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Climate change risk management in archaeological
areas: the role of ICOMOS

Andrea Ugolini | a.ugolini@unibo.it
Dipartimento di Architettura, Universita di Bologna

Eleonora Melandri | eleonora.melandri3@unibo.it
Dipartimento di Architettura, Universita di Bologna

Abstract

Despite the abrupt changes and countless dangerous events it has faced over time, archaeological heritage is a
“fragile and non-renewable resource”. Indeed, those called upon to protect and manage ancient artifacts must
always face not only anthropogenic hazards but also natural ones, the latter amplified in recent years due to cli-
mate change. Since its founding, ICOMOS has devoted part of its work to the protection of this specific heritage.
The result, over the years, has been the production of a variety of documents addressed to field practitioners
aimed at increasing awareness and sharing knowledge to deal with the multiple risks affecting heritage. The
contribution intends to reflect on the evolution of concepts, critical issues and current state of art with respect to
risk management issues in archaeological contexts. Retracing the extensive effort of ICOMOS on the topic, the
paper aims to propose an examination on the issue of safeguarding archaeological heritage in face of climate
related natural hazards.

Keywords
Archaeological heritage, Climate change, Disaster risk management.

Introduction

«All heritage places are vulnerable to sea level change and violent weather events,

but perhaps archaeological sites are the most vulnerable of all»

Archaeological heritage comprises not only what is visible but also still unburied and unknown assets. It
is a legacy of undefinable extent and features, «of fundamental importance to humanity in identifying its
cultural and social roots»* So reads the Charter for the Protection and Management of the Archaeological
Heritage, drafted by the International Scientific Committee for Archaeological Management (ICHAM)? of
ICOMOS and signed in Lausanne in 1990. A «fragile and non-renewable heritage»* as it mostly consists
of assets in the state of ruins. They are often objects in a state of complete abandonment, or the result of
restoration and maintenance over time, or again remains of ancient, recent, or ongoing excavation activities.

Their very conditions of conservation have always been difficult to generalize because of their state of



Figure 1. Archaeological Park of Populonia-Baratti (LI), Necropolis. Effects of the severe weather event of October 28th, 2015 (photo
S. Guideri, 2015).

incompleteness, which increases their fragility and the same vulnerabilities (intrinsic or induced)®. The
relationships that the archaeological ruin draws then with its different settings - natural or anthropic, ancient
or modern - contribute to increase its complexity in terms of protection strategies. For these reasons, the
ICAHM Charter, from its very first lines, makes explicit its close relationship and dependence on what were
«the criteria for the protection laid down in the 1966 Venice Charter on the Conservation and Restoration of
Monuments and Sites»®, which today become even more strategic in the face of the new challenges related

to climate change. (AU)

From the 1964 Venice Charter to the 1990 ICHAM Charter

One of the innovative aspects of the Venice Charter concerns, as well known, the definition of a monument
and the fact that what needs to be safeguarded is no longer the «single architectural work but also the
urban or rural setting in which is found the evidence of a particular civilization»’. Additionally, this also
points out the close correlation between the property and its context and the importance of environmental
relations for its safeguarding. Similarly, a change in perspective also affects the definition of “archaeological
heritage” in the ICAHM Charter. Here it is clearly perceived that the outdated view of archaeology, related
only to vestiges of proven monumental importance, has been abandoned in favour of a new one that
encompasses all vestiges of human existence and consists of places related to all manifestations of human
activity, abandoned structures and remains of all kinds (including underground and underwater sites),

along with all associated movable cultural material. A vision that, by inextricably linking the property
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to the surrounding landscape, enshrines its immovability. Provided, however, that the safeguarding of
that monument requires it or that is not compromised by overriding national or international interests, as
happened with the ruins of Abu Sibel between 1964 and 1968 during the construction of the Aswan Dam?®.

Hence, the acknowledged complexity of safeguarding actions for layered and polysemic objects and contexts
such as the archaeological ones calls for the explicit and, above all, necessary involvement of multiple actors
with different disciplinary skills, from the earliest excavation operations to the process of restoration and
conservation, and in the management of sites and monuments®. It pleases to believe, in this regard, that
the use of the term “process” in Venice Charter is not accidental but reflects on the awareness of an ever-
changing Reality and challenge of complexity that fuelled the debate on conservation and restoration at the
end of the last century®, and demonstrates an innovative strategic vision oriented to the systematic and
constant care of the asset, especially if archaeological, rather than to the single intervention. A vision that
is proving to be not only beneficial but necessary in terms of resilience and adaptation to both current and

new hazards due to climate change, as will be later remarked. (EM)

Resources for natural hazards risk management in archaeological contexts

Nowadays, climate change is a global challenge and its impacts were officially recognized as harmful to
Cultural and Natural Heritage in 2005''. A phenomenon involving, on the one hand, progressive, slow, and
long-term effects and, on the other, the increase of extreme events in frequency and intensity'?, rendering
natural disaster risk reduction and adaptation to these changes a global priority®.

