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Following recent collapses at the UNESCO 
World Heritage Site in Pompeii, and the threat 
of a possible de-classification of Seville, due to 
urban development plans, the conservation of 
cultural heritage cannot be taken for granted 
in the EU. 
Home to more than one-third of all UNESCO 
World Heritage sites, the EU has a rich and 
valuable heritage.  
There are a total of 326 UNESCO cultural and 
natural sites in the EU, with the highest 
number in Italy. 
Fostering tourism and strengthening the 
cultural identity of countries are significant 
results from UNESCO recognition of sites. It 
can also be very valuable for EU Member-
States, enabling more job creation. 
The preservation of this valuable heritage is 
hampered by challenges such as financing, 
climate change, mass tourism, urban 
development and reconciling preservation 
with improving communities' quality of life.  
EU funding mechanisms (mainly the Structural 
Funds) and research initiatives have proven an 
important aid for cultural heritage 
preservation in the EU, including UNESCO sites. 
Furthermore, organisations such as the World 
Monuments Fund also provide funding, while 
other stakeholders network, cooperate and 
lobby in the area of cultural heritage.  

 
The historic centre of Tallinn, a World Heritage site. 
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Issue definition 

The EU's cultural legacy is very rich and 
diverse. This is one reason which explains the 
fact that the EU has a larger share of 
UNESCO's world heritage list than any other 
region of the world.   

Apart from being flagship examples of 
national identity, UNESCO-recognised 
cultural heritage sites can also be considered 
a trigger of economic activities and jobs.  

As the most visited region in the world, the 
EU is visited by millions of people each year, 
who come to see Europe's cultural sites. 

However, although valuable, this heritage is 
also fragile. 

About 50% of Europe's tangible cultural 
heritage has been lost in just 100 years. What 
remains is under threat from the effects of 
climate, water damage, air pollution, 
chemicals, and mass tourism. 

The preservation of cultural heritage in the 
EU is further complicated by other 
challenges, such as finding appropriate 
funding; reconciling the conservation of sites 
with urban development; and improving 
locals' quality of life while maintaining sites’ 
features. 
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The UNESCO Convention 

The Convention Concerning the Protection 
of the World Cultural and National Heritage 
was adopted by UNESCO (United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization) in 1972. As of June 2010, 187 
states have ratified it, including all the EU 
Member States. 

The World Heritage Sites list (WHS) is a 
product of this Convention. Sites on the list 
are distinct from sites with national 
classifications, in that they are recognised as 
having international interest. Because they 
constitute world heritage, the international 
community as a whole is considered to have 
the obligation to protect them.  

UNESCO does not provide any funding for 
the preservation of sites. They are therefore 
dependent on national support and 
international organisations' assistance (see 
section on 'other organisations' below). 

Sites are nominated for inclusion on the list 
by their national authorities. Countries’ 
proposals are then assessed by the World 
Heritage Committee, which meets annually. 
The whole process can take a very long time 
and some sites remain on a tentative list for 
many years. 

The WHS currently comprises 911 sites, of 
which more than one-third is in the EU. 

The majority of these are cultural – meaning 
monuments, groups of buildings and sites with 
historical, aesthetic, archaeological, scientific, 
ethnological or anthropological value. The 
remainder are natural or mixed sites.  
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UNESCO World Heritage in the EU 

Where in the EU? 
The EU countries with most UNESCO world 
heritage sites are Italy (45), Spain (42), France 
(35), Germany (33) and the UK (28), followed by 
Greece (17), Sweden (14), and Portugal (13). 

From the EU top 10, Greece and Portugal are 
the most UNESCO-concentrated countries 

(meaning UNESCO sites per inhabitant and 
per km2).  

Figure 1 - Number of UNESCO sites per Member-
state, EU top 10 
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Data source: UNESCO, 2010. 

From the 326 UNESCO sites in the EU, the 
majority are cultural sites, while 25 are 
natural and 6 are mixed sites.  

Some sites are shared by two or more 
countries, such as the Prehistoric rock art 
sites in the Côa Valley and Siega Verde, close 
to the Portuguese-Spanish border.  

Recent additions 
At the most recent meeting of the 
Convention in Brasília, in July and August 
2010, 21 new sites were added to the 
UNESCO list, including three in the EU: the 
Episcopal City of Albi and the Pitons, cirques 
and remparts of Reunion Island, in France; 
and the 17th-century canal ring area of 
Amsterdam inside the Singelgracht, in the 
Netherlands.  

Furthermore, six established sites in the EU 
were extended, including the Historic Centre 
and Schloss Eggenberg in the city of Graz in 
Austria and Mount San Giorgio in Italy. 

