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SHORT SUMMARY

World Heritage sites, Biosphere Reserves, and Global Geoparks
form a unique global network of more than 2,260 sites across over
13 million km? These living landscapes support the livelihoods
of some 900 million people worldwide —around 10% of the
global population, including many Indigenous Peoples and local
communities— while harbouring a significant share of global
biodiversity and contributing to climate regulation.

This first global assessment shows that UNESCO-designated sites
are delivering tangible results for both people and nature, even
in the face of increasing pressures. They represent a resilient
model in which human well-being and environmental protection
advance together, and offer practical, place-based responses to
the intertwined challenges of climate change and biodiversity
loss.

Within these landscapes, safeguarded over generations
through local stewardship, monitored wildlife populations
have remained stable on average, in stark contrast to the
73% global decline in monitored species since 1970.

By failing to act now, pressures will intensify and natural systems
in more than one in four sites could reach critical tipping points
by 2050, potentially undermining both ecosystems and the
communities that depend on them.

Every 1°C of warming avoided could halve the number of sites
exposed to major disruption by the end of the century. Scaling up
integrated management, restoration, inclusive governance, and
targeted policies, alongside increased investment, is essential to
sustain and expand these proven approaches and strengthen
their resilience.

900 MLLION

“Since wars begin in the minds of men

U n esco and women it is in the minds of men and women

that the defences of peace must be constructed”
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TANGIBLE BENEFITS FOR PEOPLE AND NATURE

13%

While global monitored

wildlife populations have
declined by
73% since 1970, those
within
UNESCO-designated sites
comparatively
stable.

A & 700 MtCO2

' absorbed (net) each
& year, equivalent to
R e Germany’s annual
N @ emissions from fossil
fuels.

S

ey U i \ . 3 MILLION km?
Key Biodiversity areas
pe : (KBAs), areas of
® ’ ._'/- intemational importance
for biodiversity
conservation covering an
area equivalent to India.

A
=

over 60%

1 of all globally mapped
"\ species can be found
: in
. UNESCO-designated
sites.




PEOPLE AND NATURE
INUNESGO-DESIGNATED SITES






DIVERSE MISSIONS, COMPLEMENTARY ROLES 1

WORLD HERITAGE SITES: PROTECTING OUTSTANDING HERITAGE 12
BIOSPHERE RESERVES: MOBILIZING KNOWLEDGE FOR PEOPLE AND BIODIVERSITY 13
UNESCO GLOBAL GEOPARKS: CELEBRATING EARTH'S GEOLOGICAL HERITAGE,

SUSTAINING LOCAL COMMUNITIES 14
A WORLDWIDE NETWORK OF SITES: LOCALLY ROOTED, GLOBAL IMPACT 15
MULTI-DESIGNATED AREAS: RECOGNIZING EXCEPTIONAL PLACES 16
SUPPORTING LIVELIHOODS AND ECONOMIES 17
INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE, ANCESTRAL PLACES 18
CROSSROADS OF LIVING HERITAGE 20
WHY NATURE MATTERS 23
TESTIMONIES OF EARTH'S HISTORY 24
ADAPTING TO ENVIRONMENT, SHAPING LANDSCAPES 25
NATURE AS A DRIVER OF HUMAN INGENUITY 26
STRONGHOLDS OF NATURE 28
REGULATING THE CLIMATE 29
AN OUTSTANDING BIODIVERSITY 30
A HAVEN FOR ICONIC FAUNA AND FLORA 31
CRITICAL PLACES TO PROTECT GLOBALLY THREATENED SPECIES 32
VITAL STEPPING STONES FOR MIGRATORY SPECIES 33
LANDSCAPES AT RISK 35
EVOLVING PRESSURES, EMERGING RISKS 36
RESILIENCE IN A CHANGING WORLD 37
A WARMING CLIMATE, GROWING CHALLENGES 38
ESCALATING PRESSURES, ENDURING IMPACTS 39
APPROACHING CRITICAL TIPPING POINTS 40

PATHWAYS FOR ACTION L




INTRODUCTION

This report presents the first global assessment examining all UNESCO-designated
sites—World Heritage sites, Biosphere Reserves, and Global Geoparks—as a single
interconnected network. It provides the most comprehensive evidence to date of
the collective value of this global network, built by the international community over
more than 50 years.

The report offers a comprehensive understanding of how UNESCO-designated sites
sustain interconnected ecological systems and human societies. It examines their
global distribution and historical evolution, assesses their contributions, reviews
current conditions, and considers how these sites may evolve in the future.

The findings of this report are grounded in a significant technical and scientific
effort, mobilizing expertise across disciplines and regions, while recognizing the
knowledge and stewardship of communities living in and around these sites. The
report draws on contributions from more than 20 leading research institutions and
scientific teams worldwide and builds on a large body of peer-reviewed research.
It is further underpinned by a major effort to assemble, digitalize, and harmonize
geospatial data from all designated sites into a single standardized global database,
reconciling decades of information, some dating back to the early 1970s.

« First, it explores how sites support livelihoods, cultures, and systems of knowledge,
including those of Indigenous Peoples and local communities. It outlines the role
of each designation while emphasizing their complementarity, as each reflects a
distinct dimension of the relationship between societies and the natural world.

« Second, it highlights the contributions UNESCO-designated sites have made—
historically and today—across all biomes of the planet. These sites provide unique
opportunities to understand Earth’s geological and human history, while also
supporting biodiversity conservation, climate regulation, and the protection of
migratory and threatened species.

« Finally, it examines how UNESCO-designated sites are responding to growing
pressures. Despite increasing environmental stress from human activities,
including climate change, many of these sites continue to demonstrate resilience.
This section also identifies key pathways for strengthening their contributions and
addressing emerging challenges, while reinforcing their role as hubs for research,
knowledge generation, and education for sustainable development..

Together, this integrated analysis provides a global perspective on UNESCO-
designated sites as interconnected systems, underscoring their significance and
resilience as reflected in their capacity to withstand, adapt to, and recover from
accelerating change, while highlighting the challenges they face in a rapidly changing
world.
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DIVERSE MISSIONS, GOMPLEMENTARY ROLES

For over half a century, UNESCO has promoted an inter-
national framework for recognizing and safeguarding
areas of outstanding value for conservation, scientific
knowledge, and sustainable development. Within
this framework, three complementary global site
designations have been established under UNESCO
conventions and programmes: World Heritage sites

(WH), Biosphere Reserves (BR), and Global Geoparks
(GP).

Each designation addresses a distinct dimension of
the relationship between people and nature, cultural
and natural values, ecosystems, or geological heritage,
while collectively advancing conservation, sustainable
development, and knowledge co-production. A shared
vision of safeguarding exceptional places for present
and future generations.

WORLD HERITAGE SITES: PROTECTING
OUTSTANDING HERITAGE

Provide the highest level of international
protection to places of Outstanding
Universal Value (QUV), both natural or
cultural, ensuring their preservation for
present and future generations.

f —
i —_— -

| unesca |

Integrate biodiversity
conservation with the
sustainable use of natural
resources, acting as learning
landscapes for innovative
interdisciplinary practices and
community-driven solutions.

170+

sites countries

UNESGO-designated

China and India combined

unesco

Promote and safeguard
Earth’s geological history by
recognizing territories of
international geological
significance, while
leveraging Earth science for
education and sustainable
local development.

o fiai

UNESCO-designated sites

13 miion 900 millon

lionkm? eople

an area larger than live in and around

UNESCO-designated sites



WORLD HERITAGE SITES:
PROTECTING OUTSTANDING HERITAGE
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THB 1,240"' WU”[] HBTI[BQB S|[BSI — about 3/4 cultural and 1/4 natural—represent

the most numerous UNESCO designation, protecting cultural and natural heritage
considered to be of outstanding universal value to humanity.

The Convention Concerning the
Protection of the World Cultural
and Natural Heritage (World

Heritage Comvention) dopi ) OUTSTANDING UNIVERSAL VALUE
in 1972 and ratifie y 196 - = _ a

countries to date, constitutes an
international legal treaty for the

identification and protection of CRITERIA INTEGRITY PROTECTION AND
humanity’'s most significant (AUTHENTICITY) MANAGEMENT
heritage sites.

The property The property The property has
Sites are inscribed on UNESCO's meets at least contains most of an adequate
World Heritage List based on their one of the ten the elements that protection and
Outstanding Universal Value World Heritage make it of management
(OUV), meaning that their criteria. outstanding system to ensure

value and has the safeguarding

importance transcends national sl i o the OLV.

boundaries and that they are
considered significant for present
and future generations of all
humanity.

The World Heritage Convention is unique in combining the protection of both cultural and natural
heritage within a single international instrument, providing the highest level of global recognition
and fostering scientific cooperation for the conservation and management of these exceptional places.

CULTURAL CRITERIA

Masterpiece of human

creative genius \ ; / : /
Interchange of human NATURA[‘ cRITERlA
. values in architecture, I
technology, Exceptional natura
monumental arts, ‘ c';:::;al beauty or phenomena
town-planning, or i ; :
landscape design g 7 2 Nf.ajor stages °f_ Earth'’s
history, geological
Unique testimony to a processes or

() ane landforms

cultural tradition or

civilization - .\:‘hi '__‘ i ]
Building, architecture or Ax |. = |.
landscape representing ' '

a major stage in human
history

Ongoing ecological
and biological
processes

Conservation of
biodiversity and
habitats of threatened

species

Traditional settlement
or human interaction
with environment

Association with events,
traditions, ideas, beliefs,
or artistic works

1- httpsi/fwhc.unesco.org/



MOBILIZING KNOWLEDGE FOR PEOPLE

AND BIODIVERSITY

TnB 780"‘ BIUSDHB[B RBSBWESZcover the largest area (>7.5 million km2) of

UNESCO-designated sites. Owing to their large spatial extent and unique zonation, which
combine nature conservation and sustainable use, they often overlap with and encompass
World Heritage sites and Global Geoparks.

The Man and The Biosphere (MAB)
Programme was launched in 1971 with the main
goal of improving the relationship between
people and nature through sound scientific
research, conservation, and community participa-
tion. The Programme coordinates the World
Network of Biosphere Reserves, a global network
of designated areas that serve as “learning places”
for sustainable development.

UNESCO biosphere reserves are working
models for a sustainable future, demonstrating
how humanity can live in productive harmony
with nature. For half a century, they have been
guided by a core belief: effective conservation is
inextricably linked to sustainable development
and must be powered by both cutting-edge
science and the dynamic knowledge of Indige-
nous Peoples and local communities.

Biosphere reserves articulate three functions
and present detailed territorial planning,
pursued through the site’s zonation.

