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Should UN Peacekeeping embrace Cultural Property Protection? 

 

 

The rise of ethnicity and religion as main conflict drivers has pulled cultural property into the heart 

of armed conflicts. In addition, looting and illicit trafficking of cultural property from conflict zones 

reportedly provide a lucrative income for armed groups and international criminal organizations. 

Hence, recent armed conflicts, including those in Kosovo, Iraq, Afghanistan, Mali and Syria, have 

involved massive and ongoing destruction and looting of cultural property.  

 

With the adoption of UN Security Council Resolution (SCR) 2100 (2013), establishing The United 

Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA), the Security 

Council formally acknowledged that cultural property protection (CPP) in armed conflict is a 

fundamental peace and security concern. SCR 2100 accentuates the significance of this problem 

and the need for action by the international community to support CPP in Mali. UN Peacekeeping 

has engaged or continues to engage in CPP in, among others, UNFICYP, UNIFIL and MINURSO, 

as well as MINUSMA, yet DPKO lacks policies on and guidelines for CPP at the generic level. 

 

The question is – bearing in mind the already overburdened and overstretched DPKO – whether 

CPP should be given more attention from the side of UN Peacekeeping. In considering this 

question, it is necessary to establish (i) whether there is a real need for this; (ii) what the scope of 

CPP within UN Peacekeeping could be; (iii) how to build on and improve existing CPP capacities 

of the UN system, including those of DPKO and UNESCO; (iv) which model might be best 

adopted for this purpose; and (v) what would be the most effective and cost-efficient way of 

proceeding. One consideration that should be adopted by DPKO regardless of the above is to ensure 

that peacekeepers are now made aware of the importance of CPP and ascertaining that peacekeepers 

would never be involved in harming cultural heritage during deployments. 

 

The following observations and suggestions may serve as points of departure for these discussions: 

 

- CPP policy and guidelines may help PKOs meet their obligations under the 1954 Hague 

Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict.  

 

- CPP policy and guidelines may assist PKOs in foreseeing - and thereby taking steps to 

prevent - belligerents from damaging or destroying e.g. historical, cultural or religious 

monuments, buildings, sites or symbols in order to demoralize adversaries and/or incite or 

intensify conflict. 

 

- CPP policy and guidelines may assist PKOs in foreseeing - and thereby taking steps to 

prevent - looting and illicit trafficking of cultural property.  

 

- CPP policy and guidelines may serve to avoid loss of trust in PKOs by preventing the 

intentional destruction or looting of cultural property by belligerents and criminals.  

 

 

 



 
- CPP policy and guidelines may function as a force multiplier that supports PKOs by 

demonstrating respect for host nations’ and locals’ history, culture, religion and institutions.  

 

- CPP policy and guidelines may contribute to the sensitizing of PKO staff about general 

cultural issues in conflict environments.  

 

More broadly, a common UN position on CPP in PKOs may serve a variety of objectives:  

 

- CPP offers a platform for cooperation and partnerships with international, national and local 

counterparts beyond the traditional political and security related dialogue – including 

cooperation and partnerships to address illicit trafficking of cultural property and its impact 

on conflict economies.  

 

- CPP has a critical role in peace building since cultural property has a central place in the 

everyday practices of collective identity and is a central force of national cohesion. 

 

- By preserving cultural property, CPP may also serve as a component in economic recovery 

including development projects, tourism and in “nation branding”.  

 

Taking these points into consideration, DPKO could consider the following initiatives:  

 

- Gather lessons learned and best practice from past and present PKOs.  

 

- Developing CPP policy and associated guidelines serving to guide UN actions to protect 

cultural property in a responsive, predictable and effective way which ensures that the right 

people get the appropriate information at the right time – before, during and after a conflict. 

  

- Developing a training package for civilian and uniformed personnel on CPP. 

 

- Elaborate partnerships with relevant organizations, including UNESCO and NATO.   

 

- Pursuing collaborations, partnerships and coordination on CPP issues both across the UN 

system and with other actors, including host nation personnel.  

 

- Investigating innovative models for CPP in UN Peacekeeping. 

 

- Exploring other funding sources for CPP than the standard funds for peacekeeping. 

 

To achieve these goals, one of the following models could be considered:  

 

(i) Adding CPP as a function of DPKO/DFS’s Policy and Best Practices Service; 

(ii) Appointing a Special Advisor to examine the rationale and possible models for 

consolidating and streamlining CPP in UN Peacekeeping. 

(iii) Appointing a Goodwill Ambassador to promote awareness and raise funds.  
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