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As we are already far in the next millennium, there is hardly 
any doubt that the past century was a historical phenom-
enon of extreme importance. It brought to life new dimen-
sions of form, space and tectonics in architecture, a different 
vision of urban patterns and types, of social organization. 
It brought innovative technical approaches and materials, 
infrastructure, transport and communication, not to speak 
of the impact of standardisation, which greatly influenced 
the built environment. Another extraordinary circumstance 
is that the building production of that period far exceeded 
in its mass everything built before, but at the same time it 
is rather vulnerable. As H. Henket, one of the founders of 
DO.CO.MO.MO, remarked,: “buildings become function-
ally (and aesthetically) outdated faster than ever before. 
Both these aspects create great tensions with the ideology of 
sustainability ”.1 Inevitably, the preservation of 20 th century 
heritage turned out to be among the most complex and con-
tradictory problems the conservation and architectural com-
munities have had to face.

The need to discuss the existing preservation experience, 
to accumulate knowledge, to work out a suitable conserva-
tion methodology and management for endangered heritage 
on a global scope gave birth to the ICOMOS International 
Scientific Committee on 20 th Century Heritage (ISC20C) 
in 2005. It turned out to be one of the youngest among the 
other 28 ICOMOS ISC. Its main goals are targeted at iden-
tification for promoting recognition and celebration of the 
recent past; technical investigation and conservation of spe-
cific construction technologies and materials; recognition/
study of specific design and function requirements within 
the social context; and adaptive reuse, thus promoting 
sustainability and the continued survival of 20 th-century 
heritage (http://icomos-isc20c.org). In 2011, the Commit-
tee issued Guidelines, the so-called Madrid Document 2011 
or “Approaches for the Conservation of Twentieth-Century 
Architectural Heritage ”, which was one of the first ex-
tensive documents accumulating experience in this field, 
though the work on this synthesizing paper should be con-
tinued in the future (http://icomos-isc20c.org/id13.html). 
Another key project is the Heritage Alerts Program through 
which the Committee raises international public awareness 
of “Heritage at Risk ” sites. The first Heritage Alert for the 
famous Stockholm City Library by G. Asplund (1928) was 
successfully launched by ISC20C in 2009 and followed 
by other expert protests, including the Melnikov House in 
Moscow, in collaboration with DO.CO.MO.MO and UIA. 
All this indicates fruitful activities, a clever scientific con-
ference policy and the popularity of this international expert 
group.

As a result, the ICOMOS ISC 20C has been entrusted 
with a specific mission of giving expert advice and carrying 
out evaluation missions for the World Heritage sites of the 
20 th-century. Here the problem is evident – there is still a 
very low representation of 20 th-century properties on the 
WH List.  It does not seem to make sense to compare the rate 
and order of inscription with “ traditional ” monuments of 
past epochs. The heritage of the 19 th-century as an impor-
tant prelude to the next period is equally underrepresented. 
Today it is possible to reveal 26 World Heritage sites, with 
only 14 Modern Movement structures. The position of re-
cent heritage proves to be in obvious disproportion and mis-
representation to this significant phenomenon.2 Pioneering 
experimental structures in architecture, urban and landscape 
design, artistic and social innovative ideas, key names of the 
“outstanding masters ” of Modernism are still not on the List. 
For instance, today only one work of Mies van der Rohe 
(Tugendhat Villa) is on the List, while Aalto’s Paimio Hospi-
tal was deferred in 2007 and the Le Corbusier cluster nomi-
nation was referred back several times.3 This happens in a 
situation of constant reviewing of the existing problem on 
the international level since 1985.4 The ICOMOS Gap Re-
port repeatedly states this lack of balance5 due to low appre-
ciation by the public, including by official authorities. Thus, 
the process of evolution and continuity in the development 
of cultural heritage – one of the core aspects in the World 
Heritage philosophy – turns out to be incomplete and bro-
ken. Needless to say that there is not a single inscribed site 
representing the ‹Socialist heritage›, which is still marked by 
politicization, artistic devaluation and low public apprecia-
tion, including the official authorities.

As for national Tentative Lists, they also demonstrate 
quite a mosaic and incomplete picture. Only some countries  
(for instance Belgium, Brazil, Israel, India, France, Ger-
many, Mexico, the Netherlands, and the USA) more or  
less placed their recent heritage on the Tentative Lists, 
thus making them correspond to the values created during  
the past century. At the same time, such countries as Austria, 
Algeria, Russia, Sweden, UK, Japan and others being re-
gionally and internationally important in the development of  
this heritage layer, are not represented on the lists. The “So-
cialist World ” is represented only by Belarus, the Czech  
Republic and Cuba. When one looks through these docu-
ments (with a total amount of 1575 properties belonging 
to all periods), it is possible to state that of 172 countries 
which have submitted their Tentative Lists, the majority of 
countries have no heritage of the 19 th and 20 th centuries on 
these lists at all. To some extent, this is an objective process 
connected with different national World Heritage strate-
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gies and established priorities as well as with different age  
requirements6 for inscription within the national legisla-
tions. However, this fact also proves indirectly a significant  
misunderstanding of the value of this period, the lack of an 
adequate heritage policy and legislation in the countries, 
poor preservation conditions of 20 th-century monuments 
and sites and,in fact an insufficiently effective international 
campaign.

Against this general background, every national nomina-
tion, which could potentially add to the representation of 
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20 th-century heritage, should be welcomed. The internation-
al campaign for assessing “Socialist heritage ” and evaluat-
ing its World Heritage potential, which started several years 
ago in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, has be-
come one of the most interesting intellectual processes and 
conservation challenges.
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