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Introduction

Water is life and water is death. It is an essential substance 
for survival of people, animals, plants and ecosystems. But, 
too much water or polluted water can threaten and kill peo-
ple, societies and cultures. Water availability is erratic and 
dynamic because of the water cycle of precipitation, storage, 
run off, evaporation – and human use. Over 10,000 years 
ago, civilizations emerged because humankind developed 
capacities to manage water. 

From the onset the relationship between humanity and 
water has been complex, entailing material, conceptual and 
spiritual dimensions. Many ancient water systems such as 
water cisterns for drinking water, qanats for irrigation and 
dams to protect societies against the perils of too much or 
too little water, some of which still exist today, bear witness 
to this complex relationship. They showcase the importance 
of these relations to sustain life, health, ecosystems and even 
peace in days long past, up to today, and even for future 
generations. 

The World Heritage advisory body to UNeSCO, the In-
ternational Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS), 
realizes the important role of cultural and natural heritage 
for water management and, vice versa, the importance of 
adequate water management to protect cultural and natural 
heritage against disasters. In 2013, ICOMOS Netherlands 
organised the conference “Protecting Deltas: Heritage 
Helps!” The conference, which brought over 100 experts 
from both the water and the heritage communities together, 
resulted in the Statement of Amsterdam. (See below) This 
statement provides a number of actions to be taken. As a di-
rect follow up of the Amsterdam conference the book Water 
and Heritage. Material, conceptual and spiritual connec-
tions was published in April 2015. The book was presented 
during the World Water Forum 7 in the republic of korea 
to a Ministerial round Table in Gyeongju on 13  April  2015 
and in several thematic sessions from 13 to 17  April  2015  
in Daegu. This article presents the main points of the State-
ment of Amsterdam, a summary of the book on water and 
heritage and the main points of the Ministerial round Table 
and the thematic sessions during the World Water Forum 7 
in korea. 

Statement of Amsterdam

The Statement of Amsterdam recognizes the dynamic nature 
of water management because of the constantly evolving re-
lationship between water, land and societies. But the state-
ment also points out that both tangible and intangible wa-
ter management solutions of the past, including traditional 
knowledge, have great value as showcases for present and 
future water and land development planning, and can serve 
both as positive and negative examples. 

The Amsterdam Statement recommended, inter alia,  
to:
– foster active research on the relations between water and 

heritage and the dissemination of water and heritage-
related knowledge and experiences through education 
and communication, through publications, presentations, 
multiple communication channels and contemporary 
media;

– advocate the importance and value of heritage and his-
torical experiences in water and heritage and sustainable 
development at international conferences of ICOMOS 
and water dialogues, including the World Water Fora.

Water and Heritage. Material, Conceptual  
and Spiritual Connections

Following up on the Amsterdam conference several actions 
were undertaken:
1. The production of an explanatory and awareness-raising 

film on water and heritage. This film can be seen on 
http://www.icomos.nl/nl/water-heritage. 

2. The preparation of the publication Water and Heritage. 
Material, conceptual and spiritual connections (http://
www.sidestone.com/bookshop). 

3. The inception of a partnership with UNeSCO’s Interna-
tional Hydrological Programme and the World Heritage 
Centre.

The film and the book are complementary. The film shows 
illustrative examples of the complex relations between water 
and heritage from historic times as far as 5000 BC to today, 
in times of climate change. The book Water and Heritage. 
Material, conceptual and spiritual connections is a compila-
tion of articles. It opens with a plea to recognise the impor-
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tance of culture for sustainable development. The following 
article (cf. rohit Jigyasu’s paper in this volume) outlines the 
evolution of international conventions about cultural and 
natural heritage, both tangible and intangible, and advocates 
for stronger recognition of the values of cultural and natural 
heritage in development planning and activities. It also in-
troduces the impacts of climate change through water (pre-
cipitation, floods and droughts) on heritage objects, and the 
values of indigenous and traditional management systems 
(conceptual heritage) and of spiritual perceptions.

