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NEAR EAST 

ICOMOS et le défi de la destruction 
à grande échelle du patrimoine  
culturel au Proche-Orient

Contexte

Une effroyable guerre civile ravage la Syrie depuis 2011. Les 
destructions s’y multiplient et s’y accumulent. Le nombre de 
victimes et de réfugiés ne cesse de croître. L’insécurité favorise 
le pillage et la dévastation des sites archéologiques. Toutes les 
formes de patrimoine culturel sont atteintes : monuments, cita-
delles, villes historiques, objets antiques, artisanat, traditions, 
etc.
Le groupe extrémiste Daech-EIIL fait irruption à Mossoul et 
conquiert une partie de l’Irak en 2014. Des destructions volon-
taires et systématiques du patrimoine culturel dues à de groupes 
fondamentalistes liés à al Qaïda, s’étendent de Bamyan à Tom-
bouctou, en passant désormais par la Libye, la Tunisie et le Yé-
men, en plus de la Syrie et de l’Irak. La diversité et l’identité 
culturelle des peuples de la région sont menacées.

Spécificités de l’ICOMOS

L’ICOMOS est une organisation internationale non gouverne-
mentale à caractère professionnel disposant de 10,000 adhérents 
à travers le monde. La plupart des pays arabes touchés n‘ont mal-
heureusement pas de comités nationaux, mais comptent néan-
moins des adhérents individuels, ce qui constitue un atout. L’un 
des comités scientifiques internationaux se spécialise dans la pré-
paration aux risques (ICORP), mais l’évaluation des dommages 
et la reconstruction pourraient mobiliser d’autres CSI : ISCAR-
SAH, CIPA, ICAHM, CIF, ICOFORT, ICICH, ICLAFI, CIVVIH, 
etc. L’activité de comités nationaux est également à prendre en 
considération (p.ex. Belgique, France, Royaume-Uni, USA).

Rôle de l’ICOMOS

Le positionnement de l’ICOMOS a été celui d’une ONG profes-
sionnelle dans son champ de compétence, neutre dans ses enga-
gements, s’investissant dans le suivi, la réflexion, l’information, 
la formation, l’assistance et le partenariat avec les autres acteurs 
et en particulier avec l’UNESCO.

Mobilisation de l’ICOMOS

Un groupe de travail permanent et opérationnel a été établi, 
d’abord d’une manière informelle à partir de 2012 pour la Syrie, 

puis de 2014 pour l’Irak, et enfin d’une manière plus officielle à 
l’occasion du vote à l’unanimité de la résolution sur la sauvegarde 
du patrimoine culturel en Syrie et en Irak à l’assemblée générale 
de Florence en novembre 2014. Celle-ci demande au Comité exé-
cutif « de continuer à répondre à la tragédie culturelle en Syrie 
et en Irak en chargeant le groupe de travail de l’ICOMOS sur la 
sauvegarde du patrimoine culturel en Syrie et en Irak, en coopé-
ration avec l’UNESCO et d’autres partenaires internationaux et 
nationaux, et avec le soutien de ICORP, de coordonner les acti-
vités de l’ICOMOS ayant trait à la promotion de la coopération 
et des échanges, du suivi de la situation, de la sensibilisation, 
de la communication, de la formation, de l’assistance et de la 
planification appliquées à la sauvegarde du patrimoine culturel 
en Syrie et en Irak, aussi longtemps que le conflit actuel et ses 
conséquences ultérieures dureront ».
Le groupe de travail comporte actuellement Kirsti Kovanen, 

Rohit Jigyasu, Samir Abdulac, Bijan Rouhani, Gaïa Jungblodt et 
Regina Durighello.

Actions menées par l’ICOMOS

1. Suivi (monitoring)

Le groupe de travail a suivi d’une manière détaillée la presse et 
les sites d’information, les réseaux sociaux et en particulier les 
sites consacrés au patrimoine culturel syrien ou irakien, qu’ils 
relèvent du gouvernement (DGAM), de l’opposition (APSA), de 
milieux scientifiques (Iraqcrisis) ou de la presse ou des réseaux 
sociaux. Des centaines d’articles, de communiqués, d’études et 
d‘illustrations ont ainsi été rassemblés. L’ICORP travaille à la 
création d’une base de données concernant les sites endommagés. 
C’est la précision et la qualité du suivi des évènements, des dom-
mages et de l’activité des parties prenantes des conflits qui peut 
enrichir la réflexion et les éventuelles propositions.

