originated from policies that encourage tourism. 

This is a clever way in which China can monitor part of its population as it distrusts the normal 

everyday lives of Tibetans. According to the International Campaign for Tibet, UNESCO 

ignored this fact and accepted the nomination despite the Tibetans. Plus, the establishment of a 

World Heritage Site can lead to an explosion of tourism at the site. This tourism inevitably leads 

to the commercialism of the area, possibly ruining the site for the people that reside there. What 

can UNESCO do to please the indigenous people and preserve the site? 
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History of Problem 

The idea of establishing World Heritage Sites started in 1960 in a response to a threat on 

the Nubia Monuments. The Aswan High Dam had been built in the Nile, and the monuments 

were in danger of being submerged in the River. Many worried that the loss of these monuments 

would be a great loss for humanity as a whole because of its location on the Nile River and its 

significance to Egypt’s past. Because of this worry, the Director-General of UNESCO, Rene 

Maheu, started an international campaign to save these important monuments. He collected 

around 30 million dollars to rescue the monuments from the supporters of the dam and allow for 

the monuments to remain intact. This event lead to the public realization that sites of cultural 

importance needed to be preserved. Two movements formed: one aiming to save natural sites, 

one attempting to protect man-made treasures. These two movements eventually combined, and 

the result was the World Heritage Convention. The Convention was adopted by UNESCO’s 

General Conference in 1972. Today, most countries have signed this treaty, promising to protect 

and preserve their important cultural sites.  

Along with the Convention, UNESCO created a list of World Heritage Sites.  “The text 

of the Convention describes these treasures as properties of outstanding universal value from the 

point of view of art or history, science or natural beauty.” (UNESCO Courier). By adding a site 

to the list, the country essentially pledges to protect that site against forces that could ruin it. As 

of today, 1092 Sites are on the list, with 845 being cultural sites and 209 being natural sites. The 

list also specifies which sites are in danger. “Article 11.4 of the 1972 UNESCO convention 

established the List of World Heritage in Danger to recognize sites under threat from urban life 

and tourism development, armed conflict, natural disasters, and abandonment. As of 2018, 54 
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sites are listed in danger.” (nationalgeographic.com). UNESCO protects these sites. They take 

donor money from the signers of the treaty to do this. They hire park rangers and restore 

monuments with this money among other things. “The World Heritage program has scored 

high-profile successes. It exerted pressure to halt a highway near Egypt's Giza Pyramids, block a 

salt mine at a gray whale nursery in Mexico, and cancel a dam proposal above Africa's Victoria 

Falls.” (nationalgeographic.com).  

         A great example of the success of the convention is the Island of Mozambique. In 1507, the 

Portuguese built a large fort on the island. For years, this World Heritage site had been ravaged 

by the Mozambican Civil War. The island needed a lot of funding and trained officials to restore 

and preserve the island. They did not have either. With the help of UNESCO, the island was able 

to use its status as a World Heritage Site to gain funding for the restoration of the culturally 

significant island. With the donations from countries like Japan, Portugal, Belgium and the 

Netherlands, they were able to train 100 workers. Using traditional building techniques, the 

workers restored the island to its past form. As a result, the colonial Portuguese architecture that 

covers the island remains intact, protecting the Portuguese legacy on the island. However, there 

is not always unanimous approval of the Conventions actions.  
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www.africanworldheritagesites.org 

 

There are a number of instances where the people on the site oppose the importance of  

the site. Two examples of this are the Taliban’s destruction of the Buddha of Bamiyan and the 

Tanzanian government’s development initiatives in Stiegler’s Gorge. One example is when the 

area is now occupied by a different group of people, and the other is when the original people do 

not believe in the importance of the site. The first example can be seen in the destruction of the 

Buddha of Bamiyan. The Islamic Taliban had taken control of the formerly Buddhist area. They 

made the decision that they did not want to have the statues, seen as monuments to infidelity, in 

their presence. Therefore, they destroyed the statues, which lead to a public outcry. Tanzania’s 

goal to build a hydroelectric dam on a World Heritage Site embodies the second example. The 

Selous Game Reserve is a World Heritage Site in Tanzania. Tanzania intends to build a dam in 

Stiegler's Gorge, which is part of the site. UNESCO believes that the dam could ruin the World 

Heritage Site and has placed it on the World Heritage Sites in Danger List. Both examples 

further illustrate the main question about World Heritage Sites: Who owns World Heritage Sites? 
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Questions to Consider 

● Who benefits from World Heritage Sites and how? What is their value to their region and 

the larger world community. Who should own the World Heritage Sites? 

● Who should bear the cost of World Heritage Sites being restored and preserved? Should 

the money earned from tourism go into preserving the sites that people are visiting? How 

much money should go toward protecting sites for future generations vs using that money 

to help people in need today? Who gets to decide? 

● What should UNESCO do to protect sites in danger? How can UNESCO encourage 

countries to spend money to protect these sites?  

● How should UNESCO fight biases prevalent already amongst its members? 

● What role should domestic and foreign governments play in protecting World Heritage 

Sites? 

● What can UNESCO do to please the indigenous people and preserve sites? 

● What if the country or the public want to remove a World Heritage Site? 
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 Bloc Positions  

Keep in mind that 193 countries across the world have signed the World Heritage Convention 

and 167 of those State Parties have World Heritage Sites on the World Heritage List which is 

made by UNESCO.  

Afghanistan, Democratic Republic of Congo, Egypt, Honduras, Iraq, Israel, Kenya, Peru, 

United Kingdom, and the United States: 

Countries that have sites on the World Heritage Sites in Danger List 
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Research 

The ten criteria for becoming a UNESCO World Heritage Site: http://whc. 

unesco.org/en/criteria/ 

 

Cases of the World Heritage Convention Succeeding: https://whc.unesco. org/en/casestudies/ 

 

The World Heritage List: http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/ 

 

Explanation of the World Heritage Convention: https://www.nationalgeographic 

.com/travel/world-heritage/about/ 
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