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The Side-Event in Istanbul, organized jointly by the 
SNIS research project and the Our Common Dignity 
initiative took place in the first days of the 40th 
session of the World Heritage Committee, held in 
Istanbul in July 2016.

Taking its point of departurein the recently adopted 
“Policy Document for the Integration of a Sustainable 
Development Perspective into the Processes of the 
World Heritage Convention”, the side-event aimed to 
report on continuing work and stimulate a dialogue 
about the opportunities and challenges associated 
with taking upa rights-based approach to World 
Heritage processes.
 

Peter Bille Larsen introduced the two initiatives 
associated with the side-event. The ‘Our Common 
Dignity’ Initiative spearheaded by ICOMOS Norway has 
since 2011 involved a collective effort by the Advisory 
Bodies to explore the role of rights-based approaches 
for the World Heritage Convention. Alongside and 
complementing this work, the SNIS-supported 
research project on World Heritage and Rights in the 
Asia-Pacific region, has focused on the dynamics of 
the World Heritage Committee as well as considering 
national case studies that aim to share policy findings, 
coordinated by the University of Lucerne with partners 
in Australia, Vietnam, Nepal and the Philippines. 
ICOMOS Secretary General Kirsti Kovanen stressed 
the importance of the “Our Common Dignity” initiative 
for ICOMOS and acknowledged the leadership of 
ICOMOS Norway in spearheading the effort to work 
cooperatively across the three Advisory Bodies and 

the World Heritage Centre. Since 2011, resolutions of 
the ICOMOS General Assemblies have provided a firm 
foundation for this work both inside ICOMOS and with 
partners.

[Kirsti Kovanen] 

Peter Shadie, head of the IUCN delegation at Istanbul 
underlined the significance of the new Sustainable 
Development policy for World Heritage practice as 
providing a basis for further work on rights-based 
approaches. Referring to recent World Heritage 
Committee decisions, IUCN welcomed the greater 
visibility of rights considerations. He outlined the 
many areas of relevant policy commitment in the 
2014 World Parks Congress ‘Promise of Sydney’, and 
invited participants to also join the forthcoming World 
Conservation Congress in Honolulu, which features a 
vast program of relevant events and discussions. 
 

Joe King of ICCROM emphasized the importance 
of strengthening capacity building on rights-
based approaches highlighting ICCROM efforts to 
incorporate the concerns in their courses on People-
Centred Conservation Approaches. He recalled the 
earlier efforts to set up a World Heritage Indigenous 
Peoples’ Committee of Experts (WHIPCOE), and the 
disappointment when this initiative did not progress.
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[Joe King]

Ingunn Kvisterøy, from the Norwegian delegation 
echoed these points and recalled that because the 
1972 Convention does not explicitly mention human 
rights, there is a gap to be resolved. It now seems 
appropriate to begin to focus on the development 
of useful tools for management of World Heritage. 
A new capacity building agreement with IUCN 
and ICCROM will provide continued momentum. 
She emphasised the need for further State Party 
engagement.

Speaking about the SNIS-funded research project, 
Peter Bille Larsen provided an overview of the 
case studies and welcomed further feedback. He 
asked whether rights-based approaches to World 
Heritage have reached a turning point, especially 
given the significant attention provided by the 
Sustainable Development policy that was adopted 
in 2015. At its workshop in Caux (Switzerland), the 
SNIS-funded project teams had produced a ‘call 
for action’ document in 2015. This was available 
to the participants in the Side Event (and can be 
downloaded from the project web-site). 

To illustrate the work underway, Kristal Buckley 
briefly presented the work of the Australian team, 
including strands of inquiry into the legal framework, 
practitioner perspectives and interviews with 
Traditional Owners and park policy-makers at the 
World Heritage property of Fraser Island (known as 
K’Gari to the Butchulla Traditional Owners). Although 
only the natural values are recognised by the World 
Heritage listing, there are well known cultural values, 
and formal structures within the management system 
provide for Traditional Owner involvement and advice 
in decision making. A recent legal determination of 
Native Title for the Butchulla people has provided a 
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Feng Jing, head of the Asia-Pacific unit of the 
World Heritage Centre, put particular emphasis 
on the Centre’s commitment to the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 
While the Convention is silent on human rights, he 
traced the development of various decisions and 
measures taken, such as the Budapest Declaration, 
and the creation of the ‘5th C (community)’ in 
2007. He mentioned that a number of recent 
projects had been designed with a rights-based 
orientation, including those at Bamiyan and Lumbini. 
He mentioned that the UNESCO Executive Board 
is working on a paper on Indigenous peoples, 
and stressed the importance of the Sustainable 
Development policy as a historical innovation for the 
World Heritage Convention.

valuable moment to reflect on the mechanisms in place 
and whether they could be enhanced. 
Leburu Molatedi Andrias, Coordinator of the Trust 
for Okavango Cultural and Development Initiatives 
described recent developments in connection with the 
Okavango World Heritage site. He stressed important 
opportunities to strengthen the implementation of 
research on cultural heritage of indigenous peoples, the 
use of indigenous knowledge systems and practices 
as well as follow-up action to accommodate traditional 
livelihoods, rights and benefits. An interesting 
discussion with representatives of the State Party 
followed, demonstrating the value and importance of 
dialogue and long-term approaches to conservation.
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[Feng Jing] 

An intervention by Stefan Wessman, member of the 
Finnish delegation and the World Heritage Committee 
underlined the utility of training on rights-based 
approaches for Committee members in helping 
to ask the right questions in their dialogues with 
States Parties. The reflection came about from his 
participation the ICOMOS-Norway pilot training on 
rights-based approaches and heritage, held in Oslo 
earlier in 2016. 

Panel discussions raised the importance of human 
rights as a common framework, yet also recognised the 
considerable challenges in mainstreaming this approach 
and reach out to all vulnerable groups. 

Sharing on-going research is essential, and there were 
suggestions made by the Side Event participants about 
broadening and deepening the work already done. 

The “Our Common Dignity” initiative will present in a 
report in October, 2016 summarizing key findings and 
recommendations. For further information:

http://www.icomos.no/whrba/

Policy Briefs prepared by the researchers in the SNIS-
supported study were available to participants in the 
Side Event. To access these, go to:

http://projects.snis.ch/rights-world-heritage-system/

[S. Wessman, Finnish Committee member, photo 
courtesy: N. Crawhall]

The open floor discussion was revelatory of the 
breadth of challenges and opportunities with RBA.
Several States Parties, NGOs and other observers 
were part of an actively engaged audience.

The event demonstrated the significance of the landmark 
shift of the new Sustainable Development policy in 
terms of calling for States Parties to put human rights 
into practice. The question is no longer whether human 
rights are relevant for World Heritage, but how. Specific 
questions included what definitions and standards to 
apply in this respect. Answers evoked the centrality of 
international human instruments to complement national 
standards given the wider United Nations context.
Many questions and issues were raised – such as how 
rights-based approaches are defined; how to apply 
human rights standards in post-disaster situations 
or for refugees and displaced communities;the rights 
perspective on continuing tensions in the distribution/
sharing of the economic benefits from World Heritage 
tourism; and how to redress World Heritage scenarios 
where the natural values are prioritised over cultural 
rights. 
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