2. Réflexions et rencontres

Des échanges internes se déroulent en permanence. La réflexion 
porte essentiellement sur l’appréciation de la situation actuelle, 
l’anticipation des risques à venir ainsi que la détermination des 
priorités d’aujourd’hui et de demain en termes d’actions et de 
stratégies.
Au cours du symposium ICOMOS de Beijing en octobre 2012 

(« Réduire les risques pour le patrimoine culturel face aux catas-
trophes d’origine naturelle et humaine »), une présentation sur le 
« Suivi d’une situation de conflit, le cas du patrimoine culturel 
syrien » qui avait donné lieu à un fructueux échange avec des 
membres venus d’horizons différents.
D’autres réunions internes d’information ont eu lieu au sein de 

comités nationaux (Belgique, France, Etats-Unis, etc.), de l’Euro-
groupe (Strasbourg) ou de CSIs (ICORP, CIVVIH, etc.).
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L’ICOMOS a été très régulièrement invité à participer active-
ment aux réunions de réflexion et de planification organisées par 
l’UNESCO (Paris, Amman), que ce soit sous la forme de col-
loques, d’ateliers, de groupes de travail ou de réunions de haut 
niveau d’experts.
Le groupe de travail de l’ICOMOS poursuit et développe des 

échanges avec ses partenaires traditionnels (ICCROM, ICOM, 
Bouclier Bleu), comme avec de nouveaux (APSA, PASD, 
ASOR, Heritage for Peace, etc.). Des liens ont été établis avec 
des universités (Cambridge, Durham, etc.) et des représentants 
de l’ICOMOS ont participé à des rencontres organisées par des 
organismes tiers, comme l’Institut du Monde Arabe à Paris ou 
l’organisation des pays islamiques à Istanbul (IRCICA).
En Syrie même, des relations de confiance ont été développées 

avec la DGAM et des liens établis avec l’université de Damas, 
l’Union des ingénieurs et architectes, l’association Adiyat, des 
experts individuels. Des contacts ont même été menés avec la 
« Task Force » du gouvernement intérimaire.

3. Information et sensibilisation

L’ICOMOS a exprimé ses préoccupations et ses prises de position 
par des communiqués et les comités nationaux également. Les 
actes du symposium de Beijing ont été publiés en 2014. Heritage 
at Risk a documenté certains sites et l’UNESCO a publié cer-
taines interventions sous forme de PDF ou de DVD.
Le secrétaire général d’ICOMOS France a été associé à la 

remise d’un prix international européen de sauvegarde du patri-
moine culturel à Maamoun Abdelkarim, directeur de la DGAM à 
Venise, en octobre 2014. Il fut en particulier chargé de prononcer 
l’éloge du récipiendaire.
Enfin, suite à des demandes d’interviews ou d’articles,  

ICOMOS est cité dans nombre de publications grand public (New 
York Times, Le Monde, Le Figaro Histoire, etc.), comme aux 
Etats-Unis, en France, en Norvège, au Qatar, au Royaume-Uni, 
en Syrie, en Turquie, etc.

4. Formation

Il aurait été souhaitable d’organiser une formation sur la pré-
paration aux risques en Syrie même pendant qu’il en était en-
core temps. La situation sur place étant devenue trop dange-
reuse les contacts du groupe de travail ont permis d’organiser, 
par l’ICORP, en partenariat avec la DGAM, en association avec 
l’ICCROM et en concertation avec l’UNESCO, des sessions 
d’initiation à la préparation aux risques à Damas et à Idleb, par 
liaison internet et présentation de projections, avec traduction 
simultanée sur place.
Près de 170 personnes ont été bénéficiaires de cette formation : 

des cadres de la DGAM, des universitaires, des professionnels 
indépendants, des secouristes du croissant rouge, quelques étu-
diants, etc. Les exposés portaient sur les inventaires rapides, les 
évacuations d’urgence, l’accès aux sites touchés, l’évaluation des 
dommages, etc. Ce fut techniquement une première dans un pays 
en guerre. Les cours ont été réunis et traduits en arabe. Un thème 
complémentaire, celui de la préservation des débris doit bientôt 
être publié.
Un relai est pris depuis novembre 2014 par l’UNESCO à  

