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CULTURAL HERITAGE
AND RECENT ARMED
CONFLICTS IN

THE MIDDLE EAST

Mounir Bouchenaki
Director of the UNESCO / Arab Regional Centre
for World Heritage
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Besides targeting human lives, armed conflicts
have a profound impact on human values, cul-
tures and religions. Increasingly, conflicts target
symbols of culture to destroy identities and lead
to the deliberate destruction of cultural heritage -
but this damage can also be accidental. Looking
back at the events that have marked the past 30
years, it is clear that the international community
must continue to find mechanisms to improve re-
sponse to these emergencies. UNESCO was creat-
ed in 1945 in the wake of the Second World War
to foster a new spirit of collaboration between
nations. The preamble to its Constitution reads
“Since wars begin in the minds of men, it is in the
minds of men that the defenses of peace must be
constructed.” When ICCROM was initially created
in 1956, it was in this same spirit of internation-
al collaboration, to provide assistance to those
nations facing the challenges of restoring and
preserving the tangible symbols of their culture
after the war.

The Director General of UNESCO, Mr. Koichiro
Matsuura, visited Qatar in December 31, 2001,
where he gave a lecture on Islamic Law to a group
of experts. They discussed the position of Islam in
regards to cultural heritage. Mr. Matsuura stated:
“From the burning of Troy by the Achaeans to the
razing of Baghdad by the Mongols, or, more re-
cently from the demolition of the Ottoman bridge
in Mostar to the blasting of the Bamiyan statues,
the destruction of cultural heritage has time and
time again tarnished the history of humankind. In
the process, invaluable works of art, the very leg-
acy of man to man, have disappeared. Islam itself
has paid a heavy price during this long series of
acts of vandalism. How, then, can one fail to be
appalled when, in the name of one interpretation
of the same Islamic faith, armed groups destroy
the physical legacies of cultures that had long ago
contributed to the emergence of their own civili-
zation? Should the dialogue among civilizations
ever be silenced, whether this dialogue is between
different cultures today or between the past and
the present?”

The resulting Qatar declaration drafted by the
most eminent experts in Islamic law has allowed
the fallacious arguments put forward by the
Taliban regime to be refuted. It has shown, based
on concrete proof, that the reason we are still able



to admire so many archaeological remains in all
Muslim countries in the Middle East, is because
Islam has never encouraged the destruction of
works of the past for they are considered to be
elements of knowledge and reference.

Sadly, barbaric acts committed against cultural
property took place at the end of the 1980s/90’s
and the beginning of the 21st century highlighted
a number of deficiencies in the implementation of
the 1954 Hague Convention for the protection of
cultural properties in the event of armed conflict.
A review of the Convention was initiated in 1991
to draw up a new agreement to take account of the
experience gained from conflicts and the develop-
ment of international humanitarian and cultural
heritage protection law since 1954. Consequently,
a Second Protocol to the Hague Convention was
adopted at a Diplomatic Conference held at the
Hague in March 1999.

However, the latest events in Iraq, Syria, Libya
and Yemen, with the development of an extremist
islamic movement calling itself ISIS or Daech are
proving that there is no respect for these norma-
tive international documents, and no respect for
the lives of thousands of people, not to speak for
their heritage which is bulldozed and destroyed
by explosives.

What is UNESCO doing?

When the UNESCO Secretariat receives infor-
mation about an impending conflict or the de-
struction of cultural property during an armed
conflict, they immediately contact the warring
parties, reminds them of their obligations to re-
spect and protect cultural property and, if re-
quested, renders technical assistance and sends
expert missions. Moreover, in order to disseminate
the provisions of the Convention more widely,
UNESCO organises expert meetings, seminars
and training courses for specific target groups
(parliamentarians, members of armed forces, po-
lice officers, lawyers, conservation specialists, etc.)
and issue publications.

UNESCO is not alone in this field; it co-operates
closely with the United Nations and other intergov-
ernmental and non-governmental organisations
such as the Council of Europe, the International
Centre for the Study of the Preservation and
the Restoration of Cultural Property (ICCROM),

the Red Cross, the International Council of
Museums (ICOM) and the International Council
on Monuments and Sites ICOMOS).

