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In this document:

This position statement captures our experience and perspective on the State of Conservation reports and draft 
decisions for some of the sites where we are active. It is structured according to the 43COM provisional agenda. 

Page 2   → WCS and World Heritage
Page 4   → Item 5. Reports of the World Heritage Centre and Advisory Bodies
Page 6   → Item 7. State of Conservation of World Heritage Properties
Page 19 → Item 8. Nominations Process
Page 19 → Item 11. Operational Guidelines and Policy Compendium

The Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) is a global conservation organization that takes a science-based 
approach to the protection of wildlife and wild places, including about 30 natural and mixed World Heritage sites. 
The World Heritage Committee will adopt decisions on more than 10 of these sites during its 43rd session, 
including sites on the List of World Heritage in Danger. Our goal at 43COM is to ensure that States Parties on the 
World Heritage Committee have the information necessary to reach appropriate, science-based decisions for the 
continued protection of natural heritage. For more information about WCS and our approach, see page 2.

Note: Due to complex schedules, and some colleagues in areas with low connectivity, WCS has not been able 
to provide written comments on the State of Conservation reports for every site where we work. However, we 
would be pleased to answer any questions on those sites not included in this position statement by e-mail. 

Who we are:

WCS Position Statement for 43COM
30 June - 10 July 2019

For more information:
Should you have any questions regarding the content of this document, or any of WCS’s work on World Heritage 
and in World Heritage sites, please do not hesitate to contact Dr. Susan Lieberman (slieberman@wcs.org) and 
Alfred DeGemmis (adegemmis@wcs.org). 
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The Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) is a nonprofit conservation organization with a science-based 
approach to the protection of wildlife and wild places in over 60 countries. A key conservation strategy for 
WCS has been assisting governments, communities and other stakeholders to propose, create, or expand 
hundreds of protected areas. Today, WCS manages, co-manages, or assists with management of more 
protected areas across the globe than any other single NGO, helping government and community authorities 
conserve ecosystems that harbor a large percentage of the planet’s biodiversity. We generally focus on 
protected areas at the heart of Earth’s most intact landscapes and seascapes — places that have the greatest 
chance of preserving species and natural ecosystems in the face of increasing global change. We leverage 
our local knowledge at the protected area scale to address global conservation issues — including climate 
change, livelihoods and natural resource governance, extractive industries, wildlife trafficking, and the 
relationship between wildlife, human, and livestock health.

As part of these efforts, WCS is working on the ground to support the protection of about 30 natural and 
mixed World Heritage sites around the world. In some sites, we partner with States Parties in the direct 
management of protected areas. In others, we offer technical expertise for scientific monitoring, engage in 
capacity building for protected area managers, and provide other forms of support tailored to the specific 
needs of individual sites and countries. We are working at several of the natural and mixed sites inscribed on 
the World Heritage Sites in Danger list (and under review at 43COM), and we also work in or around many 
sites on States Parties’ Tentative Lists. 

 

WCS and World Heritage
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At the 43rd session of the World Heritage Committee in Baku, Azerbaijan, our goal is to ensure that States 
Parties and the Statutory Bodies of the Convention have some of the technical information necessary to reach 
appropriate, and effective, decisions that contribute to the protection of World Heritage sites where WCS has 
a presence. In the case of sites on the List of World Heritage in Danger, we continue to work with the States 
Parties concerned, and other stakeholders, to implement the corrective measures adopted by the Committee 
towards the Desired State of Conservation for Removal (DSOCR) from the List of World Heritage in Danger. In 
addition to the technical, scientific, and financial support we provide to States Parties for the management of 
World Heritage properties on the ground, WCS is also an IUCN Outlook Partner, and we supply monitoring 
information to IUCN’s periodic Outlook Assessment of the status of natural and mixed World Heritage sites.
 
WCS applauds the efforts of the World Heritage Centre and States Parties to ensure that civil society engaged 
in the implementation of the Convention, for example the opportunity to provide comments on the draft Policy 
Compendium and a review of the Reactive Monitoring process. WCS believes that the rules and procedures of 
the World Heritage Convention should continue to formally evolve in coming years to codify the critical role of 
civil society -- particularly technically qualified, non-governmental organizations -- in supporting the 
implementation of the Convention on the ground, in national and international policy, and as partners to 
mobilize funding (in line with Article 13.7 of the Convention). Such changes would help bring the Convention’s 
implementation in line with those of other multilateral environmental agreements, including the Convention on 
International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD), and the Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS). WCS 
would be pleased to discuss these ideas with interested stakeholders.
 