Beyrouth avec des participations individuelles de membres de 
l’ICOMOS. Une nouvelle initiative de formation est en cours de 
montage sous le nom d’AMAL, en partenariat avec le fonds GHF 
et avec la participation de l’ICCROM et du ARC WH.

5. Conseil et assistance

Malgré la situation sur le terrain, des contacts professionnels se 
poursuivent avec des responsables sur le terrain et des conseils 
techniques peuvent être assurés. ICOMOS a ainsi activement 
participé à une session de brainstorming à l’UNESCO en vue 
d’élaborer une note de recommandation (remise en janvier 2014) 
sur les mesures préventives à prendre pour protéger la vieille ville 
de Damas inscrite au patrimoine mondial des dangers d’incendie 
et de destruction. Des experts de l’ICOMOS étaient présents lors 
de la présentation à l’UNESCO du projet de restauration du Krak 
des Chevaliers (inscrit au PM) en mai 2014 à Paris. A la demande 
du World Monuments Watch, des propositions concernant cer-
tains sites syriens comme la vieille ville d’Alep ont été examinées 
en juillet 2013. Le groupe de travail s’est tout dernièrement pré-
occupé de mesures de sauvegarde (mosaïques) au Khan Mourad 
Pacha à Maarat al Nooman ainsi qu’au musée national de Damas, 
qui mérite de figurer au patrimoine architectural du 20 e siècle.

6. Elaboration de programmes d’action

Un véritable plan d’action en vue de réparer les dommages subis 
par le patrimoine culturel en Syrie et en Irak ne pourra vraiment 
être évalué et mis en place que lorsque les hostilités auront pris 
fin. Sa durée de réalisation risque malheureusement de s’étendre 
sur plusieurs décennies. Relevons néanmoins que des restaura-
tions ont déjà été entreprises sur la mosquée des omeyyades à 
Damas et qu’une équipe procède aux relevés nécessaires à la res-
tauration du Krak des Chevaliers.
Ceci n’empêche pas de participer à des programmes d’ac-

tion à court et moyen terme et de se préoccuper de l’élaboration 
d’orientations pour le jour où les habitants voudront tous en-
semble reconstruire leurs maisons dévastées dans les centres his-
toriques. C’est pourquoi il convient de disposer d’une réflexion 
d’ensemble (comprehensive) et stratégique.
ICOMOS a participé à l’élaboration d’un programme conduit 

par l’ICCROM initialement et repris ensuite par l’UNESCO pour 
la sauvegarde du patrimoine syrien. Celui-ci comporte les volets 
suivants :
– Evaluation des dommages, cartographie et inventaires,
– Communication et campagnes de sensibilisation pour faire ces-

ser les atteintes au patrimoine culturel,
– Assistance technique et renforcement des capacités des parties

prenantes.

Ce programme a reçu un financement de 2,7 millions d’Euros de 
l’Union Européenne et du gouvernement flamand. Une unité spé-
cifique d’animation a été mise en place à Beyrouth en septembre 
2014. Un protocole de partenariat (Framework of cooperation) 
entre l’UNESCO et ICOMOS a été rédigé.
Un autre plan d’urgence a été élaboré par l’UNESCO en faveur 

de l’Irak en juillet 2014. Consulté, l’ICOMOS y avait apporté des 
compléments.
Le département d’état américain (DoS) avait lancé au cours 

de l’été 2014 un appel d’offres pour l’élaboration d’un pro-
gramme d’action en faveur du patrimoine syrien, d’un montant 
de 600.000 dollars US et avec un délai de réalisation de 6 mois. 
C’est l’ASOR, une association d’archéologues, qui l’a emporté. 
ICOMOS est associé au niveau d’un consultant et de conseillers.
Enfin, ICOMOS a monté en partenariat avec la DGAM une 

proposition soumise à la fondation américaine CyArk en vue de 
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numériser et compléter la documentation architecturale et ur-
baine de la vieille ville de Damas et de pouvoir ainsi la conserver 
en 3D. Celle ci a été acceptée dans le cadre de son CyArk 500 
challenge (lettre d’acceptation du 21 octobre 2014).