@ CORE AREA:
BUFFER ZONE(S):

© TRANSITION AREA(S):

GLOBAL AVERAGE PROPORTION OF ZONES

CORE BUFFER

18%  30%

2- httpsy//www.unesco.org/en/mab

TRANSITION



UNESCO GLOBAL GEOPARKS: T

CELEBRATING EARTH'S GEOLOGICAL HERITAGE,

unescao

SUSTAINING LOCAL COMMUNITIES

TnfUUQn 220"' G|UDH| GBUDETKSB the world’s geological heritage is actively protected and

celebrated as vital in shaping landscapes, biological diversity, nurturing ecosystems, and sustaining

human societies.

Established in 2015, the UNESCO Global
Geopark label recognizes sites that are
scientifically and culturally significant,
showcasing Earth’s geological heritage
while ensuring their protection and sustainable
management for future generations. This
concept builds on the 1991 Digne Declaration,
which emphasized humanity’s right—and
responsibility—to remember and safeguard
Earth’s geological heritage.

5 UNESCO
Member States

are part of the network
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With internationally significant geological
heritage, diverse cultures, and a range of
climatic and ecological settings, UNESCO
Global Geoparks showcase remarkable
territories shaped by geological processes
and formations. They are managed through a
holistic approach to protection, education,
and sustainable development, while
promoting cultural heritage, community
pride, geotourism, and local innovation.

THE FOUR ESSENTIAL COMPONENTS OF GLOBAL GEOPARKS

A legally recognized body manages
the geopark with an inclusive
management plan balancing
community needs.

A UNESCO Global geopark must contain
geological heritage of international
importance, assessed by independent
experts through research and field
evaluation.

Clear information, branding, and tools
make the geopark accessible and
support geotourism.

Geoparks connect locally and globally,
exchanging experience and fostering
cooperation and peace.

What makes UNESGO Global Geoparks unique?

2%

INTEGRATED
IDENTITY

[ ] [} »
T
COMMUNITY-DRIVEN
VISION

Local communities,
partners, local and central
governments define a
shared vision before
applying for UNESCO status.

Geoparks connect
geological heritage with
cultural heritage, fostering
innovation and creativity.

3- httpsy//www.unesco.org/enfiggp/geoparks/about
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LIVING LEARNING AND SUSTAINABLE
TERRITORIES DEVELOPMENT HUBS

Active territories where Open-air classrooms that
communities interact with create opportunities for
and conserve Earth's education, local
geological heritage, fostering development, and
sustainable practices and sustainable economic
cultural engagement. growth.

A
(@
L A
ADAPTIVE
GOVERNANCE

Managed through
flexible, community-led
approaches that enable

practical, long-term
impact.



PEOPLE AND NATURE IN UNESCO-DESIGNATED SITES: GLOB

A WORLDWIDE NETWORK OF SITES:
LOCALLY ROOTED, GLOBAL IMPACT

2260+ SITES SITES BY REGION
1,500
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LARGEST SITES
2015 SITE COUNTRY DESIGNATION AREA (k)
Ectabifichmant French Austral Lands and Seas France m World Heritage Site 1,662, 671 km?
of the International Mata Atlantica Brazil m Biosphere Reserve 896, 870 km?
g::sdence a:sGngeoparks Cerrado Brazil i Biosphere Reserve 762,398 km?
grinime | ) Phoenix Islands Protected Area Kiribati m World Heritage Site 408, 250 km?
Papahanaumokuakea USA IﬂII World Heritage Site 362, 075 km?
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2 0 OTH Pantanal Brazil m Biosphere Reserve @ 264, 176 km?
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REGOGNIZING EXCEPTIONAL PLAGES +3nd0dw

under three

Some areas of UNESCO-designated sites are so unique that they are
recognized through more than one UNESCO designation. Rather than
duplicating efforts, these overlapping designations reflect complementary
roles, allowing multiple dimensions of people-nature relationships to be
recognized and managed together.

OF UNESCO-DESIGNATED SITES

Jeju Island (WH, BR, GP) in the Republic of Korea
showcases volcanic landscapes from Mount Hallasan
to lava caves and coastal cliffs. They harbor unique
species such as the Jeju salamander and vibrant soft
corals, alongside traditions like the haenyeo women
divers, whose skills and knowledge illustrate human
adaptation to marine environments,

The Pyrénées form a cultural and natural crossroads
between Spain and France. The Ordesa- Vifiamala
(BR) conserves emblematic ecosystems and
pastoral practices, while the Sobrarbe Pirineos (GP)
reveals the geological forces shaping valleys and
peaks. At their heart, the Pyrénées Mont Perdu
(WH) and the Routes of Santiago de Compostela
{WH] highlight the mountains as places of
encounter, pilgrimage, and exchange.

The Serengeti-Ngorongoro (WH, BR, GP)
landscape in Tanzania is an iconic savanna
ecosystem, renowned for the Great Migration, one
of the planet’s last great animal migrations. Each
year, millions of wildebeest, zebras, and gazelles

cross its plains following seasonal rains. The

= landscape is shaped by the Great Rift Valley, with
(‘ ) volcanic plains and the Ngorongoro Crater—an
‘r ancient caldera—whose fertile soils sustain rich
99 Geoparks overlap with Biosphere Reserves —~ grasslands and wildlife. In this landscape, the

Maasal people maintain their unique culture and
pastoral way of life.

of natural World Heritage sites are UVER 8[]% of Global Geoparks have
located within the core areas of Biosphere : multi-designated areas, underscoring the close

RE_SENES. reﬂec!:ing their shared rolein 1" interrelationship between cultural heritage, natural
strict conservation environments, and geological features




SUPPORTING LIVELIHOODS AND ECONOMIES

P
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OVERIDS F i APPROXIATELY

WORLD POPULATION Biosphere

40%

World
;l:;ltaﬁe 900 million people ! RESE“{E'S
itien live in and around j 450 million
UNESCO-designated
sites® :
Global
Geoparks

20 milion OF THE WORLD'S GROSS
DOMESTIC PRODUCT (GDP)

is generated in areas that contain
UNESCO-designated sites’

More than
=

&7 1,000 LANGUAGES

\y have been identified in UNESCO-designated sites®

This represents roughly 15% of the world’s living languages.
Many are Indigenous languages, closely linked to traditional
knowledge, cultural practices, and local identities, highlighting
UNESCO-designated sites as important spaces for safeguarding
linguistic diversity and intangible cultural heritage.

STRENGTHENING SUSTAINABLE
LIVELIHOODS

Lake Malawi National Park (WH) is known for its crystal-clear waters

and rock-dwelling cichlid fish. To protect its unique biodiversity, the

Lake Malawi fish conservation project was launched in 2020 by UF ESUU'DESBNATED
UNESCO and the Malawian Government, with support from Norway Sl-l- ES

and Ripple Africa. Community-led fisheries management through 34

local committees has reduced illegal fishing by over 50%, are located in global tourism

demonstrating that a healthy lake ecosystem is also more productive.
Women play a key role, notably building 5,000+ fuel-efficient
cookstoves, reducing deforestation and strengthening sustainable
livelihoods.

hotspots?

1% |
0 1
Africa | |
T million | | /0
Latin America and | Arab States

the Caribbean | |
130 million

Europe and b
North America World Heritage sites i the Pacific

650 million ,] BILLION 650 million
.U VISITORS 2

annually®

5- Analysis based on data from Liu et al, 2024 7- Analysis based on data from Kummu et al, 2025
6- Analysis based on data from World Atlas of Language Structures (WALS) (Available at: 8- Analysis based on data from Adamiak and Sayda, 2021
https://wals.info} and Native Land {Available at: https://native-land.ca/) 9- Analysis based on data from the World Heritage Convention's Periodic Reporting



INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE, ANCESTRAL PLAGES

At least
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Guardians of the forest: the Baka and the living
spirit of the Dja

For the Baka people of Cameroon, the forests of the Dja (WH, BR)
are not simply a place to live but a living presence that teaches,
nourishes and guides. Generations of hunters, gatherers and elders
have learned its rhythms through observation, ritual and song.
Knowledge of animals, plants and forest spirits shapes daily life and
cultural identity. Forest journeys, storytelling and shared meals pass
this knowledge to younger generations. Yet growing pressures
from environmental change to restrictions on traditional livelihoods
challenge this relationship. By continuing to listen to the forest and
follow its teachings, the Baka sustain their traditions while helping
protect the remarkable biodiversity of their ancestral homeland.

© UNESCO/Joan de la Malla

Tuareg nomadic pastoralists living in harmony with the
desert in Air and Ténéré Natural Reserves

Across the wide horizons of the Sahara, Tuareg pastoralists travel with their
herds through the landscapes of the Air and Ténéré Natural Reserves (WH,
BR). Their movements follow ancient routes shaped by seasons, grazing lands
and hidden water sources known through long experience of the desert,
though today this mobility is increasingly affected by regional insecurity,
resource pressures and changing livelihoods. Mobility, cooperation and a
careful use of scarce resources allow communities and herds to endure in an
environment where survival depends on balance. Poetry, music and oral
traditions carry memories of journeys across generations. In the shifting light
of dunes and mountains, Tuareg life continues to unfold along paths traced
by people and animals moving together through the desert.

@ Nigel Crawhall

10- Analysis based on data from LandMark (Available at https://landmarkmap.org) and Garnett et al,, 2018
11- Analysis based on data from the World map of pastoralists {Available at https://www.pastoralpeoples.org/pastoralist-map/)



Women'’s pottery sustaining identity
and tradition in Tehuacan-Cuicatlan

In the Tehuacan-Cuicatlan (WH, BR, GP) Valley of Mexico, clay becomes the
foundation of a living tradition. Ngiwa (Popoloca) women gather earth and
minerals from the surrounding landscape and shape them into distinctive ceramic
vessels using techniques refined over generations. The work requires patience, skill
and deep familiarity with local materials. Mothers teach daughters not only how to
form and fire the clay, but also the meanings and memories carried in each piece.
Despite changing economic realities, the rhythmic work of shaping, polishing and
firing pottery continues to bind families, cultural identity and the land together.

Contemporary Ainu knowledge shaping
community and landscape in Toya-Usu

Rivers flowing from volcanic mountains and forests rich with
wild plants shape the landscapes of Toya-Usu (GP) in Japan.
For the Ainu people, these places are shared with
kamuy—spiritual beings present in animals, plants and natural
forces. Fishing, gathering and preparing traditional foods
express gratitude for the gifts of nature. Place names rooted in
the Ainu language still map the land with stories of rivers, fish
and mountains. Through ceremonies, community gatherings
and everyday practices, Ainu families continue to nurture a way
of life grounded in respect, reciprocity and belonging to the
living landscape.