The other 24 articles are grouped in three blocks: 
The first block on “Material Connections” presents four 

articles on heritage in water infrastructure, showcasing the 
aesthetic uniqueness and beauty, technical genius, social 
appropriateness and the economic values of iconic ancient 
water infrastructure. The articles elucidate the cultural, eco-
nomic and social values of these traditional water infrastruc-
tures for their contemporary use, as well as their provision 
of essential services today. In addition, the block includes 12 
articles on “Disasters and Heritage: Impacts and responses” 
from the Caribbean, the Pacific, New york, recife, Black 
Pyramids in Sudan, Angkhor Vat in Cambodia, korea, Ja-
pan, a general article on water-related disasters, an article on 
a comparative study of flood mitigation projects at historic 

sites in Germany (cf. Lieske and Will in this volume) and an 
article on underwater marine heritage.

The second block “Organisational Connections” presents 
three articles on Ifugao, Philippines; water services and or-
ganisational diversity; and the skills and knowledge of long-
enduring organisations in improving the irrigation efficiency 
in Japan.

In the third block “Complexity of Spatial, Social, Cultur-
al, economic and Spiritual Connections” articles address-
ing these complex linkages are found on studies conducted 
about the Delta works in the Netherlands, the relevance of 
natural heritage for sustainable development, four millen-
nia of water heritage and security in the Santa Cruz river 
in the U. S.-Mexican Border region, the cultural and tour-
ism strategies for preservation and enhancement of Venice 
and its lagoon, the influence of the Tennessee Valley on the 
archaeology in the South east of the United States, and the 
presentation of the initiative of the International Commis-
sion on Irrigation and Drainage and the World Water Coun-
cil to set up a World Water Heritage Systems programme 
(WHS). 

The conception of the book also prompted ICOMOS to 
approach UNeSCO to enter into a partnership on water and 
heritage. The Director-General of UNeSCO, Irina Bokova, 
lent the book her patronage and the publication’s launch was 
planned for a jointly organized session at World Water Fo-
rum 7.

World Water forum 7, 12–17 April 2015,  
Daegu and Gyeongju, Korea 

The book and the film were presented in several sessions 
of the Forum Theme “Water Cultures, Justice and equity” 
and during a Ministerial round Table at the World Water 
Forum 7. Among the messages in these meetings was that 
cultural and natural heritage represent dynamically balanced 
interactions with the water cycle, and that modifications or 
manipulations of this balance should take into account the 
material, conceptual and spiritual costs and consequences of 
the manipulations through impact assessments. It was even 
argued that it was time to recognise the importance of cul-
ture, represented inter alia through heritage, as the fourth 
pillar of sustainable development in addition to economic 
and social development and environmental protection. It 
may be argued, however, that “culture” understood in its 
widest sense (cf. Mexico City Declaration on Cultural Poli-
cies, 1982) encompasses those pillars.

These messages were well received, and led to invitations 
to present this vision on cultural and natural heritage at the 
General Assembly of the International Council on Irriga-
tion and Drainage. It initiated a World Water Systems Herit-
age Programme to highlight and promote the relevance of 
conceptual heritage for water development at the COP21 in 
Paris, December 2015. 

Fig. 1: Water & Heritage, front cover
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Conclusions and follow-up

Through the conference, the Statement of Amsterdam, the 
book and the participation in the World Water Forum the 
awareness about the importance of heritage for water and 
water for heritage has been substantially raised.

expressions of the awareness include:
1. The development of the World Water Heritage Systems 

project by the International Commission on Irrigation 
and Drainage and the World Water Council;

2. The interest of UNeSCO to organise a side event on 
water and heritage during the United Nations Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change, COP 21 in Paris, 
December 2015;

3. The interest of the World Water Council to have the 
topic on the agenda during the World Water Forum 8 
that will take place in rio de Janeiro in 2018.
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