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REPORT ON ATTENDANCE OF THE ICOMOS BUREAU MEETING H ELD FROM          
20-22 JUNE IN HELSINKI, FINLAND AND THE WORLD HERIT AGE COMMITTEE 
MEETING IN ST PETERSBURG, RUSSIA, FROM 24 – 30 JULY  2012 

ICOMOS BUREAU MEETING 

In my capacity as Treasurer-General of ICOMOS I attended the recent meeting of the 
Bureau held in Helsinki, Finland, which was hosted by ICOMOS Finland.  Members of the 
Bureau present included Gustavo Araoz (USA) President,  Kirsti Kovanen (Finland) 
Secretary-General, and Vice Presidents, Benjamin Moutin (France), Kristal Buckley 
(Australia), Guo Zhan (China) and Gideon Koren (Israel). Director-General, Philippe Allard 
was also present. Apologies were received from Alfredo Conti (Argentina) who was unable 
able to attend due to financial restrictions placed on the outgoing of currency by the 
Argentinian government. 

There were a number of critical issues that required the attention of the Bureau; these 
included the consideration of the grave financial challenges facing the organisation, the 
preparations for the upcoming meeting of the Advisory Committee in Beijing, China, the legal 
challenges posed by staff disputes involving overtime, and the first report of the newly 
appointed Director-General. 

Minutes of the meetings of ICOMOS are placed on the website once approved so this report 
will address only those that are particular relevance to or that affect members in South 
Africa.  

Financial sustainability of ICOMOS 

This remains a major challenge and one that the Bureau is addressing as a priority. The 
majority of the income is derived from membership fees, with a smaller percentage coming 
from the World Heritage Centre; this income is dedicated to covering most but not all of the 
activities of the ICOMOS World Heritage program and staff. Apart from growing the 
membership, it is imperative to look at creative new ways in which funding can be generated; 
the Director-General and I will play a key role in this. 

The potential costs to the organisation posed by the lawsuits of a number of the staff are 
considerable and every attempt is being made by the Bureau and the Director-General to 
find a mutually acceptable solution prior to the court date set for October. 

Operational issues – management and governance 

It has become apparent that a restructuring and tidying-up of the activities and work methods 
of the Secretariat in general is urgently required. A number of key management policies are 
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in the process of being established, this will ensure that the operation of ICOMOS, including 
the Secretariat will be more efficient, professional and in line with the requirements relating 
to good governance. 

ICOMOS World Heritage Unit 

The work of the WH Unit is one of the high profile activities of ICOMOS, undertaking as it 
does the organisation of both inspection and reactive monitoring missions for World Heritage 
Sites. Additional work includes the preparation of reports for the consideration of the World 
Heritage Committee, the assessment of nomination dossiers and the identification and 
appointment of mission experts, amongst others. Due to the budget cuts imposed on the 
UNESCO World Heritage Centre, ICOMOS and the other Advisory Bodies have had their 
respective budgets reduced by approximately 9.4%. The situation is not expected to improve 
in the next few years and this imposes serious challenges on the capacity of ICOMOS in this 
role. (Of the three Advisory Bodies IUCN, ICCROM and ICOMOS, we are by far the most 
affected in terms of budget cuts). 

The Statutes 

It is becoming increasingly clear that there is a wide difference between the statutes of the 
ICOMOS national committees. Whilst there must be room for some regional differences the 
main principle of the statutes of the national committees should be in line with the 
established Principles that have been a regular agenda item for every recent Advisory 
Committee meeting. 

During discussion it was agreed that there should be three main criteria that compliance 
would be measured against. These are: 

·  The holding of elections at the General Assembly of the national committee every 
three years; 

·  Regular payment of subscriptions to the international Secretariat; 
·  The provision of an annual report from each national committee; 

There remain a few national committees that pose specific problems in terms of their 
activities with regard to the requirements set out in the Statutes, this also applies to at least 
one International Scientific Committee as well. The President and Bureau members continue 
to engage with these committees on an ongoing basis in an attempt to regularise the 
activities and bring them in line with the normal procedure of ICOMOS that include 
transparency in the manner in which they conduct business and the ethical behaviour of 
members. 

The possibility of the twinning of national committees was explored once again and it was 
(again) agreed that this could be a helpful mechanism that would assist national committee 
from developing countries to benefit from the experience of well-established and fully 
functioning committees. 