2 UNESCO / Léa Lopez

Kujataa Greenland: Norse and Inuit
farming at the edge of the ice cap

At the edge of Greenland's ice cap, the fields and pastures of
Kujataa (WH) tell a story of life in the far north. Over centuries,
Norse settlers and Inuit communities developed different ways
of living from the same rugged environment. Norse farmers
raised sheep and cattle on sheltered grasslands, while Inuit
knowledge of sea ice, marine hunting and Arctic ecosystems s e
shaped life along the coast. Together, these traditions reveal
how people adapted to seasons of light and darkness, cold
winds and fertile summer valleys. The landscape that remains

today reflects this long history of resilience, exchange and *'
human ingenuity in the Arctic. ’ -
ingenuity in i - -

& UNESCO / Aimée Bouchet

indigenous knowledge, a legacy of
environmental stewardship in East Rennell

On Rennell Island in the Solomon Islands lies Lake Tegano, a vast
blue lagoon surrounded by forest and coral landscapes. The
communities of East Rennell (WH) have long built their lives
around these waters and lands. About 1,200 Polynesian inhabitants
living in four villages garden, fish and hunt according to seasonal
knowledge shaped by generations of experience. Their
understanding of winds, plants and animals guides everyday
decisions about food, travel and care for the island. East Rennell
became the first natural World Heritage site recognized under
customary ownership and management, reflecting a place where
people and landscape continue to shape one another.

o2 v 5
@ UNESCO / Joan de la M

- -

Source: Indigenous Knowledge, Ancestral Places: Navigating Change in UNESCO Designated Sites, UNESCO, 2025



OF LIVING HERITAGE

Living heritage—also known as intangible cultural heritage—includes the knowledge, practices
and traditions that communities actively use and transmit from generation to generation. Unlike
monuments or landscapes, living heritage is not physical, but it's deeply connected to people and
reflected in their cultural practices. Recognised by the UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding

of the Intangible Cultural Heritage'?, it encompasses five main domains:

@ | ORAL TRADITIONS
unesco AND EXPRESISIONS

(including storytelling,
languages, proverbs)

The Convention for the

Safeguarding of the

Intangible Cultural Heritage,

adopted in 2003, aims to

safeguard the practices,

expressions, knowledge and

skills that communities, groups

and, in some cases, individuals

recognize as part of their

cultural heritage and transmit

from generation to generation.

Today, 847 elements from 157

countries are inscribed on

UNESCO's Intangible Cultural

Heritage Lists.

o 0%

The Traditions and practices
associated with the Kayas in the
sacred forests of the Mijikenda
(Kenya), inscribed in 2009 on UNESCO's
List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in
Need of Urgent Safeguarding, are deeply
woven into the spiritual and social life of
the Mijikenda—nine Bantu-speaking
communities living along Kenya's coast.
Hidden within coastal forests, the Kayas
began as fortified settlements and
gradually evolved into sacred ritual
spaces where elders gather, decisions
are made, and ancestral spirits are
honoured. Within these forest
sanctuaries, oral traditions, governance
systems, and ecological knowledge have
been transmitted across generations.
Today, these living traditions remain
inseparable from the landscapes that
sustain them, echoing through the

of Intangible ettt

Heritage elements Sokoke Blosphers Reserve (BRI, ntwre

cultural identity, conservation, and
are directly connected biodiversity continue to reinforce one

to nature’ another.

12- https:y//ich.unesco.org/
(*) Dive into Intangible cultural heritage! Available at httpsi/ich.unesco.org/en/dive

PERFORMING ARTS

{including music, dance,
theatre)

Quan ho Bic Ninh folk songs, inscribed
in 2009 on UNESCO's Representative List
of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of
Humanity, are alternating response songs
performed by male and female singers
from different villages at festivals and
social gatherings in communal houses, at
home, and on lakes and rivers. Practised
by communities in Bic Ninh and Bac
Giang provinces, where wet rice
cultivation has long shaped local life, the
songs are deeply tied to seasonal cycles
and village traditions. The Quan ho
villages are located in northern Viet Nam,
aregion that also includes
UNESCO-designated sites such as the
Trang An Landscape Complex (WH)
and the Red River Delta (BR).



SOCIAL PRAGTIGES,
RITUALS AND FESTIVE
EVENTS

(including ceremonies, festivals,
celebrations)

2 National Institute of Culture (Peru)*

The Pilgrimage to the sanctuary of
the Lord of Qoyllurit'i (Peru),
inscribed in 2011 on UNESCO's
Representative List of the Intangible
Cultural Heritage of Humanity, unfolds
high in the Andes where snow peaks
and sacred traditions meet. Each year,
thousands of pilgrims from Quechua
communities journey toward the
sanctuary near the Ausangate glacier,
bringing with them vibrant ritual
dances, music, and ceremonial
offerings. Blending Indigenous
cosmology with Catholic devotion, the
pilgrimage celebrates mountain spirits
and ancestral connections to the land.
These gatherings take place along
cultural landscapes historically
connected by the vast Andean road
network of Qhapaq Nan (WH), while
nearby biosphere reserves safeguard
fragile mountain ecosystems and
Imbabura (GP) reveals the geological
forces that shaped this remarkable
cultural corridor.

TRADITIONAL
CRAFTSMANSHIP

(including weaving,
boatbuilding, pattery)

Traditional craft skills and arts of
Al-Mudhif building (Iraq), inscribed in
2021 on UNESCO's Representative List of
the Intangible Cultural Heritage of
Humanity, reflect the ingenuity and
communal spirit of the Marsh Arab
communities of southern Irag. For more
than five millennia, master builders have
shaped towering ceremonial
guesthouses—known as
Al-Mudhifs—entirely from reeds
harvested from the surrounding
wetlands. Constructed without nails or
modern materials, these elegant
structures rise from the marsh landscape
as places of hospitality, community
dialogue, and governance. The practice
continues in the Ahwar of Southern
Iraq (WH), where life remains closely
tied to the rhythms of the marshes, and
it echoes architectural traditions dating
back to ancient Mesopotamian centres
such as Babylon (WH), revealing a
remarkable continuity between early
civilizations and living cultural heritage.

Torsten Pursche / Shutterstock.com*

KNOWLEDGE AND
PRAGTICES CONGERNING
NATURE AND THE UNIVERSE

(including farming, healing,
foodways, beliefs, cosmologies,
ecological knowledge)

© Alfred Mikus*

Tree beekeeping culture (Belarus and
Poland), inscribed in 2020 on UNESCO's
Representative List of the Intangible
Cultural Heritage of Humanity, preserves
a centuries-old relationship between
people, forests, and bees. Practitioners
carefully carve hollows high in living
trees to host wild bee colonies, tending
them with techniques passed down
through generations of forest guardians.
The practice demands deep ecological
knowledge, craftsmanship, and respect
for the rhythms of woodland
ecosystems. It continues today in the
ancient landscape of the Biatowieza
Forest (WH, BR), one of Europe’s last
primeval forests, where traditional
beekeeping stands as a powerful
example of how cultural knowledge can
support biodiversity and sustainable
forest stewardship.
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WHY

NatUTB 'S tnB fUUﬂUHtIUﬂ Uf ||f8 Oﬂ Eartn It includes not only living organisms, but also

landscapes, water, soils, climate systems and the natural processes that sustain the planet. Human societies,
cultures and economies depend on and are shaped by by their relationship with nature.

NATURE SUSTAINS LIFE AND NATURE SUPPORTS ECONOMIESAND ~ NATURE AND CULTURE ARE
WELLBEING LIVELIHOODS INTERCONNECTED

v »
. .

& Aslancreation / Shutterstock.com® © NASA

NATURE REGULATES THE EARTH'S NATUREIS KEY TO CLIMATE HEALTHY NATURE REDUCES
LIFE-SUPPORT SYSTEMS RESILIENCE DISASTER RISKS

@ Jess Kraft / Shutterstock.com* @ Ondrej Prosicky / Shutterstock.com® © raditya / Shutterstock.com*



TESTIMONIES OF EARTH'S HISTORY

More th
@ FOSSILS ARE TESTIMONIES P
of the record of life on Earth, 3 [] U U U FOSS". spEmEs
r
and together with the diversity of our present-day species and :
ecosystems provide important evidence of biological evolution r::ii:t? r::i’::gﬁg 2"05‘5”;5;&2:;!%23?2 :I;f:;n

over time

FORMATION OF EARTH

Stromatolites in Australia’s Shark Bay (WH)

are among the most ancient records of life on Earth

Mistaken Point (WH) in Canada hosts fossils of some of the
oldest known large, complex multicellular organisms

Chengjiang Fossil Site (WH) in China records one of
the earliest diverse assemblages of complex marine animals

\

16 o SHGE
billion 3.5 ‘
years ago billion 58 0 5 3 0

The cliffs of Miguasha National Park (WH) in Canada document a
key stage in vertebrate evolution: the transition from water to land

inf ion (WH, BR, GP) in Indonesia hosts fossil

*— plants that reveal evidence of some of the earliest large-scale
carbon storage by ancient forests on Earth

s

yearsago  million

years ago
million 370
years ago
million
years ago 300 = ~
million
=

The Dolomites region (WH, BR, GP) in Italy reveal early
fossil evidence of the emergence of modern reptiles

Some of the oldest and most complete
records of dinosaur remains were found

i in Argentina’s Ischigualasto / Talampaya

*~ Natural Parks (WH), Canada’s Dinosaur

million

YEars ago
. . Provincial Park (WH) and China’s
f © | million Yunyang (GP)

.| yearsago
; One of the largest dinosaurs ever to
A | “ ' million walk on Earth (20 m height and 30 m
ﬁ E‘é]' years ago length) has been discovered in
Morroco’s M'Goun (GP)

1 00 ,“;j,'!ia‘;;' /! .. Brazil's Araripe (GP) preserves
Al :’— remarkable pterosaur fossils that
J‘\ highlight early flight among vertebrates

Stevns Klint (WH) in Denmark records
the Chicxulub asteroid impact and the mass
extinction that ended the age of dinosaurs

Messel Pit Fossil Site (WH) and Bergstrasse-
Odenwald (GP) in Germany provide unigue
information about the recovery and diversification of
life after the age of dinosaurs

35,000 1illior| y":;lflsi:;o “ :

years ago years ago

Early ancestors of mammoths first appear in the fossil record. Later,
Russia's Wrangel Island (WH) became the last refuge of woolly
mammoths, which survived there until about 4,000 years ago — at the
same time humans were building pyramids in Egypt

T The remains of "Lucy,” one of the most famous early human ancestors,
were discovered in Ethiopia's Lower Valley of the Awash (WH)

South Africa’s Fossil Hominid Sites (WH) and the Magaliesberg (BR) provide early evidence of the controlled use of fire. Later, the
Pleistocene Occupation Sites (WH) and the Gouritz Cluster (BR) demonstrate the emergence of increasingly complex human
behaviour, including decorated eggshells, advanced projectile technology, and improved stone-tool manufacturing techniques

Some of the earliest human art appears in caves worldwide. The Cave of Altamira (WH) in northern Spain,
located within the Costa Quebrada (GP) and Urdaibai (BR) landscape, preserves remarkable paintings
showing advanced technigue and symbolic human-animal relationships

20- Analysis based on data from the Paleobiology Database (Available at: https://palecbiodb.org/)



SHAPING LANDSCAPES

Landscapes around UNESCO-designated sites have been shaped by human activity for centuries or millennia.?!