State of conservation 
The state of conservation of sites in the EU is 
good compared to the rest of the world. In 
fact, there is no site under threat in the EU, 
according to UNESCO's "world heritage in 
danger" list.  

However, this does not mean that sites are 
uniformly well preserved across the EU, even 

http://whc.unesco.org/archive/convention-en.pdf
http://whc.unesco.org/archive/convention-en.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/unesco/
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/866
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/866
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1337
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1317
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1317
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1349
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1349
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/931
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/931
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1090
http://whc.unesco.org/en/danger
http://whc.unesco.org/en/danger
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if their situation is not as serious as the 
threatened sites listed by UNESCO.  

Recent problems such as the collapse of 
archaeological structures in Pompeii, Italy 
(Archaeological areas of Pompeii, 
Herculaneum and Torre Annunziata), show 
that preservation of UNESCO sites in the EU 
cannot be taken for granted. 

Furthermore, urban development threats 
can hamper the coherence and stability of 
sites, undermining their classification, as has 
recently happened with Seville (Cathedral, 
Alcázar and Archivo de Indias site). 

At the Brasilia meeting in 2010, UNESCO also 
raised concerns over threats regarding the 
Pirin National park in Bulgaria, Doñana 
National Park in Spain and Henderson Island 
(part of Pitcairn, a UK dependent territory in 
the South Pacific). 

The World Monuments Fund, in turn, has 
also established a list of endangered 
monuments in the world. The 2010 edition 
(2010 Watch Sites) includes monuments in 
11 EU Member States, with Spain being the 
most problematic country (six endangered 
sites, including the UNESCO-classified cities 
of Seville, Avila and Toledo). Other EU 
countries with endangered monuments 
include the UK (5), France (2), Italy (3), or 
Greece (1).  

Impacts of UNESCO recognition in the EU 
A study for the European Commission (EC) 
has shown that the cultural and creative 
sectors represent major development 
potential for EU’s towns and regions. 
Moreover, culture-based development offers 
an effective way of meeting the 
development aspirations of communities 
across the EU. 

Other studies suggest UNESCO recognition 
of a world heritage site increases the number 
of tourists and the international recognition 
of the site. 

A study on the impact of UNESCO 
recognition on the Jurassic Coast (UK) 

suggests that it has stimulated the creation 
of a new identity for the region.  

The findings suggest that the region has 
become more dynamic as a result of this new 
identity, with increased investment; better 
partnership working; increased media 
recognition at national and international 
level; new infrastructure and services; new 
business start-ups with new products; new 
employment opportunities; increased 
sustainability of the tourism product; and 
improved education links nationally and 
internationally. 

Furthermore, a study on the impacts of 
classification of Cornwall and West Devon's 
mining landscape (UK) showed a 10% 
increase in tourism visits, and confirmed the 
increase in jobs related to tourism activities 
and to the conservation of the site. 

As for negative impacts, a study on Oporto's 
historical centre suggested that, although 
the overall perception of UNESCO 
recognition was positive, traffic congestion 
and overcrowding of public spaces could be 
negative for local inhabitants.  

EU initiatives 

Funding 
While no specific funding has ever existed in 
the EU for the preservation of UNESCO sites, 
cultural heritage preservation has been 
supported through different mechanisms. 

Structural Funds have proven an important 
source of funding for the preservation of 
cultural sites across the EU. The European 
Regional Development Fund (ERDF), for 
instance, has provided financial assistance 
for heritage restoration projects which form 
part of regional development programmes.  

The European Agricultural Fund for Rural 
Development (EAFRD), and the LEADER 
initiative also provide financial assistance for 
the renovation and development of cultural 
sites in rural areas. 

For UNESCO-recognised natural sites, the 
EAFRD is particularly useful for the 

http://whc.unesco.org/en/news/690
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/829
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/829
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/383
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/383
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/225
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/685
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/685
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/487
http://www.wmf.org/
http://www.wmf.org/watch/project-map
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/383
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/348
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/379
http://ec.europa.eu/culture/key-documents/doc/studies/final_report_SF_en.pdf
http://www.jurassiccoast.com/downloads/news/economic_impact_study_09.pdf
http://www.jurassiccoast.com/downloads/news/economic_impact_study_09.pdf
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1029
http://www.cornish-mining.org.uk/pdf/Cornwall_west_Devon_Mining_Landscape_WHS_EIA.pdf
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1215
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1215
http://repositorium.sdum.uminho.pt/bitstream/1822/2205/1/JLourencoBarcelonaForum2004.pdf
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/755
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/755
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/funds/feder/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/funds/feder/index_en.htm
http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/agriculture/general_framework/l60032_en.htm
http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/agriculture/general_framework/l60032_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/rur/leaderplus/index_en.htm
http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/agriculture/general_framework/l60032_en.htm
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conservation of rural landscapes, while the 
Life Programme is relevant for the 
conservation of natural spaces and 
biodiversity. 