Groupe de Travail – S. Abdulac 
6 avril 2015

IRAQ
The Future of Mosul Heritage 
after the Destruction
It is clear to everyone what happened in Mosul when ISIS took 
over the city in June 2014, and how they started devastating ac-
tions from the first month of invasion. This report focuses on 
Mosul city because of the information resources available and 
the extent of destruction, more than in other cities such as Sinjar, 
Qarah Qush, etc. The report also contains information of recently 
destroyed heritage sites and there is not enough space to indicate 
other devastations, such as of museums, memorial statues and 
heritage cemeteries, because of the priceless historic buildings 
that have been lost in this city. Recent statistics indicate more 
than 40 buildings, according to ground information and satellite 
images. 

Heritage buildings

As is known, the heritage city of Mosul lies on the west bank of 
the Tigris River with some sites also on the east bank. It is situ-
ated on slightly higher ground than the surrounding areas. Dif-
ferent heritage buildings are distributed across the city, such as 
mosques, shrines (of Prophets, Awliya), monasteries, churches, 
schools, and others. ISIS did not care for the heritage value of the 
city and no differentiation between religions and sects was made. 
It is worth mentioning that not all destruction was for religious 

reasons; some of it was related to political or economic matters, 
for example al-Kamalyia school, Mujahid al-Deen mosque (al 
Kudher), Hammu al Qadu mosque and Abdal school. They did 
not contain any tombs, but the strategic location in the Suq or 
by the river was the reason for their destruction. Similarly, Ajeel 
Yawer mosque, Tell Afar castle, Sinjar minaret and the police 
centre were all destroyed for different political reasons. 

As a result of these destructions, many distinctive architectural 
features have been lost, for example all Ottoman pencil-shaped 
minarets (well-known example: al Qalamya) which appeared 
at the end of 18th century in the shrines of the Prophets Johan, 
Gorges and Shith. The conical cupolas which were famous during 
the Zengid age have been destroyed, except the last small one 
at Hassan al Bakri Mosque, in addition to countless wonderful 
Mihrabs and Minbars.
Many challenges will occur after the liberation processes 

when thoughts can be given to the restoration of the tangible 
heritage in Mosul: first, what is to happen with the piles of rub-
ble that were removed from most of the destroyed buildings in 
order to reuse the sites as parks (e. g. Shrine of Prophet Gorges); 

Abdal school (photo Layla Salih, 2014)

Mujahid al Deen Mosque (photo Layla Salih, 2014)
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street markets or rebuilding new mosques in accordance with 
Islamic rules (Hammu al-Qadu mosque has become Al Baghdadi 
mosque), secondly is the question of property of buildings, each 
owner, such as the Sunni Endowment (Waqaf), the Antiquities 
Department and Mosul Municipality, having a specific plan of 
restoration. For example, as for the shrine for Prophet Nabi Yon-
is there is a good chance to do an excavation of the Assyrian 

layer before rebuilding the shrine. There are many similar cases 
in the city. The protection and restoration of tangible heritage 
in Mosul require detailed planning to avoid any more losses in 
future. 
If we decide to rebuild some of these sites, the rebuilding needs 

to be based on documentation, but here is the problem, because 
not all buildings now destroyed had been documented by SBAH 
or any other side. At the beginning of 2014 my team worked on 
a project that aimed to do a 3D documentation for 200 heritage 
buildings in Mosul, but unfortunately the total number was on-
ly 135. When ISIS took over the city this project had already 
stopped. In our documentation there are details for 13 heritage 
buildings, which will be very useful if we try to restore them.