For more information on WCS, and our engagement with World Heritage sites, please see our brochure at: 
https://www.wcs.org/about-us/literature.
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5A. Report of the World Heritage Centre
 
WCS commends the World Heritage Centre and its dedicated staff for the significant achievements 
documented in Document WHC/19/43.COM/5A. We welcome in particular the Centre’s engagement with 
cooperative efforts between China and African States Parties, as well as work with Advisory Bodies and States 
Parties on updating Tentative Lists in Peru and Honduras. We also welcome forthcoming work on Heritage 
Impact Assessments and the renewable energy transition in Europe/North America, as well as an effort to 
ensure that connectivity is included in the next IPBES work programme. WCS strongly encourages the World 
Heritage Centre to continue contributing to ongoing conversations, through both meetings of the Biodiversity 
Liaison Group and the formal CBD negotiations, on the post-2020 framework for biodiversity to be adopted at 
CBD CoP15 in Kunming, China.
 
WCS is very pleased with efforts of the World Heritage Centre and States Parties to ensure that civil society 
engaged in the implementation of the Convention, for example the opportunity to provide comments on the 
Policy Compendium and a review of the Reactive Monitoring process. We look forward to continued 
collaboration with the Centre and States Parties on areas of mutual interest.
 
We urge States Parties to continue providing extra-budgetary resources for the critical work of the Centre, in 
line with decisions taken by the World Heritage Committee and the General Assembly of States Parties. This 
includes critical work undertaken by programs within the World Heritage Nature, Sustainable Tourism and 
Outreach Unit. 

5B. Reports of the Advisory Bodies
 
WCS works closely with the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) World Heritage 
Programme and associated experts who have provided technical expertise through IUCN as the Advisory 
Body on natural World Heritage. WCS is an IUCN World Heritage Outlook Partner, and as such provides 
technical inputs during the development of World Heritage Outlook reports and associated efforts to improve 
the conservation outlook for specific World Heritage sites. We look forward to future guidance from IUCN on 
management of natural World Heritage, as well as updated manuals of Disaster Risk Management and Impact 
Assessment. WCS stands ready to provide expertise on these critical issues.
 
WCS looks forward to attending the IUCN World Conservation Congress in Marseille, France in June 2020, 
and, as an IUCN Member, we will advocate for continued focus on World Heritage in the next IUCN Work 
Programme. We note with concern the limited resources available for IUCN to provide relevant advice, and we 
urge States Parties to provide adequate resources for IUCN to carry out their mandates under the statutes of 
the World Heritage Convention and Operational Guidelines. Noting that annual meetings of the World Heritage 
Committee create a massive workload for Advisory Bodies, WCS is supportive of reducing the frequency of 
Committee meetings to once every two years in order to provide greater emphasis and capacity for follow up 
on Committee decisions in-country, and to reduce costs.
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5A. Report of the World Heritage Centre
 
WCS commends the World Heritage Centre and its dedicated staff for the significant achievements 
documented in Document WHC/19/43.COM/5A. We applaud in particular the Centre’s engagement with 
cooperative efforts between China and African States Parties, as well as work with Advisory Bodies and States 
Parties on updating Tentative Lists in Peru and Honduras. We also welcome forthcoming work on Heritage 
Impact Assessments and the renewable energy transition in Europe/North America, as well as an effort to 
ensure that connectivity is included in the next IPBES work programme. WCS strongly encourages the World 
Heritage Centre to continue contributing to conversations, through both meetings of the Biodiversity Liaison 
Group and the formal CBD negotiations, on the post-2020 framework for biodiversity to be adopted at CBD 
CoP15 in Kunming, China.
 
WCS is very pleased with efforts of the World Heritage Centre and States Parties to ensure that civil society 
engaged in the implementation of the Convention, for example the opportunity to provide comments on the 
Policy Compendium and a review of the Reactive Monitoring process. We look forward to continued 
collaboration with the Centre and States Parties on areas of mutual interest.
 