Thus, aside from the daily threats to cultural
heritage largely illustrated in this report which
merits wide dissemination, the destruction of cul-
tural heritage has been trending in the Middle
east and it has become a key target in armed
conflict.

The destruction of the cultural heritage of Iraq

April 2003 was the time we fell witness to the
destruction and looting of Iraqi cultural institu-
tions and in particular the theft of the archae-
ological collections from the National Museum
of Baghdad. There were several million viewers
helplessly watching the live coverage of such
atrocities taking place.

The whole world was outraged, but the looters
continued their work, away from the cameras,
on the great archaeological sites of this country
whose heritage dates back to thousands of years.

After the end of hostilities in Iraq, the first
UNESCO mission took place between the 16th and
20th of May 2003. The mission revealed the extent
of the disaster which is rightly termed a “cul-
tural catastrophe”. Whether it be at the National
Museum of Baghdad, at the Regional Centre for
the Conservation of Cultural Property, at the
National Library and archives, or at historic mon-
uments such as Bayt Al Hikma or the Abbasid
Palace, the fury of the looting and vandalism
is boundless. It is in the face of such situations
that we are all called upon. What can UNESCO,
ICOMOS, ICOM, the Blue Shield, and any oth-
er institutions whose aim is the safeguarding of
cultural heritage do? Are we totally powerless or
do we still have to show more imagination and
daring to ensure that human lives who have been
brutally sacrificed, the inestimable treasure which
is the cultural heritage is no longer also the inno-
cent victim of future conflicts?

Before the conflict began, UNESCO along with
its partners ICOMOS, Interpol, ICOM, the World
Customs Organization and representatives of the
international art market, the national authorities
of the UNESCO member states neighboring Iraq,
prepared an extensive an extensive campaign to
prevent the illicit traffic of cultural goods. On
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the 4th of April, before the end of the conflict,
the Director General of UNESCO Mr. Koichiro
Matsuura, deplored the loss of human life by an-
nouncing that UNESCO was ready to take on the
responsibilities under its mandate. Thanks to this
preparatory work, the Organisation was able to
hold an information exchange and co-ordination
meeting on 17th April with the best international
experts on Iraq. The meeting was continued on
29th April at the British Museum, and resulted in
the development of a joint project with Interpol to
stop, through all available means, the disappear-
ance of these unique works of art.

Despite extremely difficult conditions, I was able
to conduct two missions to the country, one in
mid-April 2003 and one at the end of June the
same year. | was accompanied by the heads of the
archaeological missions in Iraq and the best spe-
cialists from the museum and library fields. Thus,
it was possible to gather all the information neces-
sary to take appropriate emergency safeguarding
measures and ensure, as far as is possible in a
country still troubled by major civil unrest, the
security of the museums and sites. A third meet-
ing was held in August 2003 in Tokyo to set up a
first operational project for the Baghdad museum.

The efforts of UNESCO were, and must con-
tinue to be, supported by all its partners. In this
regard, I wish to express my deep appreciation to
all these partners who have made it possible to
make considerable progress in projects of rehabil-
itation and restoration in Afghanistan. Through
the International Co-ordination Committee for the
safeguarding of the cultural heritage of this coun-
try, whose plenary sessions are held in Paris, and
technical sessions in Munich and Rome, the major
site of Bamiyan is being protected. However the
two giant Buddha statues have disappeared, un-
fortunately forever.

Heritage as a vehicle for dialogue

All too often the target of destruction is by vir-
tue of its value as a symbol and an identity, the
heritage must become an instrument for bringing
warring parties closer and reconciling them, a
starting point for the resumption of dialogue and
the construction of a common future.

Today, UNESCO’s experience is based on
some outstanding examples. Among them is the

programme for the safeguarding and development
of the site of Angkor. It exemplified the impor-
tance of a heritage site, an emblem of the nation,
for restoring social cohesion, reinstating the cul-
tural identity of the Khmer people, and propelling
the economic development of the country on the
basis of cultural tourism and employment oppor-
tunities for the local population.