Shrine of Prophet Gorges before destruction 
(photo Layla Salih, 2013)

New park instead of Shrine of Prophet Gorges

Layla Salih during the 3D documentation project 2014
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UNESCO Director-General Condemns 
Destruction at Nimrud

UNESCO Press Release No. 2015-31

Paris, 13 April 2015 – UNESCO Director-General Irina Bokova 
today denounced further destruction at the archeological site of 
Nimrud in Iraq, shown in graphic detail on a video circulating on 
social media channels.

“I condemn this mad, destructive act that accentuates the horror 
of the situation. It confirms that the terrorists are not only destroy-
ing representations of figures and bas-reliefs. With their hammers 
and explosives they are also obliterating the site itself, clearly de-
termined to wipe out all traces of the history of Iraq’s people.”

The Director-General expressed her solidarity with the peo-
ple and government of Iraq, and recalled UNESCO’s action to 
protect heritage and coordinate the efforts of the international 
community in the struggle against illicit traffic of cultural goods. 

“The deliberate destruction of heritage is a war crime,” Ms 
Bokova said. “We will do everything possible to fight against this 

and document it, to ensure that those responsible are identified 
and brought to justice. 

“The propaganda and hatred that underlies these acts,  
and which is circulating via the internet, demands in response 
messages of peace and knowledge of history. UNESCO supports 
all those – in Iraq and elsewhere – who are mobilizing to ex-
plain the importance of this heritage and why nothing justifies 
its destruction. This message needs to be heard, and I invite 
political and religious leaders along with civil society to sup-
port the #Unite4Heritage campaign launched recently by UN-
ESCO, and to speak out against these crimes via all possible 
channels.”

UNESCO denounced the attack against Nimrud on 6 March. 
Last weekend’s video shows the total destruction of the north-
west part of the Palace of Ashurnasirpal II, along with stone 
sculptures from the neo-Assyrian era. Situated 32 kilometres 
south of Mosul, the Palace was built dated back to 879 B.C when 
Nimrud, then known as Kalhu, served as the capital of the Assyr-
ian Empire. 

UNESCO is working closely with the Government of Iraq, 
neighbouring states and the full range of its other partners, to 
safeguard this millennial heritage. 

Nimrud, damaged relief in the Northwest Palace (photo AP / Maya Alleruzzo)
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Nimrud, remains of an Assyrian winged bull deity near the gates of the ancient palace where it once stood (photo AP / Maya Alleruzzo)

Nimrud, amidst the rubble a damaged stone tablet with cuneiform writing (photo AP / Maya Alleruzzo)
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SYRIA
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War and Destruction in the 
Old City of Aleppo

The site of Old Aleppo was registered as a World Heritage site 
in 1986. It measures 364 ha. This international recognition in-
creased public and private awareness of its social, economic, and 
cultural importance. In the last three decades of the 20th century, 
the population within the historical districts decreased by about 
one third and was reduced to about 100,000 inhabitants.

Rehabilitation projects before the war

The Committee for the Protection of the Old City of Aleppo was 
commissioned to advise and suggest actions directed towards 
heritage preservation. An interim new building code designed to 
control and direct restoration and new construction was subse-
quently adopted. A new concept of urban management had to be 
introduced to cope with the current situation and a comprehensive 
overall strategy for the rehabilitation of the Old City was there-
fore prepared. The complex nature of urban rehabilitation, its in-
terdisciplinary approach, and its extensive finances prompted the 
City of Aleppo to seek assistance. The German Government and 
the Arab Fund for Economic and Social Development were asked 
to participate. 
Project objectives meant taking immediate steps to address the 

urgent needs of the Old City residents. These included: emergen-
cy home repair for lower income families, maintenance and re-
habilitation of dilapidated public infrastructure. It was expected 
that public investments would encourage the residents to actively 
participate in the rehabilitation process. The project included sev-
eral phases:

Phase 0  (1992 –1994) Preparation and surveys: 
Charting the terrain

Detailed surveys were conducted to evaluate the existing condi-
tions in the Old City and to identify priority intervention areas. 