In conclusion, preparatory work has begun on the next General Assembly which will be held 
in Florence, Italy in 2014. ICOMOS is working closely with our Italian colleagues to ensure 
that another successful General Assembly and intellectually stimulating scientific symposium 
will take place in 2014. 
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ON THE SIDE - HELSINKI – WORLD DESIGN CAPITAL 2010 

Although time was limited I managed to spend a few hours walking through the Helsinki 
Design District and experiencing some of the exhibitions and events that are part of the 2010 
World Design Capital programme. 

Apart from a number of urban interventions including a pop-up exhibition and events space 
situated behind the Design Museum, there are a number of public spaces within the city that 
have been transformed with sculpture and branding elements that offer the public the 
opportunity to engage with the WDC program – often in an impromptu manner: some of the 
photographs attached to the report illustrate this. 

There is a special tram (part of the public transport system -which is outstanding) that 
features performances that occur on an ad-hoc basis entertaining commuters who happen to 
be on board at the time. 

As to be expected from a city that has the reputation that Helsinki does, the overall quality of 
design is outstanding; this ranges from some of the contemporary architecture (as the home 
of Aalto for example!), right down to the details of the beautiful and simple items available for 
the house and office. Lighting, fabric and furniture design is of a very high standard indeed 
and it was a real treat to be able to see such a collection of objects available throughout the 
city. 

 

                     

The members of ICOMOS Finland were very supportive and arranged for our meetings to be 
held in two interesting venues, on the second day we were taken by ferry to the island of 
Suomenlinna which is one of the Finnish World Heritage Sites designated in 1991. Declared 
for its significance as an outstanding example of the European military architecture of its 
time (1748 onwards) It is a bastion sea fortress of irregular shape that is built on uneven 
terrain on a series of islands and was a key point in the defence of three distinct States – 
Sweden, Russia and Finland Our group spent the day meeting on the island and were able 
to have a walkabout of the quayside and to visit the boat-builders on the island who make 
authentic reproductions of the original timber longboats used by the Finnish navy as 
gunboats. Of particular interest to the architects amongst us was the interpretation and 
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visitor centre that skilfully incorporated a contemporary addition into a historic building dating 
from the early 19th century. 

A highlight of our visit to Helsinki was a reception hosted by ICOMOS Finland in the studio of 
Alvar Aalto where we were able to see his original working space, equipment and drawings 
as well as the garden and open-air amphitheatre situated just below the building. Altogether 
it was a very special experience. Our half day walking excursion included visiting the world 
famous Church in the Rock and we finished off by enjoying the Midsummer Night celebration 
by attending the traditional bonfire lighting and folk pageant. 

 

             

Aalto Studio                                                      Interpretation centre - Suomenlinna 

 

ICOMOS Bureau members in the studio with  ICOMOS Finland hosts> L-R  Philippe Allard,Benjamin Moutin,Gideon Koren, 
ICOMOS Finland,Kirsti Kovannen, Guo Zhan, Kristal Buckley, ICOMOS Finland, Laura Robinson, Gustavo Araoz 
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WORLD HERITAGE COMMITTEE MEETING – ST PETERSBURG 

I attended the WHC meeting as a delegate of ICOMOS and spent a large amount of my time 
in budget meetings and lobbying various State Parties to consider supporting our request for 
additional funding to assist the three Advisory Bodies to continue their activities. My report 
will therefore deal with matters relating more to financial and budget issues than the 
Nominations and State of Conservation reports that form the major substance of the 
deliberations of the Committee. I was however, able to spend some time in informal 
discussion with my colleagues who were present as part of the South African delegation. 
(South Africa is currently a member of the World Heritage Committee). There are a number 
of issues that will require serious consideration once the dust has settled after the 
Committee meeting – one of the most important being the recommendations regarding the 
Mapungubwe World Heritage Site which addressed the current challenges posed by mining 
and the delineation of a buffer zone. 

It was the first time that the WHC had allowed the media to be part of the proceedings and 
there was a live stream directly from the venue, as well as a large number of internal press 
and media present throughout the proceedings. This did not seem to deter the some of the 
members from engaging in what could kindly be called ‘grandstanding’, as has happened so 
frequently during the last few meetings. The debate on the emergency nomination of 
Bethlehem by Palestine was one such example, the result of which lead to a vote by secret 
ballot which is highly unusual for a Committee that tries to reach a consensus. The vote was 
in favour of the emergency nomination and the site was immediately placed on the World 
Heritage in Danger list. 

Some of the content below has been taken from a similar report produced my colleague, 
Kristal Buckley (Australia ICOMOS), who was able to attend the entire two weeks of the 
meeting – I had to leave after the first week due to commitments at my own office. 