Culture financial programming  
The Culture Programme 2007-2013 is 
currently supporting cultural actions, but 
without any specific target for protection of 
cultural heritage. It supports multi-annual 
cooperation projects, cooperation measures 
and special measures (for instance European 
Capitals of Culture). 

The Culture 2000 Programme (2000-2006), 
previously, with a total budget of € 236.5 
million, provided grants to cultural 
cooperation projects in all artistic fields. One 
relevant example of a cooperation project is 
the Art Nouveau Network. 

The programme also supported projects for 
conserving EU heritage of exceptional 
importance. 

It also promoted mobility and training of 
those working in the field of cultural, 
archaeological and architectural heritage. 

Raphaël, with a budget of €30 million in the 
period 1997-2000, aimed at encouraging 
cooperation for the protection, conservation 
and enhancement of Europe's cultural 
heritage. It supported 360 projects including 
movable and immovable heritage 
(museums, collections, libraries, film and 
audio archives), archaeological and undersea 
heritage and cultural landscapes.  

Research 
Technology plays a role in facilitating the 
restoration and conservation of cultural 
heritage as well as access to it. 

The EU's environmental research programme 
has been supporting the conservation and 
rehabilitation of "tangible cultural heritage" 
since 1986. Managed by the Environment 
Directorate of the EC's Research DG, it has 
reinforced the scientific and technical basis for 
protecting and rehabilitating European 
cultural heritage. It has done so by fostering 

cooperation leading to new joint 
methodologies and tools.  

Furthermore, cultural heritage is a specific area 
of focus within the European Construction 
Technology Platform (ECTP) which puts 
emphasis on the protection and restoration of 
ancient buildings and monuments. 

The EC also adopted in April 2010 a 
recommendation on the joint research 
initiative “Cultural heritage and global change: 
a new challenge for Europe”. Addressing issues 
such as climate change and human 
intervention as major threats for EU cultural 
heritage, the EC called for joint action by 
Member States to foster research on this issue. 

The European Heritage label 

The EU's own heritage label - the European Heritage 
Label - was launched as an intergovernmental 
initiative in 2007, and later proposed as an EU-wide 
initiative by the EC. 

This scheme aims to raise young people’s awareness 
of their common cultural heritage and to enhance 
their sense of European identity, as well as to promote 
sites as tourist attractions. 

When in force, this label could be awarded to 
monuments, natural, archaeological, urban or cultural 
sites that have played a relevant role in European 
history or European integration. 

The work of other organisations 

Council of Europe 
The Council of Europe has addressed the 
issue of cultural heritage in Europe at 
different points. Although not directly 
related to, nor competing with UNESCO 
WHS, the work of the Council of Europe is an 
additional effort to UNESCO's and the EU's 
actions for preserving cultural heritage in 
Europe. 

The Council of Europe's European Cultural 
Convention entered into force in 1955 with 
the purpose of developing mutual 
understanding among the peoples of Europe 
and reciprocal appreciation of their cultural 
diversity, and safeguarding European 
culture. 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/
http://ec.europa.eu/culture/our-programmes-and-actions/doc411_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/culture/our-programmes-and-actions/doc413_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/culture/our-programmes-and-actions/doc413_en.htm
http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/culture/l29006_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/culture/archive/culture2000/historique/raphael_en.html
http://www.ectp.org/
http://www.ectp.org/
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2010:106:0018:0019:en:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2010:106:0018:0019:en:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2010:106:0018:0019:en:PDF
http://ec.europa.eu/culture/our-programmes-and-actions/doc2519_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/culture/our-programmes-and-actions/doc2519_en.htm
http://www.coe.int/
http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/en/Treaties/Html/018.htm
http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/en/Treaties/Html/018.htm
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The Granada Convention for the Protection 
of Architectural Heritage (1985) aimed to 
reinforce and promote policies for the 
conservation and enhancement of Europe's 
heritage. It affirmed the need for European 
solidarity with regard to heritage 
conservation, and to foster practical 
cooperation among the parties. 

The Valetta Convention for the Protection of 
the Archaeological Heritage (1992) made the 
conservation and enhancement of 
archaeological heritage one of the goals of 
urban and regional planning policies. It 
especially concerned cooperation among 
archaeologists and town planners so that 
optimum conservation of archaeological 
sites is ensured. 

The Faro Convention on the Value of Cultural 
Heritage for Society (2005) presented 
heritage both as a resource for human 
development, and as part of an economic 
development model based on sustainable 
development. 