We urge States Parties to continue providing extra-budgetary resources for the critical work of the Centre, in 
line with decisions taken by the World Heritage Committee and the General Assembly of States Parties. This 
includes critical work undertaken by programs within the World Heritage Nature, Sustainable Tourism and 
Outreach Unit.

5B. Reports of the Advisory Bodies
 
WCS works closely with the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) World Heritage 
Programme and other associated experts who have provided technical expertise as the Advisory Body on 
natural World Heritage. WCS is an IUCN World Heritage Outlook Partner, and as such provides technical inputs 
during the development of World Heritage Outlook reports and associated efforts to improve the conservation 
outlook for specific World Heritage sites. We look forward to future guidance from IUCN on management of 
natural World Heritage and updating on manuals of Disaster Risk Management and Impact Assessment. WCS 
stands ready to provide expertise on these critical issues.
 
WCS looks forward to attending the IUCN World Conservation Congress in Marseille, France in June 2020, 
and will advocate for continued focus on World Heritage in the next IUCN Work Programme. We note with 
concern the limited resources available for IUCN to provide relevant advice, and we urge States Parties to 
provide adequate resources for IUCN to carry out their statutory mandates under the World Heritage 
Convention and Operational Guidelines. Noting that annual meetings of the World Heritage Committee create 
a massive workload for Advisory Bodies, WCS would be supportive of reducing the frequency of Committee 
meetings to once every two years in order to provide greater emphasis and capacity for follow up on 
Committee decisions in-country.
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5. Reports of the World Heritage Centre and Advisory Bodies5D. Priority Africa, sustainable development and World Heritage
 
WCS appreciates the submission of this document by the World Heritage Centre, as a means of reporting on 
the implementation of the World Heritage Sustainable Development Policy in the African context. WCS is 
pleased to work with many African Parties on conservation efforts at World Heritage sites, and we attended 
the 2016 conference on the conservation and sustainable development of World Heritage in Africa.
 
WCS notes with concern the underrepresentation of African World Heritage sites, both natural and cultural, on 
the List of World Heritage. WCS concurs that African World Heritage sites are often found within a different 
development context to those in some other regions, including growing populations with increasing resource 
and infrastructure needs, as well as civil conflict. At the same time, we note that Africa’s cultural and natural 
heritage is exceptionally diverse and unique, with significant Outstanding Universal Value (OUV), and will 
remain critical to the economic and cultural development of the continent.
 
WCS is generally supportive of the document’s conclusions and the draft decision, which stress that decisions 
taken to prohibit development in and around World Heritage sites should be accompanied by discussion of, 
and technical and financial support for, finding alternative solutions to meeting socioeconomic needs. WCS 
reiterates our strong support for prior decisions of the World Heritage Committee that certain activities -- such 
as oil and gas exploration/extraction, mining, and construction of dams with large reservoirs -- are 
incompatible with World Heritage status. We agree in particular that it is critical for projects outside of World 
Heritage sites, including those within buffer zones, be preemptively evaluated and managed as carefully as 
those within the site if there is any chance it will impact the sites OUV.
 
WCS stands ready to work with African States Parties and others, including members of the Committee, 
Observers, the World Heritage Centre, Advisory Bodies and other technical experts, on the conservation of 
African World Heritage, including the formulation of alternative development plans, at the local, national and 
regional level, to ensure that natural and mixed World Heritage on the continent is conserved for future 
generations.  
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WCS appreciates the effort of the World Heritage Centre and the Advisory Bodies to evaluate the 
cross-cutting issues affecting World Heritage sites and the implementation of the Convention. Below, we 
highlight a few observations on Document WHC/19/43.COM/7. We generally support the draft decision as 
written at the end of Document WHC/19/43.COM/7.
 
Africa’s Natural Heritage

WCS notes that African sites represent a significant proportion of the sites on the List of World Heritage in 
Danger, and that natural sites (within Africa and globally) represent a disproportionately high percentage of 
sites on the List of World Heritage in Danger. WCS works to conserve several globally important natural 
World Heritage sites in Africa, such as the Okapi Wildlife Reserve (DRC), Kahuzi-Biega National Park (DRC), 
the Rainforests of the Atsinanana (Madagascar), and Manovo Gounda St. Floris National Park (CAR). WCS 
believes there is a great opportunity to look at cross-cutting threats to these sites, and for States Parties to 
direct resources to these sites in particular. On this point, WCS welcomes the offer of Romania to host an 
international expert workshop to on assistance to States Parties with properties on the List of World 
Heritage in Danger. We also believe that financial and technical assistance must be mobilized to assist 
Parties with implementation of Committee decisions. If such steps are taken, Committee discussions 
relative to the progress of such implementation support could be more effective.
 