Evolution of human-nature relationships in UNESCO-designated sites (Anthromes*}

= = World Heritage (Cultural) === World Heritage (Natural} == Global Geoparks == Biosphere Reserves

08

Landscape
transformation
and population
density

0,6

04

02

0
-10000

HUMAN-NATURE RELATIONSHIPS

"Tall on earth

they placed you, Distribution of

sturdy, beautiful __ L araucaria trees

monkey-puzzle tree e historically

of the southern mountains, L ) follows the The pifidn (araucaria

tower of Chile, b limits of seed) is part of the

tip of the green territory, Pehuenche Pehuenches' diet and

pavilion of winter, territory. was used for trade. Their thick bark gives
vessel of fragrance.” araucarias fire-

" resistant properties,
IOL: ; g;g .?l‘lwas & insulating them from
when for the Indigenous '@ Beat.

People

you unfurled
like a wooden rose,

the colossal offering

of your fist, gﬂ

scattering . Guanacos rely on

on the wet earth { « 1 pinién. They eat

the pine nuts: . and disperse

flour, wild bread the seeds.

of the indomitable Today, more frequent
Arauco..." droughts due to

PABLO NERUDA -

21- Analysis based an data from Ellis et al. 2021

Araucarias are centre to
Pehuenches' culture,
rituals and ceremonies.

climate change may
increase fire risks and
hinder araucarias’
capacity to resist
fire.

{*} Anthromes are a scientific classification used to describe how humans have shaped ecosystems over time from minimally impacted areas to intensively used landscapes.



NATURE AS A DRIVER

GUl[UfEﬂ WO”(] HBfltagB SItBS highlight how human societies developed in close response to

their natural surroundings. Cities, infrastructures, and landscapes were shaped by deserts, rivers, land

formations, climate, and natural resources. From adaptive water systems and climate-responsive architecture
to canals and industrial landscapes powered by nature, environmental conditions guided human creativity.

: 6,000 years ago

At Budj Bim (WH) in Australia, the
Gunditjmara people developed one of
the world’s oldest known aquaculture
systems. By modifying wetlands with
channels, weirs, and dams, they
sustainably managed water flows to
trap and harvest eels, demonstrating a
deep understanding of ecological
processes.

. 3,500 years ago

In Ancient Thebes (WH), Egyptian
civilizations developed in close
relationship with the Nile, using its
predictable flooding cycles to sustain
agriculture. Irrigation systems and basin
cultivation enabled the management of
water in an arid environment,
supporting one of the world's earliest
large-scale civilizations.

. 2,500 years ago

The Grand Canal (WH), stretching
across eastern China, reflects the
enduring relationship between
humans and nature. Linking major
river systems through sophisticated
hydraulic engineering, it has
supported economic exchange,
cultural interaction, and regional
integration since 500 BC.

. 2,000Yyears ago

The Cultural Sites of Al Ain (WH) in the
United Arab Emirates adapted to an arid
desert environment through the afl—aj
irrigation system, which channels
groundwater from underground
sources to oasis settlements and fields.
More than 2,000 years old, it represents
one of the oldest continuously used
water-management traditions in the
region.




o 5th century

In the Konso Cultural Landscape
(WH) of Ethiopia, communities have
shaped terraced hillsides to support
agriculture in a dry environment. Stone
terraces, water conservation practices,
and agroforestry systems demonstrate
long-term adaptation to soil erosion
and water scarcity.

o 12th century

At Mesa Verde National Park (WH) in
the United States of America, ancestral
Pueblo communities adapted to hot and
arid conditions through

B » oo climate-responsive design. Dwellings
G 'R > | ol built under south-facing cliff overhangs,
- - using local materials and solar
- ' orientation, reduced heat exposure in
G aéan Crafting / SHtterstéckicom® su.mtmer while retaining warmth in
e winter.

o 18th century

Derwent Valley Mills (WH) in the
United Kingdom illustrates the close
link between industry and nature
during the Industrial Revolution,
where water-powered cotton mills
transformed the landscape and
shaped the development of some of
the world’s earliest factory

Lass / Shutterstock.com® communities.

L« J 21t century

The Singapore Botanic Gardens (WH)
are closely integrated into Singapore’s
dense urban environment, reflecting the
nation’s vision of a ‘city in a garden,’
where human-designed landscapes and
biodiversity coexist.

© Ko Hon Chiu Vincent




STRONGHOLDS OF NATURE

UNESCO-DESIGNATED SITES: A GLOBAL SNAPSHOT g i
OF EARTH'S NATURAL ENVIRONMENTS:*

of the world's
ecoregions

100%

are represented within UNESCO-designated sites

BIOME COMPOSITION Mountains &

Highlands

S 33% oy e |

Coastal and marine Grasslands & Deserts & Permafrost | waters
Forests ecosystems Savannas drylands |

GLOBAL COVERAGE

MOUNTAINS AND
HIGHLANDS
0 J

VOLCANOES
o/
. 2 ) /o

WETLANDS N
800+ e
P : d 15[

Ramsar sites

AT - . (wetlands of intemational importance)
FORESTS || \ _ 2 = 3
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8% _

MANGROVES

~18%

. GRASSLANDS
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_ A1
/0
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‘ i ~

SEAGRASSES

3,000+

N A
ra ) 4 e
22- Analysis based on data from Dinerstein et al,, 2017, Global Volcanism Program,

Smithsonian Institution, UNEP-WCMC, HydroSHEDS, Randolph Glacier Inventory, Ramsar
Sites Information Service and Sayre et al. 2019



PEOPLE AND NATURE IN UNESCO-DESIGNATED SITES: GLOBAL AND LOCAL CONTRIBUTIONS 29

REGULATING THE GLOBAL CLIMATE

CRITICAL CARBON SINKS

Forests within UNESCO-designated
sites alone account for about

1 5% OF ALL THE CO, ABSORBED (NET)

BY FORESTS WORLDWIDE

3b 3%

0

Mountains & Deserts
Highlands & Drylands

\
o\ | 2%
Coastal and r?aée \ \\ Wetlands C.D_ EUUIVALEHT TU MURE

.c:::;:: xsrr:hm e W THANTWO DECADES
UNESCO-designated i y B 4% OF TODAY'S
etk I Forest FOSSIL-FUEL CO:

1l /0
e EMISSIONS IF

—-'@'

SITES STORE 240

s gl RELEASEDINTO THE
BIOMASS, SOILS AND ATMOSPHERE
12% SEDIMENTS

Permafrost

GREENLAND
ICEBERGS

- 23-Analysis done based on data from Global Forest Watch (GFW)
24- Analysis done based on data from Krause et al. 2024 for seagrasses and Soto-Navarro et al. 2020 for other biomes



KEY BIODIVERSITY
AREAS (KBAS)

(Areas of international importance | —————— 100.500
for biodiversity conservation) |

Legend:

500-1,000
B LN Seastoh N S Number % of species in
N 11 . O\ N\ ) o of species in UNESCO-designated
4 : S:000-10,000 UNESCO-designated sites out of globally
Lj """"""" 10,000-15,000 sites mapped species
------------- 15,000-25,000 |
—an area equivalent to
India—across 1,300+
UNESCO-designate Bs. 28 — Bats 84%
|— Rodents 77%
— Primates 74%

3600+ B

KBAs identified in
. UNESCO-designated sites

,— Carnivores

~— Even-toed ungulates
N— Odd-

approximately Odd-toed ungulates
N Marsupials

N— Manatees, dugongs

— Elephants
— Song birds

of the global total ,— Birds of prey

®
— Flightless birds !
BIRDS

73%

MAPPING MARINE — Parrots, macaws
BIODIVERSITY — Waterfowls

The UNESCO eDNA expeditions, " Sea birds
supported by Flanders, Monaco
and the Minderoo Foundation, use
citizen science to map marine
biodiversity across more than 20

87%

81%

Lizards, snakes

Turtles, tortoises

UNESCO-designated sites. In just Crocodiles, alligators, caimans
one sampling campaign at each
site, 10-20% of expected marine Frogs 5665
species were detected, a result that AMPHIBIANS
would require far greater effort Salamanders 54%
using traditional methods.
r Freshwater fishes 70T
] < Marine fishes 509
@ Cheikh Fall Y e FISHES 50%
) ~— Sharks and Rays 66%
Butterflies 90%
INVERTEBRATES
Hard corals 999
s S -
Cactus 60T
Trees
* Estimates should be taken with caution given uncertainties in
species distribution maps and insufficient coverage
25- Analysis done based on data from Ocean Biodiversity Information System (OBIS) for marine fishes, sharks and rays, (*) Endemic species are species that can be found nowhere else on Earth
and hard corals, Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF) for orchids and cactus, and Map of Life (mol.org) for all (**) Estimates should be taken with caution given uncertainties in

other species species distribution maps and limited global coverage
26- Analysis done based on data from the World Database of Key Biodiversity Areas
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ICONIC FAUNA AND FLORA

Talh g a Iy

great apes, giraffes, lions, rhinos and dugongs.

LIONS RHINOS DUGONGS

GIRAFFES*

GIANT PANDAS

TIGERS

J of the last remaining elephants, tigers and

ELEPHANTS GREAT APES**

gt

Estimated number

of individuals in - 3 P
the wild 1800 ~5,000 ~25,000 ~27000 ~100,000 ~145000 ~500,000
|
i
.1.-
Estimated number of individuals >600 1200 >3500 5000 >15000 >1000 >100000

in UNESCO-designated sites

Redwood National and State Parks (WH) in the United States of America
is home to the tallest tree on Earth: Hyperion, a coastal redwood
that is 115m tall.

STATUE HYPERION

OF LIBERTY

CHRIST THE
REDEEMER

Shark Bay (WH) in Australia Tropical Rainforest Heritage of Los Alerces National Park

is home to the largest seagrass
plant on Earth stretching over
180km and covering an area
of 200km2

Football fields

Sumatra (WH) and Gunung
Leuser (BR) in Indonesia
contains populations of the
world’s largest (Rafflesia
arnoldi) and tallest flowers
(Amorphophallus titanium).

(WH) in Argentina is home
to “Abuelo”, one of the oldest
trees on Earth approximately
2,600 years old.

L

~1000,000

*including okapis

*# Including gorillas,
orangutans,
chimpanzees and
bonobos

>150,000

GREAT PYRAMID
OF GIZA

South Africa’s Cape Floral region,
the mountains of Yunnan in China,
and Talamanca/La Amistad in
Costa Rica and Panama (WH, BR)
have the highest concentration of
plant life on the planet with more
than 5,000 different species each.