Budget                                                                                                                                                                
After attending an intensive first four days of the budget working group I was fairly hopeful 
that a way might have been found to increase the budget allocation for the work of ICOMOS. 
Much hard work was put into developing some draft resolutions for consideration by the few 
members who did actually attend the Budget Working Group – which was very ably chaired 
by Marthinus van Schalkwyk of South Africa (Dept of International Affairs and not the 
Minister of Tourism!) It was disappointing to learn from colleagues who remained that there 
no additional money found and even the shortfall that had been identified for the recent 
months (including the emergency nominations) has not been covered. It is understood that it 
will be up to the Centre to source additional resources - but this provides little confidence 
given the overall situation due to their own extensive budget cuts.  

One of the reasons expressed for the extremely unsympathetic hearing on the ICOMOS 
budget is that there is a perception that everyone is tired of ICOMOS not 'having its act 
together'. There is an emerging feeling that there is no one fully accountable for our budget 
(partly due to the parade of different faces last year and this year- this is due to a change in 
the elected officials of the organisation.  ICOMOS has elected a new Secretary-General and 
Treasurer-General since the last meeting of the Committee and the presentation of the 
budget is confusing and requires an overhaul. This has not been helped by the fact that 
ICOMOS had to return some unspent money last year. 
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Governance   

During the Committee meeting debate on the reports presented by the Advisory Bodies the 
debate revolved around about the nature of ICOMOS as an organisation, and a number of 
State Parties expressed their sense that that the organisation needs to change; it is clear 
that ICOMOS with its new Executive Committee needs to move quickly ahead with the 
restructuring of various governance processes that are in the pipeline for the coming year, 
and that the organisation is seen to be dealing with business in a tighter, more open and 
transparent manner. To this end the introduction of Philippe Allard as the new Director-
General of ICOMOS is viewed as crucial - he will have to quickly develop an informed and 
cordial relationship with UNESCO and the World Heritage Centre as an important first step. 
 
Informal group looking at the Advisory Bodies 

Kristal Buckley and Susan Denyer, together with representatives from IUCN and ICCROM, 
were invited to dinner by the Ambassadors from Colombia and Switzerland for a long-
awaited sharing of views. Kristal reported that while it was very beneficial to begin a more 
genuine conversation, she also remarked that the level of misunderstanding about ICOMOS 
was a little shocking. In the end, the Committee did not decide anything at all about these 
concerns, but the process will no doubt need to continue. 

Excursions and Functions 

Apart from the usual proceedings of the meeting our Russian hosts treated us to a number 
of excursions, the highlight being a spectacular fireworks display at Peterhof, one of the 
great State Palaces just outside St Petersburg.  I was also fortunate to be invited to two 
smaller gatherings, a cocktail function hosted by the Swedish Ambassador, and a delightful 
music recital and reception hosted by the Estonian delegation in the Estonian Church in the 
city.  

                     

From my observations of the proceedings of the meeting I found the Estonian, Swiss, 
German members to be amongst the most professionally informed on heritage matters 
generally while, as is usual at meetings of this nature, a number of the Committee members 
were more inclined to take political, rather than heritage considerations into account when 
making interventions on the matters under discussion. 

As the agenda was so packed very little time remained to see much of the city of St 
Petersburg itself. Fortunately I managed to master the Russian Metro which permitted me a 
brief view of the other side of life in the city. The metro stations are surprisingly beautiful, 
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very clean and well-signed (in Russian), cheap, fast and convenient. They are also 
extremely deep, apparently due to the marshy ground upon which the city is constructed as 
well as the fact that they were intended to serve as bomb shelters during the Cold War – but 
whether the latter is true I cannot say! 

 The distances are enormous between venues and walking permitted one to see some of the 
parks and fine pieces of historic architecture in the city. It was however, disappointing not to 
have the opportunity to visit the Heritage or the Summer Gardens. 

To conclude: 

The work of the Advisory Bodies, in particular ICOMOS, will come under severe pressure as 
the budget cuts come into play. The number of inspection missions for nominations, as well 
as the reactive monitoring missions for the States of Conservation reports, are going to have 
to be dramatically reduced unless alternatively funding is sourced. State Parties may be 
requested to consider contributing to the costs of such missions in the future. As the List of 
World Heritage Properties draws towards one thousand it appears as if some serious 
consideration may have to be given to how the List is managed in the future and whether an 
open-ended approach to new nominations will continue. There are celebrations planned to 
mark the 40th anniversary of the World Heritage Convention towards the end of this year and 
there will no doubt be time for reflection on these and other matters relating to World 
Heritage and the way forward. 

 

Laura Robinson 
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