Evaluation of the Reactive Monitoring process

WCS was pleased to provide comments in response to a survey on the Reactive Monitoring process that 
was undertaken by the World Heritage Centre. WCS has been invited to advise Reactive Monitoring 
Missions in the past at sites where we are working, and we work to help develop and implement corrective 
measures as prepared during these missions and adopted by the WH Committee. We believe Reactive 
Monitoring Missions are a valuable mechanism to bring together stakeholders for the site concerned, 
including representatives of the State Party at multiple jurisdictional levels, to develop a set of 
recommendations that is based on collective input, the best available science and first-hand observation of 
the site. They are essential for ground-truthing discussions held at the Committee level. We urge that 
reports/recommendations from the Mission be made available well in advance for States Parties (including 
Committee Members) and other stakeholders/observers to review before Committee meetings at which 
decisions will be made based on them. Also, there could, and should, be additional mechanisms and 
financial resources/technical cooperation associated with implementation of the recommendations when 
mission recommendations are adopted as corrective measures by the Committee.
 
Illegal Activities and Wildlife Trafficking

We note with concern that illegal activities, including illegal hunting and trade in wildlife, threaten a high 
percentage of the sites under review at 43COM. We urge States Parties to put in place and implement strong 
legal frameworks to: combat wildlife crime and related corruption; ensure adequate resources for law 
enforcement at all levels; prioritize anti-poaching and counter wildlife trafficking efforts, including successful 
prosecutions; and increase domestic and international cooperation. Criminal networks behind these illegal 
activities, compounded by conflict and civil unrest in some areas, have been responsible for the deaths of our 
colleagues working in or around protected areas.
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Climate Change

We urge the international community to increase their ambition and efforts to implement the Paris 
Agreement in order to mitigate the most severe impacts of climate change. We believe that the 
international community should acknowledge the contribution of World Heritage in this effort. For example, 
intact forests in World Heritage sites are important carbon sinks and an invaluable means of reducing 
emissions and reaching mitigation targets. We also urge Parties to consider climate change in national 
planning, and propose for World Heritage inscription the most resilient, intact natural sites, and particularly 
climate refugia that offer the best hope of protecting vulnerable wildlife. We welcome the support of the 
Netherlands for updating the Policy Document on World Heritage and Climate Change, and stand ready to 
provide any support during this process.  

Impact Assessments and Industrial Development

WCS notes that industrial development and other infrastructure, particularly those associated with 
extractive industries, continue to directly or indirectly threaten natural World Heritage sites. World Heritage 
sites can contribute to economic development, and we support sustainable tourism operations that 
improve sites’ conservation outlook. WCS strongly supports decisions of the World Heritage Committee 
stating that mining activity and oil and gas exploration and exploitation are incompatible with World 
Heritage status. We urge States Parties to work with the private sector to ensure that rigorous spatial 
planning and SEA processes underpin responsible development that follows the mitigation hierarchy and 
international best practices (e.g. IFC Performance Standard 6, BBOP), as well as ensuring that projects are 
preemptively evaluated using the IUCN World Heritage Advice Note on Impact Assessment. We welcome 
efforts to update this advice note, supported by Norway, and we stand ready to assist the Centre, Advisory 
Body and States Parties with its development and implementation. 
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7A. Properties Inscribed on the List of World Heritage in Danger
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WCS provides technical support to the Government of Indonesia to manage parts of the Tropical Rainforest 
Heritage of Sumatra (TRHS) World Heritage site, and to achieve the Desired State of Conservation for Removal 
(DSOCR) of the site from the List of World Heritage in Danger. WCS has been working on the ground with park 
authorities in the Bukit Barisan Selatan National Park since 1997 and Gunung Leuser National Park since 2007 
to improve the protection and management of wildlife, intact forest ecosystems, and other natural heritage that 
comprises the site’s Outstanding Universal Value. We assist park authorities with implementation of SMART 
conservation software tools, enforcement of laws related to encroachment and illegal hunting and trafficking of 
wildlife, and monitoring of key species populations such as Sumatran rhinoceroses and tigers. WCS structures 
our annual work plan and interventions at the two parks around implementation of the corrective measures 
adopted by the World Heritage Committee, as revised in 2018.