CRITICAL PLAGES TO PROTECT
GLOBALLY THREATENED SPEGIES

@ 9% of globally mapped species found in UNESCO-designated sites @ % of globally threatened species found in UNESCO-designated sites?

MAMMALS BIRDS AMPHIBIANS REPTILES
80 &t
‘{q" 68 \ ¥ 62
240 I d I Il
FRESHWATER FISHES* MARINE FISHES* SHARKS ANDRAYS HARD CORALS 99 99
84
72
>@ g PER
M-"*‘m - =

1 YRR YAEFEAE

JAVAN MOUNTAIN SUMATRAN GIANT
m RHINO GORILLA ORANGUTAN TORTOISE
(World's (Asian {One of the most (One of the (One of the (World's largest
smallest one-horned important biological world's largest world's largest terrestrial
cetacean) rhinoceros) discoveries of the living arboreal turtles)
century) primates) mammals)

5§~

A\ :
o F
ke

Estimated

vt -60 00  -1000 -15000 -120,000

the wild

Percentage in
UNESCO-
designated
sites

PROTECTING MOUNTAIN GORILLA

Virunga National Park (WH) in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC),
home to one-third of the world's mountain gorillas, has strengthened
protection efforts despite ongoing unrest through support from UNESCO,
with funding from Norway. Working with the Virunga Foundation and the

Institut Congolais pour la Conservation de la Nature (ICCN), a community-
driven gorilla monitoring programme is deploying and training 50
community trackers to conduct daily patrols, monitor gorilla health, and
remove snares. These efforts are sustaining conservation gains, with
mountain gorillas showing a 5% annual population growth over the past
decade while preventing poaching and ensuring continued protection.

@ Kristof Eyckmans / Shutterstock.com®

27- Analysis done based on data from Map of Life and [UCN Red List of Threatened Species
28- Analysis done based on data from UNEP Species+. Available at httpsy//www.speciesplus.net/



VITAL STEPPING STONES FOR MIGRATORY SPECIES

LD

MANY UNESCO-DESIGNATED SITES ARE VITAL STOPOVERS
WHERE MIGRATORY SPECIES BREED, FEED, AND REST.

They support movement along bird “flyways,” marine
“swimways," and terrestrial routes—making them essential for

i
>2/ 3 orspees

protected under the Convention

&

on the Conservation of Migratory

wildlife across land, sea, and air.

The annual migration of the Eastern
monarch butterfly is the longest migration
trajectory of any insect. Up to a billion
monarch butterflies return annually from
breeding areas as far away as Canada to

CMS

@ EAST ATLANTIC FLYWAY

The East Atlantic Flyway is a key migration
route used by about 90 million birds
annually. UNESCO-designated sites are
key stop-over sites along the flyway,
connecting European and African sites.

Species of Wild Animals (CMS) can be
found in UNESCO-designated sites®

© WEST ASIAN-EAST AFRICAN AND
CENTRAL ASIANFLYWAYS

Saryarka (WH) and Korgalzhyn (BR) in
Kazakhstan are at the cross roads of
important flyways of migrating birds
from Siberia to South Asia (Central

the overwintering sites in Mexico's
Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve
(WH, BR), colouring its trees deep orange.

Asian Flyway) and Africa (West
Asian-East African Flyway). It is also
home to the migratory and critically
endangered Saiga antelope.

J

® Wadden Sea 2, Saryarka (WH) and
(WH, BR) LW 4 Korgalzhyn (BR)
Donana
(WH, BR)
(O] Yellow Sea Area g ® Getbol (WH)
Monarch Butterfly ArchiBijagcus Banc d'Arguin s P, 8 and Suncheon
Biosphere Reverve {\-"I:H BgRJ National Park (WH]) r_ r (BR)
(WH, BR) ! ©§ Sangha : 3
Coiba National Senedal River Trinational s Western Ghats
Cocos Island @ Park (WH) Dglta Bes m (WH) Area (WH, BR)
National Park (WH) @ ] @

® Malpelo Fauna (WH, BR)
and Flora

Sanctuary (WH)

Galdpagos ®
Islands (WH, BR)

Serengeti-Ngorongoro
@ Area (WH, BR, GP)
.

oy "I'.‘._ \"_\ Selous Game Reserve (WH)
ol Okua\-'al.'\go
Delta (WH)
@ EASTERN TROPICAL @ THE GREAT MIGRATION © ELEPHANT MIGRATION @ EAST ASIAN-
PACIFIC MARINE SWIMWAY ~ The Great Migrationof The Okavangn Belta AUSTRALASIAN FLYWAY
UNESCO-designated sites wildebeest across the plains of (Botswana), Sangha UNESCO-designated sites in

East Africa is one of our planet's
last intact animal migrations.
Every year, over a million animals
cross the Serengeti-
Ngorongoro Area (WH, BR, GP)
in what is known as 'one of the
greatest wildlife spectacles on
Earth'.

constitute a unique
interconnected ‘swimway’ in
the eastern tropical Pacific
Ocean where endangered
marine species such as sharks,
sea turtles, and whales migrate
between the sites.

The designations employed and the p

Trinational (Cameroon,
Central African Republic,
Congo), Selous Game Reserve
{United Republic of Tanzania)
and Western Ghats (India) are
central nodes of elephant
migration routes.

the Yellow Sea Area are
central to the East Asian
Australasian Flyway, which is
the most threatened flyway in
the world.

of material on this map are for visualization only and do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the Secretariat of the

United Nations concerning the legal status of any country, territary, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries.

Source: United Nations / Geospatial Information Section of the United Nations.

29- Analysis done based on data from UNEP Species+. Available at https://www.speciesplus.net/
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PEOPLE AND NATURE IN UNESCO-DESIGNATED SITES:

LANDSCAPES ATRISK
NEARLY g[]% UF UNESGD'DES'GNATED SITES are at high level of environmental stress®’.

. WORLD HERITAGE . WORLD HERITAGE 0 BIOSPHERE | GLOBAL )
(NATURAL) RESERVE GEOPARKS number of sites at high risk.

(CULTURAL)
CRONONORONONORORORONONONCO
Wildfire Heavy Flood Landslide Rising sea Coral
levels bleaching

Habitat Pollution Land, Invasive Water Extreme Drought
degradation Freshwater  species stress heat precipitation
and Sea Use (coastal (marine
Change sites only) sites
only)*

% of sites

at high risk

100

il
=

10 .

0
* Data for cultural World Heritage sites not available

30- Analysis done based on data from World Resources Institute (WRI) Aqueduct Water Risk Atlas for water stress, drought and flood, Mellin et al. 2024 for coral bleaching, HIST, 2025
for extreme heat and heavy precipitation, Copernicus Marine Service for rising sea levels, and WWF Biodiversity Risk Filter for all other indicators.



PEOPLE AND NATURE IN UNESCO-DESIGNATED SITES: GLOBAL AND LOCA

EVOLVING PRESSURES, INGREASING RISKS

HUMAN PRESSURES IN UNESCO-DESIGNATED SITES nave Invasive

are found in more than
historically been driven mainly by land-use changes linked to agriculture, logging, 80% of UNESCO- A

and infrastructure development, including roads. designated sites

CHANGES IN HUMAN PRESSURES e .
IN UNESCO-DESIGNATED SITES Himes b sl Trand: «— stable T increasing
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SINGE ZI]BIJ Index: (high} 0,3
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™
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THE NATURE OF THESE PRESSURES IS EVOLVING, CREATING NEW RISKS AND REQUIRING DIFFERENT MANAGEMENT RESPONSES
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31- Analysis based on data from Marino et al. 2024

32- Analysis based on data from Theobald et al. 2025

33- Analysis done based on data from Global Forest Watch (GFW)
34- Analysis done based on data from Global Forest Watch (GFW)



OVER TH[ EDTH BENTUP\Y, HABITAT BUND'T'DNS have degraded globally and across the

landscapes surrounding UNESCO-designated sites.

However, degradation within sites over
the past century has been two times less

severe than in surrounding landscapes3s

MONITORED WILDLIFE POPULATIONS

Over the past ~50 years,

monitored wildlife Stable on
populations within 73% average in
UNESCO-designated sites globally UNESCO-designated
have been better protected on average sites3?

compared to global trends since 1970%

CARBON CYCLE IN UNESCO-DESIGNATED SITES

\ | ERKES I KIAL | ) yWJaTaltMo L absorbs
: (e g. (primarily forests, but also (dominated in extent by large amounts of CO,
deforestatton fires, grasslands and other seagrasses, alongside from the atmosphere,
agriculture, urbanization) ecosystems) absorbs CO,, mangroves and acting as a major
release carbon stored in which is then stored as marshes) absorb CO2 carbon sink. The
biomass and soils and carbon in biomass and and store it as carbon absorbed CO,
reduce the capacity of soils, forming major (“blue carbon”), with dissolves in seawater,
ecosystems to absorb CO,. terrestrial carbon sinks. seagrasses burying a lowering pH and
substantial fraction leading to
(~15%) in underlying acidification.
sediments.

. 3 o o B UNESCO-designated
1,300 MILLION tco, fyr 16 MILLION tco, 2 yr / sites absorb around
MEGATONS (MT)
.-..700 OF GO, NET
EACH YEAR

roughly equivalent to
Germany's annual
fossil-fuel emissions

Carbon storage in blomass, soils | "' 0
and sediments :

240 gt ce

15KG = IMILLION <=~ 3 MONTHS
G 1]'0""[__)%? 40-50 TONNE h i

of glacier ice et trees absorb
eventually melted® OF GO, S

in one year*t 6 power plantss

35- Analysis done based on data from Pereira et al. 2024 38- Analysis done based on data from Global Forest Watch (GFW) 43- Marzeion et al. 2018

36- Analysis done based on data from the Living Planet Index (LPI). Thisisa 39- Analysis done based on data from Global Forest Watch (GFW) 44- Estimated based on data from FAQ
diversity-weighted trend based on 34,836 populations of 5,495 species 40- Analysis done based on data from Gomis et al. 2025 Global Forest Resources Assessment 2020
37- Analysis done based on data from the Living Planet Index (LPI). Thisis  41- Analysis done based on data from Copernicus Marine Service 45- Estimated based on data from the US.

an unweighted trend based on 1089 species and 2958 populations from 42- Analysis done based on data from Krause et al. 2024 and Soto-Mavamo et al 2020, Energy Information Administration (EIA)



A WARMING GLIMATE, GROWING CHALLENGES

OF UNESCO-DESIGNATED SITES HAVE EXPERIENCED

at least one extreme climate condition since 2000, with extreme heat

being the most prevalent*

Glaciers

2000 Gt

of Ice since 2000,

over 5%
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700
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100

0

2016 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

PROVIDING EMERGENCY SUPPORT IN TIMES OF CRISIS

UNESCO has established rapid-response mechanisms to protect
designated sites in times of crisis. The Rapid Response Facility
(RRF) provides emergency funding and technical support to sites
facing sudden threats such as floods, wildfires, storms, and conflict,
enabling swift action to limit damage and protect biodiversity. The
Heritage Emergency Fund (HEF) extends this support to cultural
heritage, contributing to preparedness, response, and recovery
efforts while strengthening the resilience of affected communities.