Phase I  (1994 –1997) Planning and pilot projects: 
Developing the rehabilitation instruments

General comprehensive planning was used to incorporate all as-
pects of urban management (land use, housing, traffic, infrastruc-
ture, social services, monument preservation, and public partici-
pation). The general plans were then elaborated on the local level 
in the action areas. Early programmes were initiated in the form 
of micro-credit loans to assist lower income families in the urgent 
restoration of their homes. Participatory measures were initiated 
in the action areas to identify needs, prioritise interventions and 
monitor results.

Phase II  (1997–2000) Establishing institutions and procedures 

The planning system was refined as a result of feedback from 
field implementation (infrastructure, social services, traffic, ur-
ban facades). Contact to other urban stakeholders enabled the 
elaboration of an urban economy outlook for the Old City. The 
micro-credit system was widened to incorporate complex house 
restoration and architectural preservation. The intensive and com-

prehensive work programme necessitated the establishment of  
a more permanent institutional structure: the Directorate of the 
Old City. 

Phase III  (2001 –2004) Developing sustainable management  
and financing tools: second implementation and consolidation 
phase

New funding schemes were tested to encourage environmental-
ly friendly enterprises. Housing programmes were elaborated to 
include funding from other donors. Infrastructure maintenance 
was programmed to ensure efficient management. Traffic was 
regulated with an eye to the general urban development of the 
city at large.
From the outset, the project took an integrative and complex 

planning approach. However, comprehensive planning was not 
limited to analysis and theoretical work; it also involved prelim-
inary implementation. The comprehensive planning started as a 
‘top-down’ process and implementation followed a ‘bottom-up’ 
approach. An impressive quantity of housing and infrastructure 
was already rehabilitated by the end of the 2000s. This urban re-
habilitation project was one of the most successful in the Arab 
region.
The ‘Urban Historic Archive and Documentation Center for 

Aleppo’ (UHADCA) was established as a sub-section of the Old 
City Directorate (DOC) to be in charge of safeguarding and docu-
menting historic and original records, as well as setting up a doc-
umentation centre for any data available on the urban and archi-
tectural history of Aleppo. With support from the former German 
Development Service (DED) and the association of the ‘Friends 
of the Old City of Aleppo’, the archive project was started in Ju-
ly 2008 as a cooperation project of the DOC and former GTZ 
(now GIZ) within the framework of the Urban Development Pro-
gramme (UDP). The UHADCA was established on the premises 
of the Shibani complex, a former Franciscan convent located in 
the heart of the Old City, and hosted several offices and facilities 
for social and cultural activities.
The archive did not only collect original physical data, but 

aimed at digitising and duplicating the collected documents. 
Therefore, one of the essential elements was the setting-up of a 
modern digital database, in collaboration with the Shoman Foun-
dation, Amman. The larger amount of data between 2008–2011 
was digital material, provided by different sources.
The UHADCA concentrated on the following data:

– Plans and historical photos of Aleppo of any age;
– Cadastral plans of the City of Aleppo;
– Master plans from the French period and afterwards;
– Architectural analysis and documentation.

Through the outbreak of the current conflict in 2011, the city’s 
UHADCA has been in extreme danger. Unfortunately, the hard 
copies of the collected documents are allegedly lost, which would 
make a comprehensive recovery of the archive’s documents im-
possible. Fortunately, digital copies of the whole inventory are 
still available. 

Fighting inside the Old City

Armed rebellion started in Aleppo’s popular suburbs and in 
neighbouring rural areas in late 2011. A major rebel offensive was 
later launched towards the centre of the city in July 2012. Af-