«The climate is changing, and heritage must change as well. It would be foolish to imagine that heritage
practice remains static while the world goes through rapid and far-reaching transitions» notes ICOMOS in
2017". A phenomenon that amplifies the concept of becoming, of changing reality anticipated in the Venice
Charter previously mentioned. Notably, open-air archaeological sites are among the heritage types most
exposed to its effects. As such, in these contexts, the abovementioned pre-existing conservation challenges
add up to climate-amplified natural hazards or, in worse cases, severe weather events, the impacts of which
can be further aggravated in case of inadequate site maintenance and management®.

On these premises, in recent years ICOMOS and ICHAM have increasingly devoted extensive work to
these topics. Their effort has translated into the organization of workshops and meetings addressed to
managers and practitioners, but also with the formulation of strategic (e.g. guidelines, recommendations)
and operational documents (e.g. manuals, handbook), together with the recent establishment of a working
group dedicated to Climate Change aiming to bring heritage practice closer to climate science. Overall, the
underlying message is the need for an «urgent collective action by all relevant actors to safeguard cultural
and natural heritage from climate change»'c.

Indeed, with the rapid changes taking place, it becomes increasingly urgent to change the way heritage is
managed and safeguarded. As already stated by the Venice Charter, and repeatedly emphasized in later

ICOMOS documents, managing these changes will require strategies based on more specific interdisciplinary



Figure 2. Archaeological Park of Suasa (AN), Amphitheater. Flooding of the area after extreme rainfall in 2014 (photo A. Ugolini,
2014).

expertise'” and, above all, on common, transdisciplinary, objectives!®. This is a pace shift that requires, in
parallel, greater coordination of policies at multiple levels’, from national and regional to site level, crucial
as they are closely tailored to the specific features and needs of the archaeological site of interest.
Therefore, it becomes critical to intertwine knowledge and roles to improve good practices. This is the
only path to ensure management based on adaptive approaches, contemplating up-to-date analyses and
assessments concerning the state of knowledge of the site and the risks and vulnerabilities to climate change
to which it is exposed. Management considering not only current risks and changes (through continuous
monitoring) but also future ones, by increasingly integrating cooperation with other professional fields, e.g.,
climatologists, meteorologists, hydrologists, and at different levels of governance®.

Especially in the face of climate change «maintenance should always be the first line of defence for heritage
managers», as underlined in The Future of our Pasts report of 2019?'. This must be based on the renewed
belief that constant actions of care, ensured by frequent inspections and routine maintenance (not only of the
site/ancient structures but also of its infrastructure, e.g., water and drainage systems), prove to be strategic
and successful to the extent that they are themselves considered an adaptation and/or risk mitigation
strategy®. This approach (as well as more sustainable in economic terms) is indeed to be preferred to the
episodic execution of restoration interventions®.

Moreover, a greater culture of risk management must be recognized and embraced among heritage
practitioners. This is also highlighted in ICAHM Salalah guidelines, where managers are urged to complement
the Management Plan with «a safety plan, which should include protocols for disaster response, search and

rescue, and requirements for medical facilities»*. Prevention, with respect to climate-related hazards, must
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become standard practice, based on calibrated preparation and preparedness phases, pre- and post-event
site management actions, through constantly updated activities and protocols.

Concerning this topic, a key document for site managers is the manual Managing Disaster Risks produced
by UNESCO in collaboration with ICOMOS, ICCROM and IUCN. Although the document is not explicitly
dedicated to archaeological areas, this provides an excellent starting point for all those heritage managers
who have yet to confront the drafting of a risk management plan. The manual guides managers of areas
included in the WHL - but extendable to all heritage areas - in establishing disaster management protocols®.
With a user-friendly step-by-step approach, the document illustrates a strategy for identifying and assessing
the risks of a heritage site, explaining how to reduce the risks from disasters through aware and conscious

planning, calling into the process the relevance of all the above-mentioned issues®. (AU, EM)

Conclusions

The ICOMOS documents mentioned in the previous notes attest to their close correlation with the instances
and key principles of the Venice Charter, in the continuous effort to adapt these assumptions to new
challenges and visions on heritage, which are also constantly evolving.

The re-reading of the documents reveals the pressing need for a renewed assessment of climate-related
natural hazards, the need for a new transdisciplinary and multi-level approache leading to a systematic care
of the site and its context, and a management that guarantees above all its conservation and safeguarding
(while preparing for the inevitable loss of part of our heritage)”. An approach, especially in intervention
procedures, that calls for a necessary reflection yet again on the issue of competencies: the recognized
complexity of such actions can no longer be faced by a single archaeologist, as happened in the past, but
needs to be addressed by an articulated team of professionals. In turn, these teams should be coordinated
by highly specialized figures such as those being trained, for example in Italy, in Specialization Schools
in architectural and landscape heritage, but with specific knowledge in archaeological conservation and
restoration®.

Considering the above, it is hoped that strategic documents drafted for adequate management of
archaeological sites will be updated concerning the challenges brought by climate change. But not only.
The production of new operational tools, specifically designed for managers of fragile heritages such as

archaeological ones, is also considered essential. (AU, EM)
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