For more information: https://whc.unesco.org/en/rapidresponse/

46- Analysis done based on data from HIST, 2025

Mountain glaciers

9%

of their volume

®@®®

OF SITES Droughts Flaods Wildfires Coral bleaching =

in UNESCO-designated
sites is abou

than in 2000*

The number of UNESCO-designated
sites impacted by

climate-related

hazards has increased by

o A0%

in the last decade®
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GLACIER LOSS, CULTURAL IMPACT

In the Rwenzori Mountains (WH), glaciers are projected to
disappear by 2050 due to climate change, threatening both water
resources and the spiritual traditions of the Bakonzo people. Known
as the “Mountains of the Moon,” these peaks are sacred in Bakonzo
cosmology and believed to be the dwelling place of ancestral spirits.
As the ice vanishes, rituals and cultural identity are at risk. UNESCO is
supporting the Uganda Wildlife Authority (UWA) in glacier
monitoring, helping document this rapid retreat and its
environmental and cultural consequences.

49- Analysis done based on Copernicus Marine Service

47- Analysis done based on data updated from Mouginot et al. 2019 and
Hugonnet et al. 2021
48- Analysis based on data updated from Hugonnet et al. 2021

50- Analysis based on data from Global Forest Watch (GFW) for fires, Global Disaster Awareness and
Coordination System (GDACS) for floods and droughts, and National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA) Coral Reef Watch for coral bleaching



ESCALATING PRESSURES,

The number of UNESCO-designated sites projected to experience i (\
additional climate and biodiversity pressures could triple by 2050 (6\ l
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40 PEOPLE AND NATURE IN UNESCO-DESIGNATED SITES: GLOBAL AND LOCAL CONTRIBUTIONS

CRITICAL TIPPING POINTS

e .
Y'Y As pressures mcrease, multlple natural systems in over -
could reach critical tipping points, some of which may be |rrevers|ble, by 2050
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54- Analysis done based on data from Zekollari et al. 2025 and Mountain Competence Center, 57- Analysis done based on data from Pigot et al, 2023
University of Innsbruck, 2025 58- Analysls based on data from Global Forest Watch (GFW)
55- Analysis done based on data from Mellin et al. 2024 59- Analysis done based an data from references 54 to 58 Liu et al. 2024, and Ravinandrasana

56- Analysis done based on data from World Resources Institute (WRI) Aquaduct Water Risk Atlas- and Franzke, 2025. Estimates should be taken with caution glven uncertainties
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UNESCO-designated sites, offer a major yet underutilized opportunity to scale high-impact
ecological restoration, improve ecosystem connectivity, and promote sustainable land-use
practices and promote sustainable land-use practices, delivering simultaneous benefits for
biodiversity, climate mitigation, and human well-being. Around 80% of this potential is located

within Biosphere Reserves.

RESTORATION AS A CORE MANAGEMENT
OBJECTIVE

With around

of sites degraded to a point where
their ecosystems struggle to sustain

biodiversity®?, there is a critical need
to restore ecosystem functionality and
serivces, and embed restoration targets
into management plans and monitoring
systems.

FOREST RESTORATION IN HISTORICAL ECOSYSTEMS

~ 2
Xy 100.000km

of degraded forest landscapes
-I% |

Restoring forests
where they have
historically occurred
outside of urban
areas or croplands.

could be restored

of global forest
restoration potential (an
area larger than Nepal)

SUSTAINABLE LAND USE PRACTICES
ENABLE CONTINUED BIODIVERSITY GAINS

Sustainable land use could support
continued gains in biodiversity in
UNESCO-designated sites, of around
1% per decade—an encouraging
trajectory, given that global
biodiversity declined by 2 to 11%
over the 20th century.®

12GLC"

stored over the next
30 years

-

Equivalent to the
lifetime emissions of
~30 million cars

RESTORATION OPPORTUNITIES IN LOW-PRODUCTIVITY AND DEGRADED LANDS

Targeted restoration of

selected agricultural and
pasture lands provides a
complementary pathway.
Focusing on degraded or very
low-yield lands, can deliver
significant biodiversity and
climate benefits without
compromising livelihoods or
agricultural production.

-460.000 km?

of selected low-productivity
and degraded lands "could be
restored

2GLC
stored

—

Equivalent to Sweden’s
carbon stock, where about
70% of the land is covered
by forests

LOCALLY LED AND RIGHTS-BASED RESTORATION APPROACHES

Effective restoration
depends on socially
inclusive, context-specific
and locally driven
approaches, ensuring that:

@ trade-offs with food security and livelihoods are assessed and managed,

Q decisions are informed by environmental and social impact assessments,
to address adverse effects on biodiversity and ecosystems locally

Q actions result from participatory decisions, and respect the Free, Prior, and
Informed Consent (FPIC) of Indigenous Peoples and local communities.

60- Analysis done based on the Biodiversity Intactness Index (BIl)

61- Analysis done based on data from Pereira et al. 2024
62- Analysis done based on data from Fesenmyer et al. 2025
63- Analysis based on data from Strassburg et al. 2020



RESTORING MANGROVES,
STRENGTHENING COMMUNITIES

The MangRes initiative,** led by UNESCO
with support from the Government of
Flanders (Belgium) and Spain's National Parks
Autonomous Agency (OAPN), promotes
mangrove restoration and conservation as
nature-based solutions in seven Latin
American biosphere reserves, including small
. islands like Colombia’s Seaflower Biosphere
r Reserve (BR). The initiative combines
scientific research with local knowledge to
restore and monitor mangrove ecosystems

Wb RS,
> / s
’ / | A
/ ‘f/ © UNE&CO[{ Federico Rios
SUSTAINABLE USE OF
BIODIVERSITY: EMPOWERING -l

WOMEN THROUGH BEEKEEPING ’

Nearly 75% of global crops depend on
pollinators such as bees, contributing an
estimated 500 billion USD of their overall

value. Through the Guerlain-funded Women [ |
for Bees® initiative, UNESCO supports women

beekeepers worldwide while promoting

solutions to address the global decline of q

pollinators. In India, across the forested
landscapes of the Western Ghats (WH) and
Nilgiri (BR), 50 women are currently being
trained in sustainable beekeeping practices
using the native Indian honeybee (Apis cerana
indica).

65- https://www.unesco.org/en/mab/women-bees

€ UNESCO / Rajiv Solanki

FOSTERING INGLUSIVE GOVERNANCE
THROUGH SUSTAINABLE
BUSINESSES IN THE AMAZON

In Brazil's Central Amazon (WH, BR),
development models have long overlooked
local social-ecological realities, driving
resource overuse, forest loss, and the decline
of species such as rosewood (Aniba
rosaeodora). The Amazon project®s, supported
by LVMH, working with the Institute for
Conservation and Sustainable Development of
the Amazon (IDESAM) and the Uatuma
Sustainable Development Reserve Community
Association (AACRDSU), supports riverine
families in producing essential oils from
rosewood and copal. By strengthening local
organizations and valuing traditional
agroforestry systems, the initiative promotes
inclusive, community-driven conservation and
development.

Sl A e Sl s A
L ps:/f unesco Sp SE -project



UNESCO-designated sites enable a shift from fragmented approaches to integrated, more
inclusive, and well-connected landscape and seascape management strategies to tackle
biodiversity loss, climate change, and unsustainable land and resource use.

LEVERAGING UNESCO-DESIGNATED SITES FOR ADAPTATIVE AND INCLUSIVE MANAGEMENT

UNESCO-designated sites encompass over 30,000 protected areas and build on
these foundations to improve integrated, coordinated and adaptive responses to
emerging challenges, particularly climate change. They strengthen integrated

management by:
3 U 0 0 U + Q Providing global management standards and networks of practitioners supporting adaptive
]

= and risk-informed decision-making, induding disaster risk reduction and preparedness
PROTECTED AREAS™

Q Fostering scientific research and environmental education

Enhancing the integration of scientific and Indigenous and Local Knowledge (ILK).

PROMOTE COLLABORATIVE GOVERNANCE BEYOND PROTECTED AREAS

Many sites extend beyond strictly protected areas into
surrounding landscapes where people live and work. A
key objective of these sites is the development and » Recognizing and supporting conservation efforts led by local communities

» Promoting sustainable land and resource use in buffer and transition zones;

implementation of integrated management plans to and other stakeholders, through Other Effective Area-Based Conservation
guide conservation and sustainable development. Measures (OECMs);
This offers important opportunities to advance @ Fihanc logical ctive f et habitah
integrated management by: ; nhancing ecological connectivity across fragmented habitats.
@ 'PA-Governance by @ PA-Shared @ PA-Private @ PA- Governance by ) Other governance type
government governance governance Indigenous Peoples

DL B BIOSPHERE GLOBAL

el RESERVES / GEOPARKS

MLES (about a third (about a quarter

(nearly all under PA) under PA)

under PA)

*PA: Protected Areas

ANCHORING TERRITORIAL-SCALE APPROACHES TO PROMOTE DIALOGUE, TRUST-BUILDING AND PEACE

Ecosystems and ecological processes extend 0
beyond administrative and national borders.
UNESCO-designated sites provide a strong

foundation for territorial-scale approaches that

connects protected areas with surrounding Strengthening coordination among stakeholders across sectors and
landscapes and across countries. They offer governance levels;

important opportunities to:

Scaling up integrated management and ecological connectivity
beyond individual territories and across large, fragmented landscapes
and seascapes

Fostering transboundary cooperation for the joint management of
shared ecosystems, water systems, and climate-related risks;

Promoting dialogue, trust-building, and peace through shared
stewardship of natural resources across borders.

[ el 50+ UNESCO-DESIGNATED SITES ARE TRANSBOUNDARY
Reserve (designated in 2025), 100% of the

African country is now recognized under @ World Heritage
e “:tu’. ntry og| * Biosphere Reserves ~—> The number of transboundary sites has

. Global Geoparks MORE THAN DOUBLED since 2000

1985 1995 2005 2015 2025

67- Analysis done based on data from IUCN and UNEP-WCMC
68- Analysis done based on data from IUCN and UNEP-WCMC
69- Only natural and mixed World Heritage sites



LINKING EGOLOGICAL CORRIDORS AND

TRANSBOUNDARY COOPERATION n

Supported by the Kunming Biodiversity Fund (KBF), the
UNESCO-led “Scaling up Connectivity” project™
advanced ecological connectivity in the
Trifinio-Fraternidad Transboundary Biosphere
Reserve (BR) in El Salvador, Guatemala, and
Honduras, Combining geospatial modelling and local
knowledge to map and prioritise ecological corridors, it
helped identified sustainable livelihoods and targeted
ecological restoration opportunities. The project
strengthened transboundary and long-term landscape
connectivity planning through trinational participatory
workshops, a corridor prioritization framework, and
monitoring indicators.