Near East98

ter minor fluctuations, the situation seems stabilised now, with a 
government-held area to the West (about 1,000,000 persons) and 
an opposition-held area to the East (about 300,000 persons). The 
historic city has unfortunately become a stable front line between 
warring parties. Every possible kind of weapon has been used: 
small firearms, Molotov cocktails, improvised explosive devices 
(IED), rockets, mortar, “hellcannons”, artillery, classical bombs, 
barrel bombs, bunker busters bombs, booby-trapped cars, tunnels 
loaded with explosives, and so on. Even how some monuments 
were destroyed is not clear, the narratives being too different.
The Old City is terribly damaged and its residents have fled 

in great numbers. The famous vaulted souks were burned and 
looted from the beginning. The Omayyad Mosque has changed 
hands four times at least. The Museum of Arts and Popular Tra-
ditions has been looted. The citadel has always stayed in loyalist 
army hands, but it has constantly remained a major objective for 
rebel groups, for strategic as well as for symbolic reasons. It has 
often been shelled and its entrance tower still bears the marks 
of a heavy attack. One of its lateral towers collapsed in 2015 as 
well as a side wall in 2016. In 2014, several tunnel explosions 
destroyed most historic buildings located near the entrance of 
the citadel: al-Otrush Mosque, Madrasa Khusruwiyeh, Madrasa 
Sultaniyeh, Khan al-Shouna, Hammam Yalbugha, as well as late 
Ottoman buildings like the former serail and the Carlton Ho-

tel (a former hospital). Craters indicate the location of the main 
explosions. The last one, right close to the entrance, dates back 
to 2015. All sorts of buildings have been damaged in the his-
toric districts: mosques, churches, madrasas, khans, bimaristans, 
houses, etc.
According to the UNITAR aerial survey of 2014, 22 Aleppo 

monuments are totally destroyed, 48 severely damaged, 33 mod-
erately damaged and 32 possibly damaged. These figures have 
certainly increased since. A DGAM report mentions 121 damaged 
buildings in February 2016.
A “free municipality” tried to save manuscripts, and protect 

mihrabs and minbars together with activists. The DGAM digit-
ised 1,500 plans of historic monuments in February 2014. Rep-
resentatives of the DGAM and of the Opposition Task Force met 
at UNESCO Headquarters in September 2014 to study how local 
frozen combat areas (“cultural protected zones”) promoted then 
by UN envoy Stefan de Mitsura, could be implemented in Alep-
po. The Omayyad Mosque and the National Museum appeared 
as candidates. As this plan was not endorsed, most contents of 
the museum had to be evacuated to Damascus in 2015. The mu-
seum was shelled twice in 2016. UNESCO convened a meeting 
on Aleppo in June 2015 and several institutions in Germany were 
very active. At least two meetings were organised in 2016: one in 
Berlin and another one at Cottbus University. 

Old Aleppo, map of the World Heritage site (© DGAM and UNESCO) 
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Old Aleppo, the Omayyad Mosque and ancient city in the early 1960s (© DGAM) 

Old Aleppo, the Omayyad Mosque in 2016 (© DGAM)
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It appears that a complete assessment of remaining structures 
and infrastructures will be necessary of course, but the infra-
structure network may have to be largely redone, particularly 
where tunnel explosions occurred. Some archaeological remains 
may be discovered. Not only reconstruction, restoration and 
rehabilitation are to be taken into account, but also a balanced 
revitalisation process should be set up, including housing, com-
merce and crafts, with the participation of stakeholders, taking 
into account the experience of other countries with post-trauma 
experience.
All collected surviving archives will be most precious. 

Post-trauma guidance and general guidelines may have to be pro-
vided by ICOMOS before possibly developing detailed planning 
proposals in the future. Urban speculation will have to be kept at 
bay and strong institutions and regulations will be needed to ad-
vocate concern for cultural heritage. Urban reconstruction strate-
gies should also rely on a coordinated multidisciplinary approach, 
within a comprehensive economic, social, cultural and heritage 
policy and with the participation of the inhabitants. Different sce-
narios may have to be compared.

The actions of public and private stakeholders should particu-
larly be coordinated. Positive dynamics should be triggered and 
encouraged. In any case, good knowledge of local communities 
and of previous local achievements or concerns is needed to-
gether with an adequate architectural documentation. Involved 
reconstruction processes may unfortunately still need decades of 
involvement and efforts.