The Council of Europe has also established the 
European Heritage Network, a permanent 
information system bringing together 
governmental services in charge of heritage 
protection within the Council of Europe 
member states. 

Furthermore, the Council of Europe has 
supported several projects related to cultural 
routes throughout different EU Member 
States. 

Other organisations 
Funding 
Some organisations provide funding for the 
restoration of cultural sites.  

The Global Heritage Fund, for instance, is the 
main source of funding for UNESCO sites, but 
mostly supports projects in developing 
countries. 

The World Monuments Fund is a non-profit 
organisation dedicated to preserving 
endangered ancient and historic sites around 
the world. In the EU, it supports 87 projects in 
Italy (including monuments in UNESCO-

recognised Venice and Pompeii), 29 in France, 
28 in the UK and 19 in Spain. Other projects in 
the EU in UNESCO-recognised sites include the 
Albertina and Belvedere Gardens in Vienna, 
the Cesky Krumlov gardens and the Prague 
Castle in the Czech Republic, and the Riga 
Cathedral in Latvia. 

Networking and lobbying 
The Organisation of World Heritage Cities 
comprises 238 cities in which are located 
sites included on the UNESCO WHS. Its main 
aim is to encourage cooperation, and the 
exchange of information and expertise on 
matters of conservation and management. It 
also aims to develop a sense of solidarity 
among its member cities. Within the 
organisation, these cities are represented by 
their mayors, with the active participation of 
their heritage management specialists.  

Europa Nostra, or the pan-European 
Federation for Heritage, is the representative 
platform of over 200 heritage NGOs active 
throughout Europe. It is dedicated to putting 
heritage in the mainstream of public 
consciousness at European, national and 
regional levels. 

Europa Nostra's Malta Declaration on 
Cultural Tourism (2006) pledged Europa 
Nostra’s members to encourage the 
principles of sustainable cultural tourism, 
while at the same time urged the 
introduction of controls necessary to protect 
individual cultural heritage sites. 

The Taormina Declaration on saving Europe’s 
memory and identity (2009) urged national 
governments and European institutions to 
seriously and effectively safeguard the 
integrity and authenticity of the inhabited 
historic centres of small towns and villages, 
and to enhance the quality of life of their 
inhabitants. 

In the European Parliament 

The European Parliament (EP) has on several 
occasions adopted opinions on the 
protection of cultural heritage. 

http://conventions.coe.int/treaty/en/treaties/html/121.htm
http://conventions.coe.int/treaty/en/treaties/html/121.htm
http://conventions.coe.int/treaty/en/treaties/html/143.htm
http://conventions.coe.int/treaty/en/treaties/html/143.htm
http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/EN/Treaties/Html/199.htm
http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/EN/Treaties/Html/199.htm
http://www.european-heritage.net/sdx/herein/
http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/cultureheritage/culture/routes/default_en.asp
http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/cultureheritage/culture/routes/default_en.asp
http://www.globalheritagefund.org/
http://www.wmf.org/
http://www.ovpm.org/
http://www.europanostra.org/
http://www.europanostra.org/UPLOADS/FILS/Malta_declaration_Cultural_Tourism.pdf
http://www.europanostra.org/UPLOADS/FILS/Malta_declaration_Cultural_Tourism.pdf
http://www.europanostra.org/UPLOADS/FILS/Taormina%20Declaration%20June%202009_ENG_Final.pdf
http://www.europanostra.org/UPLOADS/FILS/Taormina%20Declaration%20June%202009_ENG_Final.pdf
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In 2000, the EP adopted an own-initiative 
Resolution on the application of the world 
heritage convention in the Member States.  

The EP called for Member States and local 
authorities to constrain any development 
menacing cultural or natural heritage. 
Furthermore, it called on the EC to ensure 
that no public or private project is supported 
by EU funds if it is shown that it entails the 
destruction of valuable cultural or natural 
heritage. 

In 2006, the EP adopted an own-initiative 
Resolution on the protection of the 
European natural, architectural and cultural 
heritage in rural areas and island regions. It 
urged that action taken in rural and island 
regions must take into consideration a 
sustainable balance between population and 

environment; an integrated approach to 
traditionally agricultural areas; the 
participation by locals in the drafting of 
policies; and dialogue with civil society. 

In December 2010 the EP adopted, under the 
ordinary legislative procedure, a report on 
the European Heritage Label. The Committee 
on Culture and Education had unanimously 
backed such a scheme in July 2010. 

Main references 

UNESCO website. 

Study on the contribution of culture to local and 
regional development – Evidence from the 
Structural Funds. 
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http://www.unesco.org/new/en/unesco/
http://ec.europa.eu/culture/key-documents/doc/studies/final_report_SF_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/culture/key-documents/doc/studies/final_report_SF_en.pdf
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