70- https://www .unesco.org/en/articles/scaling-connectivity-trifi-

nio- y-biosg reserve

SUSTAINABLE USE THROUGH TRADITION: REVIVING
ANCESTRAL VICUNA MANAGEMENT

In Chile’s Lauca Biosphere Reserve (BR), community-based
management of vicufas is strengthened through the revival of
ancestral practices such as the chaku—a non-lethal herding and
shearing technique. Supported by UNESCO?, this approach
brings together scientific knowledge, Indigenous practices and
local governance to promote the sustainable use of this iconic
species while improving livelihoods.

By reconnecting cultural traditions with conservation, it
demonstrates how integrated management approaches can
align biodiversity protection, sustainable resource use and
community well-being within a single territorial framework. It
also highlights how locally grounded, biocultural practices can
contribute to more coherent and context-specific management
strategies.

71- httpsi/h o.0rg/en/articles/c ity-ma vicunas-
ds-chiles-lauca-biosphere-reserve

MANAGING SHARED ECOSYSTEMS
AT THE BASIN SCALE

The Okavango Delta (WH) in Botswana is one of the
world’s largest inland wetlands, supporting exceptional
biodiversity and sustaining the livelihoods of local
communities across the Okavango River Basin. Its
ecological integrity depends on water flows originating in
upstream countries and on the movement of wildlife,
including large elephant populations that migrate across
national borders, making basin-wide cooperation essential.
In this context, Angola, Namibia and Botswana are engaged
in ongoing efforts towards a potential extension of the
World Heritage site to better reflect the transboundary
nature of the ecosystem, with support from UNESCO. This
process highlights the importance of coordinated
approaches to managing water resources, biodiversity and
livelihoods across borders, illustrating how transboundary
cooperation can support more integrated management of
shared ecosystems at the landscape scale.




UNESCO-designated sites translate global policy ambitions into concrete, place-based action.
Positioned at the intersection of climate, biodiversity, culture and development, they provide
platforms to integrate policies at local, national and international levels, delivering tangible
benefits by serving as:

v Operational platforms supporting countries in
navigating trade-offs and delivering on multiple
international commitments simultaneously;

v Reference systems for tracking
progress toward global targets.

of countries’ National Biodiversity

AROUND

MURE THAN of the latest national biodiversity

Strategies and Action Plans (NBSAPs),

0 developed under the Convention on
Biological Diversity (CBD),2 reference
0 UNESCO or its sites, providing a strong

foundation to further embed them and
translate recognition into measurable
outcomes through targets, funding,
indicators, and implementation

mechanisms.

Refers to @ Doesnot Not . No post-COP15

UNESCO refer to reviewed NBSAP

or its sites UNESCO or submitted yet
its sites

50 100 150 2

00

AN UNTAPPED POTENTIAL IN CLIMATE
ACTION

of countries’ Nationally Determined

progress reports (6th) submitted to

0 the CBD”* reference UNESCO or its
sites, highlighting their contribution
0 to biodiversity conservation and

sustainable use, as well as monitoring.

Refers to Does not refer @ No&th national
UNESCO or to UNESCO or report yet
its sites its sites

INTEGRATING CULTURAL HERITAGE IN
CLIMATE POLICIES

Culture has long been overlooked in climate frameworks,

ONLY AROUND Contributions (NDCs)™ under the UN despite its role in shaping adaptation and resilience. The
- w Framework Convention on Climate Change adoption of five cultural heritage indicators under the
h (UNFCCC) explicitly include UNESCO- UNFCCC marks a step towards recognizing and measuring
5% designated sites, pointing to an untapped these contributions. In practice, they make it possible to

opportunity to enhance their role in climate
mitigation, adaptation, and risk reduction,
and to support more effective responses to
climate-related hazards.

track how cultural practices and traditional knowledge help
communities respond to climate risks. UNESCO-designated
sites bring this shift to life, demonstrating how integrated
nature—culture approaches can strengthen resilience.

STRENGTHENING CROSS-SECTORAL SYNERGIES WITH CONVENTIONS AND UNITED NATIONS
DECADES

UNESCO's designations provide a unique basis for cross-sectoral alignment and integrated implementation,
mobilizing UNESCO focal points and networks to support national implementation and strengthen coherence across
global frameworks:

Strengthen synergies between _ &S, Scaling up UN Decades’
UNESCO'’s conventions and Ramea o implementation -
programmes and other UNESCO-designated

frameworks (e.g., Ramsar, CMS) : sitessupport policy alignment,

through participatory, integrated C. ng) generate data and knowledge, U -

governance to enable a more 2 and provide concrete locations «ﬂ un i,

coordinated and effective and networks to translate A

implementation across agendas. global commitments made
through UN Decades into action
at national and local levels.

72- Analysis of Post-COP15 NBSAPs as of February 2026 done by UNESCO
73- Analysis of Sixth National Reports to the CBD as of February 2026 done by UNESCO
74- Analysis of NDCs as of February 2026 done by UNESCO



STRENGTHENING NATIONAL ECOSYSTEM
ASSESSMENTS WITH INDIGENOUS AND LOCAL
KNOWLEDGE

UNESCO-designated sites play an important role in strengthening
National Ecosystem Assessments (NEAs), induding through the
BES-Net partnership”, by bringing together scientific
knowledge and Indigenous and Local Knowledge (ILK). These
nationally driven assessments inform biodiversity policies and
contribute to global targets by integrating diverse knowledge
systems. Through UNESCO's Local and Indigenous Knowledge
Systems (LINKS) Programme, participatory approaches support
the meaningful inclusion of ILK holders in assessment processes.
In this context, UNESCO-designated sites serve as key entry points
for generating and mobilizing context-specific knowledge to
inform policy and decision-making. For example, sustainable
community practices in the Tonle Sap Biosphere Reserve (BR)

¥ in Cambodia have contributed to the country’s NEA synthesis.
- 75- httpss//www.unesco.org/en/links/bes-net
© umzsch de la Malla
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TACKLING MULTIPLE OBJECTIVES
WITHMULTI-DESIGNATED SITES

On Jejulsland (WH,BR, GP) in the Republic of Korea,
the combination of UNESCO designations—World
Heritage site, Biosphere Reserve and Global
Geopark—reflects its exceptional ecological, geological
and cultural values. This multi-designated status enables
integrated territorial approaches that support the
alignment of conservation, sustainable development,
research and education objectives within a single
policy-relevant framework. As host of the Global
Research and Training Centre for Internationally
Designated Areas (GCIDA),¢ Jeju contributes to
strengthening the science-policy interface through
research, training and knowledge exchange across
UNESCO-designated sites. This illustrates how
multi-designated sites can support the implementation
of integrated policy responses, providing practical
models for advancing coherence across biodiversity,
climate and sustainable development agendas.

NNYY

AT Y AR S
"“:\a.._'!-_f‘-f”n N

76- https://www.unesco-gcida.org/ -b o o "'}. 1 ".@-.-'
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2 UNESCO / FrancisTack

INTEGRATING CULTURAL HERITAGE IN
CLIMATE POLICIES

=, 41 The UNESCO World Heritage Canopy Initiative has
played a key role in advancing the integration of cultural
heritage into global climate policy. By mobilizing
knowledge, evidence and experience from World
Heritage sites, it has helped demonstrate how cultural
practices and heritage systems contribute to climate
adaptation and resilience.”?

This work has informed international processes,
including the development of cultural heritage indicators
under the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC), the global framework guiding
climate action. These indicators are designed to make
the contributions of cultural heritage more visible and
measurable, providing a way to track how cultural
practices and traditional knowledge support adaptation
and resilience, and to better integrate these dimensions
into climate policy and decision-making.

77- https://whc.unesco.org/en/canopy/



UNESCO-designated sites serve as hubs for science, knowledge and education, connecting
scientific research, Indigenous and Local Knowledge (ILK), and cultural practices within their
territories and across global and thematic networks. Through UNESCO'’s thematic
programmes, they foster learning, capacity-building and knowledge exchange, supporting
inclusive governance and enabling evidence-based action to address biodiversity loss,
climate change and sustainable development challenges.

ADVANCING INCLUSIVE GOVERNANCE

Across regions, UNESCO-designated sites demonstrate approaches that
reflect local contexts and diverse knowledge systems, including those
advanced through UNESCO'’s Local and Indigenous Knowledge Systems
(LINKS) Programme?:

Supporting co-management arrangements involving Indigenous Peoples
and local communities (IPLCs);

Promoting participatory processes and dialogue across governance levels;

Grounding governance approaches in cultural values and local
priorities, as well as promoting Indigenous and Local Knowledge.

More than STRENGTHENING KNOWLEDGE SYSTEMS WITH

14[] SEA-LEVEL MONITORING

SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH AND THEMATIC NETWORKS

Q UNESCO-supported platforms, including the UNESCO Sites
STA HU NS contributing to the Intergovernmental Navigator and the Ocean Biodiversity Information System
Oceanographic Commission (I0C) Sea Level (OBIS), provide accessible data that support research,
Monitoring Station Facility are located across learning and informed site management;

nearly 100 UNESCO-designated sites.”
y J i o Monitoring, data collection, and knowledge co-production

involving scientific and Indigenous and Local Knowledge

1 |N 8 systems to inform policy and practice;

MU U NTA'N Scientific cooperation, peer leaming, and knowledge exchange
UBSE RV AT U R| E S across regions through UNESCO's thematic networks;
are located in UNESCO-designated Use of interdisciplinary approaches combining natural sciences

sites, making them key hubs for with social and human sciences (SHS) as well as
monitoring global change in mountain regions.8° locally-grounded evidence to inform policy and practice.