UNESCO'’s strategy in Bosnia and Herzegovina
focused primarily on the re-appropriation by the
ethnic communities, then in conflict, of a common
heritage which had been representative of each of
them at some time in its history. The Old Bridge
at Mostar is a symbol of the Bosnian Muslim
heritage and the links between the Muslim and
Croatian communities. It was destroyed in 1993 by
extremists. Fortunately, it has been reconstructed
with thanks to international cooperation.

Conclusion:

In an armed conflict or natural disaster situa-
tion, heritage is particularly at risk, owing to its
inherent vulnerability and tremendous symbolic
value. Through the implementation of its mu-
tually reinforcing culture conventions, UNESCO
works with the international community to pro-
tect culture.

In order to prevent illicit trafficking and destruc-
tion of cultural heritage, the Organization acts as
a coordinator and catalyst to bolster cooperation
and strengthen networking among national and
international actors. This mobilization generated
emergency actions in Afghanistan, Iraq, Egypt,
Libya, Mali, Syria, and Yemen in times of civil
strife and warfare.

The loss of cultural heritage in times of crisis can
deprive a community of its memory, the physical
testimony of its past, and the precious resource
for social and economic wellbeing. UNESCO seeks
to harness the power of heritage as a positive
and unifying force that can help prevent con-
flicts and facilitate peace-building, recovery and
reconciliation.

Recognizing the powerful role of culture in
building social cohesion and contributing to rec-
onciliation and peace, the UN Security Council-
in its Resolution 2100 on Mali, and Resolution

2139 on Syria--called for the protection of cultural
heritage and diversity. The integration of culture



in humanitarian operations, recovery, and recon-
struction provides the challenging opportunity
of defining how cultural heritage protection can
effectively contribute to the broader UN crisis
response.

In their Joint Appeal for the safeguarding of
Syria’s cultural heritage, UN Secretary-General
Ban Ki-moon, UNESCO Director-General Irina
Bokova, and the UN and League of Arab States

Joint Special Representative for Syria Lakhdar
Brahimi stressed this important risk and its devas-
tating implications: “Destroying the inheritance of
the past robs future generations of a powerful leg-
acy, deepens hatred and despair and undermines
all attempts to foster reconciliation. Now
is the time to stop the destruction, build
peace and protect our common heritage.”

JCIC-Heritage
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WHAT IS THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL PARK OF GOYTEPE 7

Welcoma 16 our website desfing with the. sary vilsge of Goytepe thut reflects el wice
cultural heritage of sarly sadantary farming dilms of the who lived in
Azerbadan at the VI th millennium BC at the creative period (Neolithic) of the history of
mankind.
The eary village of Goyteps is one of the largest archanological monuments in Ganja —
Gazakh region and Is located In thve middle pant of the right bank of the River Kura, 10 km
east of the oty of Tovuz Not far from R are located ssveral other Meolithis wites fike

Teirutops wnd It s on the phedmont of th western part of the
Bmall Caucasus rengo and this region receives an annual precipitation of ca. 400mm. Tha
rivars flowing from the Small Caucasus into the Kura cut the landscape of the plain. Goyteps
Is located on the weastem iarmace of one such rvar, the Zayam.

exionds over 2 ha, &t o maximum aftitude of ¢. 420m, 350m eway from the highway
(Sl Way). It ls 9m high and i diamater resches 145 m, It had first basn discoversd and

to tha public by (LN in the 708 of the XX th
cantury and al the present memant the complax of these archasclogical monumants s wall
kngwn as Shomutepe or Shomu-Shulaveri Culture in the word archaeslogy. In Azerbafjan,
Shomutaps Culture ia dslag appreximately 1o the VI th misnnium BC and includas all the

LAST NEWS
11,09.2014 THE OLDEST
NEOLITHC 55

2807 2012 ARCHAEOLOGICAL
EXPEDITION OF TOVUZ HAS.

FINSSHED THE PRELIMINARY
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