Samir Abdulac
Chair, ICOMOS Working Group for  
Safeguarding Cultural Heritage in  
Syria and Iraq
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For the Safeguarding and Preserva-
tion of the Cultural Sites in Syria – 
Memorandum of the German National 
Committee of ICOMOS

Since the beginning of the civil war more than five years ago, the 
rich cultural heritage of Syria, including its six cultural sites on 
the World Heritage List of UNESCO, has been constantly threat-
ened by destruction or has already been destroyed in parts. The 
great losses do not only affect the Syrian people, but all nations of 
the world, whose values are deliberately being attacked. 

Implementing the Bonn Declaration on World Heritage

After its constitution was adopted on November 16, 1945 in Lon-
don and based on the awareness that wars begin in the minds 
of men, UNESCO was commissioned to construct peace in the 
minds and in the moral solidarity of men. It is meant to help de-
velop the democratic principles of dignity, equality and mutual 
respect of all men and prevent the propagation of prejudice and 
of the doctrine of the inequality of men and races. The education 
for justice, liberty and peace are indispensable to the dignity of 
man and constitute a sacred duty which all the nations must fulfil 
in a spirit of mutual assistance and concern. 

With the aim to reinforce these goals the General Conference of 
UNESCO adopted the Convention Concerning the Protection of 
the World Cultural and Natural Heritage 27 years later in Paris. 
The idea was to preserve cultural or natural heritage of outstand-
ing relevance as part of the World Heritage of all humankind and 
to keep alive, deepen and broaden knowledge about this. 

With the Bonn Declaration on World Heritage the World Her-
itage Committee of UNESCO on June 29, 2015 unanimously 
condemned the destruction and looting of World Heritage sites 
as a tactic of war and recommended that the UN Security Coun-
cil include heritage protection in the mandates of peacekeeping 
missions. Destructions as in Syria or in Iraq are ostracised as 
war crimes that should be prosecuted by every state. To this end, 
everything is to be done to combat the illegal trade of cultural 
properties.

Stopping the illegal trade of cultural properties

The cultural loss caused by looting of museums and archaeolog-
ical excavation sites is immeasurable. Besides the trade of weap-

ons and drugs the illegal trade of cultural properties is one of the 
world’s most profitable illegal markets. International terrorism is 
increasingly profiting from this trade of illegally exported cultur-
al properties. 

Strengthening international cooperation

There have always been close cultural ties between Europe 
and the Near East. Starting from Africa via the Near East 
the European continent was settled. Important impulses for 
the history of humankind, such as the transition to a produc-
tion-based economy, the development of cuneiform writing, 
the formation of states, and the three book religions originate 
from there. 

Cultural exchange is the driving force of continuous change; in 
accordance with that, understanding beyond borders is the first 
step towards an exchange and contributes to the continuity and 
development of culture worldwide. Cultural monuments are im-
portant milestones in the course of human history; in their diver-
sity lies great potential for the future and they promote tolerance 
towards the other. Handing down monuments to future genera-
tions is a humanist conditio sine qua non. 

In this context, World Heritage sites are proof that there is an 
understanding of a joint narrative of the history of humankind. 
The recognition of a site as World Heritage underlines the in-
ternational community’s appreciation of the achievements of a 
culture as contribution to a universal history. 

The destruction of World Heritage sites is targeted at desta-
bilisation. The related universal values of humankind cannot, 
however, be destroyed, if we are aware of them and remain to be 
so. Through international cooperation also in safeguarding, doc-
umentation, preservation, research and rebuilding we can save 
these sites for the future and invigorate the idea of international 
solidarity.

Expanding networks for the conservation  
of cultural heritage

In view of war, violence, destruction and death people in Syria, 
Iraq and other conflict areas of this world are facing existential 
challenges. For the safeguarding and conservation of the cultural 
heritage professional knowledge needs to be provided on an in-
ternational scale; necessary communication and information as 
well as networks have to be strengthened; possibilities of working 
in these conflict regions have to be fathomed; priorities for work 
need to be defined in international consultation and training on 
site should be supported.

Adopted by the Board of the German National Committee  
of ICOMOS on July 22–23, 2016 on behalf of the  
Annual General Meeting of November 28, 2015.