BUILDING CAPACITY THROUGH EDUCATION FOR e Bl ontor

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT (ESD) 1 Sustainable Development
(ESD) programme, UNESCO
UNESCO-designated sites, as part of global networks, provide a mobilized its designated

foundation for strengthening capacities across scales, including: ' sites as real-world learning
' hubs for climate,
environmental and ocean
literacy. Implemented across more than 40
sites in over 25 countries, 14,000 learners
have been engaged in this initiative,
strengthening collaboration between site
Knowledge exchange and intergenerational learning, managers and education authorities,
linking scientific perspectives with Indigenous and Local demonstrating a scalable model for
Knowledge (ILK), to strengthen mutual understanding, embedding sustainability into education
sustain cultural continuity, and support more inclusive and systems.
context-specific approaches to site management;

Q Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), a
UNESCO-led programme, fosters the knowledge, skills and
values needed to support sustainability, empowering
communities and site stakeholders to engage in informed

@ decision-making and collective action;®

78- https://www.unesco.org/en/links

79- https://www.ioc-sealevelmonitoring.org/

80- GEO Mountains (2025)

81- https://www.unesco.org/en/sustainable-development/education




UNESCO SITES NAVIGATOR:
MONITORING CHANGE AND TRACKING
GLOBAL IMPACT

The Sites Navigator, UNESCO's institutional
platform for monitoring change and tracking
global impact across designated sites, is an
interactive geospatial platform that brings
together data on World Heritage sites, Biosphere
Reserves and Global Geoparks. Using satellite data
and other reliable sources, it provides near
real-time information on environmental changes
and risks, such as fires, habitat loss and human
pressures. Beyond early warning alerts, the
platform also helps track how these sites
contribute to global climate and biodiversity
goals, offering a shared evidence base to monitor
progress, inform decisions and strengthen
coordinated action across conservation efforts
worldwide.®

S G e et o
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GLOBAL SCIENTIFIC NETWORKS FOR
GOLLABORATIVE AGTION

Across diverse environments—from mountains
to coastal and marine environments—UNESCO
supports scientific collaboration for action
through a range of global initiatives. Among
these, the World Network of Mountain Biosphere
Reserves® advances research and knowledge
exchange in highland socioecological systems,
while the World Heritage Marine Site Managers
Network®* connects practitioners across marine
World Heritage sites to share expertise,
strengthen conservation capacity, and
coordinate responses to common challenges.
Though focused on distinct domains, these
initiatives illustrate how UNESCO fosters
international cooperation, knowledge exchange,
and collective solutions to biodiversity loss and
climate change.

B84- htpsi//y inbiosphere.orgfen/
85- httpsy//whc.unesco.org/en/marine gers/

BUILDING CLIMATE AND BIODIVERSITY
RESEARGH GAPACITIES

In the heart of the Congo Basin, the Yangambi
Biosphere Reserve in the Democratic Republic
of the Congo is emerging as a hub for climate
and biodiversity knowledge. By linking forest
conservation, sustainable agriculture, and science,
UNESCO supports® both environmental integrity
and community well-being. With the support of
the Government of Belgium, trained eco-guards
protect wildlife, while local associations develop
sustainable livelihoods. The CongoFlux Tower,
operated by Ghent University, generates
open-access data on greenhouse-gas exchanges,
deepening insight into tropical forest dynamics
and informing climate action. Together, these
efforts strengthen local capacities, foster scientific
collaboration, and support knowledge sharing
across scales.

83- https://www.unesco.org/fr/articles/yangambi-lunesco-lan-
ce-un-projet-de-4-millions-deuros-sur-la-protection-de-la-biodiversite
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CONGLUSION

This first global assessment highlights a central and encouraging finding: despite
intensifying environmental pressures worldwide, UNESCO-designated sites
demonstrate a high level of resilience, forming a unique global network in which
people and nature remain deeply interconnected. This resilience is reflected in their
capacity to adapt to change while continuing to safeguard ecological integrity,
cultural heritage, and community well-being, making them critical reference points
for understanding how integrated social-ecological systems can endure and evolve
under growing global pressures.

While each UNESCO designation serves a distinct mandate, all converge toward a
common outcome: resilience. World Heritage sites safeguard places of outstanding
universal value, including cultural landscapes shaped by long-standing interactions
between people and the environment. Biosphere Reserves promote balanced
relationships between conservation and sustainable development through research,
innovation, and education. UNESCO Global Geoparks integrate the protection
of geological heritage with public awareness, education, and local economic
development.

Despite differences in purpose and governance, the findings reveal a consistent
pattern: all three designations strengthen the capacity of ecosystems, communities,
and landscapes to withstand, adapt to, and recover from accelerating change. Where
designations overlap, multi-designated sites illustrate how these approaches can
operate in parallel, addressing complementary objectives while reinforcing one
another. Across regions, UNESCO-designated sites conserve biodiversity, regulate
climate, support livelihoods, and sustain diverse cultural identities, demonstrating
that multiple pathways can contribute to more resilient societies and landscapes in a
rapidly changing world.

UNESCO-designated sites are not only areas of protection; they are hubs of knowledge,
education and cooperation, bringing together scientific research, Indigenous and
local knowledge, and international partnerships to strengthen local stewardship
and global understanding. In this context, they offer powerful, real-world learning
opportunities to equip learners of all ages with the knowledge, values and skills
needed to take informed action for environmental integrity, economic viability and a
just society for present and future generations.

Their value lies not only in what they conserve, but also in the exchanges they foster
across borders, disciplines, and generations. By promoting learning, innovation,
and collaboration, these sites support collective responses to shared environmental
and cultural challenges, while contributing to dialogue, mutual understanding, and
peace.

While this assessment is the most comprehensive to date, important gaps
in knowledge remain. Data limitations are particularly significant in marine
environments and in relation to pressures associated with tourism and other
human activities. Substantial gaps also persist in the assessment of cultural heritage
dimensions, especially intangible values such as traditional knowledge, cultural
practices, spiritual connections, and sense of place, which remain less systematically
documented than environmental change.



These gaps are critical, as many of the most profound impacts on UNESCO-
designated sites involve non-economic losses that are not easily quantified,
including the erosion of cultural identity, weakened social cohesion, and the loss of
Indigenous and local knowledge. Addressing these gaps will require more inclusive
and integrated monitoring approaches that better capture ecological, cultural, and
social dimensions, ensuring that future assessments reflect the full range of values
these sites sustain.

Securing the future of UNESCO-designated sites requires investment commensurate
with their global significance. Many sites operate with limited financial and technical
capacity, while the demands of stewardship continue to increase—from climate
adaptation and ecosystem restoration to monitoring, education, and community
engagement. In many regions, funding remains fragmented, short-term, or
insufficient to support long-term resilience.

Deepening understanding of how resilience is built and sustained across UNESCO-
designated sites should now be a priority. This includes examining the governance
systems, management approaches, and knowledge practices that enable sites to
withstand, adapt to, and recover from change. Strengthening exchanges across
sites and designations can help identify context-specific and transferable lessons,
supporting more effective and integrated approaches to resilience within and
beyond site boundaries.

Investing in UNESCO-designated sites is therefore not only an investment in
remarkable places, but also in approaches that have already demonstrated their
value in sustaining both people and nature. Across diverse contexts, these sites
have shown that it is possible to maintain ecological integrity, support livelihoods,
and preserve cultural identities in the face of accelerating change. In a context
of intensifying environmental and socio-economic pressures, reinforcing their
protection, ensuring adequate and sustained resourcing, and strengthening their
integration into broader policy frameworks is an urgent shared responsibility. This
calls for renewed commitment from Member States, strengthened international
cooperation, and strengthened alignment of action across sectors and scales. As
pressures continue to grow, the role of UNESCO-designated sites as anchors of
resilience becomes increasingly significant, underscoring their importance as a
foundation for advancing sustainability, equity, and long-term societal resilience for
present and future generations.
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RELEVANT UNESCO FRAMEWORKS,
PROGRAMMES AND RESOURGES

UNESCO's wide range of normative instruments, global programmes and site-based designations provides an
integrated framework to address the interconnected challenges of biodiversity loss, climate change and sustainable
development. These resources help support the safeguarding of cultural, natural and geological heritage, the
conservation of biodiversity, and climate action across sites.

World Heritage Convention (1972)
https://whc.unesco.org

Man and the Biosphere Programme (MAB)
https://www.unesco.org/en/mab

International Geosciences and Geoparks Programme (IGGP)
https://www.unesco.org/en/iggp

Intangible Cultural Heritage Convention (2003)
https://ich.unesco.org

Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission of UNESCO (10C)
https://www.unesco.org/en/ioc

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD)
https://www.unesco.org/en/education-sustainable-development

Disaster Risk Reduction Unit
https://whc.unesco.org/en/disaster-risk-reduction/

Local and Indigenous Knowledge Systems (LINKS)
https://www.unesco.org/en/links

Intergovernmental Hydrological Programme
https://www.unesco.org/en/ihp

Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World Heritage Convention (latest version, 2025)
https://whc.unesco.org/en/guidelines/

Policy Document on Climate Action for World Heritage (2023)
https://whc.unesco.org/en/climatechange/

Policy for the Integration of a Sustainable Development Perspective into the Processes of the World Heritage
Convention
https://whc.unesco.org/en/sustainabledevelopment/

Statutory framework of the World Network of Biosphere Reserves (2020)
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000373378

Hangzhou Strategic Action Plan for the UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere (MAB) programme and World
Network of Biosphere Reserves (2026-2035)
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000396262



Technical Guidelines for Biosphere Reserves (2022)
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000375692

Operational Guidelines for UNESCO Global Geoparks
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000260675

Berlin Declaration on Education for Sustainable Development: Learning for our planet - Act for sustainability (2021)
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000381228

Framework for the implementation of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) beyond 2019 (2019)
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000370215

Education for Sustainable Development: A Roadmap (2020)
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000374802

UNESCO Sites Navigator
https://www.unesco.org/en/lists-designations/site-navigator

Ocean Biodiversity Information System (OBIS)
https://obis.org

Indigenous Knowledge, Ancestral Places: Navigating Change in UNESCO Designated Sites (2025)
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000395661

UNESCO sites as partners for education for sustainable development: an implementation guide (2025)
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000393024

Culture and climate action: from margins to mainstream (2025)
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000395681

Climate change in Mediterranean World Heritage cities (2025)
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000394251

Pathways for Peace with Nature: Achieving Global Biodiversity Goals in UNESCO Designated Sites, Latin
America and the Caribbean (2024)
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000391707

World Heritage: A unique contribution to biodiversity conservation (2023)
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000376113

World Heritage Glaciers: Sentinels of climate change (2022)
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000383551

World Heritage forests: Carbon sinks under pressure (2021)
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000379527

UNESCO Marine World Heritage: Custodians of the globe’s blue carbon assets (2021)
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000375565

Indigenous knowledge for climate change adaptation (2016)
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000265504



PEOPLE AND NATURE IN UNESCO-DESIGNATED SITES

Building on collaboration among more than 20 leading research institutions,
this report compiles data from all UNESCO-designated sites to assess their
contributions to climate stability, human well-being, and biodiversity
conservation. It also explores their role in sustaining livelihoods, cultural
values, and the Indigenous and local knowledge rooted within these
landscapes.

The report delivers the first global assessment of over 2,260 World Heritage
Sites, Biosphere Reserves, and Global Geoparks—a network covering an
area larger than China and India combined and supporting around 10%

of the world’s population in over 175 countries. Titled People and Nature in
UNESCO-designated sites: Global and local contributions, it offers the most
comprehensive analysis to date of their contributions to people and nature,
as well as the growing pressures they face.
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