Tropical Rainforest Heritage of Sumatra (Indonesia, 1167)
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WCS recognizes the increased efforts made by 
the Government of Indonesia and civil society 
partners in the surveillance of TRHS properties 
and the successful arrest and conviction of 
criminals associated with trafficking of priority 
species and illegal logging. We note that because 
poaching and illegal logging threats remain 
widespread, current efforts need to be intensified 
further and adequately resourced to ensure 
long-term sustainability. We note that planned 
infrastructure development projects, such as 
roads (highlighted in the State of Conservation 
report) and dams, still pose a threat to the 
property and require attention from the State 
Party. We strongly support paragraph 4 of the 
draft decision regarding species monitoring, and 
will continue to work with the State Party on 
monitoring of tigers, rhinoceroses and other 
species in relevant geographies.

WCS generally supports the draft decision as 
written, and remains committed to working with 
the Government of Indonesia towards the goal of 
removing the site from the List of World Heritage 
in Danger. We stand ready to work with local and 
national government agencies in Indonesia, 
including in northern Sumatra (Gunung Leuser 
National Park) and southern Sumatra (Bukit 
Barisan Selatan National Park), on future 
interventions in line with the draft decision.
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WCS has been working closely with the Government of Honduras to strengthen the national system of 
protected areas, and we congratulate the State Party on the significant efforts they have made to strengthen 
the protection of Río Plátano Biosphere Reserve (RPBR) World Heritage site. As noted in the State of 
Conservation (SOC) report, WCS has been pleased to work with the State Party, Global Wildlife Conservation 
and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to support efforts to increase the technical capacity and access to 
equipment for park guards and other relevant personnel in RPBR.
 
We concur with the SOC report that significant progress has been made by the State Party in addressing some 
of the previous recommendations of the World Heritage Committee – including and particularly the signing 
over of titles and the coordination with local and indigenous communities. We are pleased to note that a 
proposal for a Significant Boundary Modification has been submitted to the World Heritage Centre, and we 
strongly support recommendations in paragraph 6 of the draft decision to continue engaging all stakeholders 
(including, in particular, indigenous territorial councils and local communities and technical experts within civil 
society and government agencies responsible for archeological artifacts, forests and wildlife). 

WCS welcomes the commitment of President Juan Orlando Hernández to the “SOS Honduras: Stop the 
Destruction of the Forest” initiative, including pledges to halt deforestation across the Moskitia forest and 
remove livestock ranching operations from RPBR World Heritage site. The RPBR World Heritage site, and the 
broader landscape, is of exceptional importance not only for biodiversity conservation, but for its climate 
change mitigation potential (as it contains some of the most intact forests in Central America). It also provides 
critical connectivity for wide-ranging species such as the jaguar. Researchers from WCS and Yale University 
have worked together to develop a plan to maintain connectivity across the Moskitia’s forests (“Stopping the 
Tide: A Strategy for Maintaining Forest Connectivity within the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor”), which 
addresses the critical role of the RPBR World Heritage site and point to the critical areas where connectivity 
with other transboundary forests still exist and is being lost.
 
Although some temporary external support has been located for recruitment and training of additional park 
guards, WCS concurs with the SOC report that extensive resources will be needed to realize conservation 
outcomes within RPBR. While external support remains critical at this point, WCS supports paragraph 5 of the 
draft decision urging the State Party allocate the resources necessary to achieve our common objectives. WCS 
stands ready to support the State Party and its conservation partners in achieving all of these goals, as well as 
for the protection and monitoring of the property and the broader landscape values within the Moskitia region.

Río Plátano Biosphere Reserve (Honduras, 196)
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WCS has been supporting the management of KBNP, through support and training for rangers and through 
scientific monitoring and surveys, for over 20 years. WCS commends the efforts of the Institut Congolais pour 
la Conservation de la Nature (ICCN) to address the serious and complex threats posed to KBNP by the ongoing 
impacts of civil conflict, poaching, illegal mining and other factors. We strongly commend the ICCN and its staff 
for protecting this park and its natural heritage under challenging conditions, and we commend in particular 
ICCN efforts to evacuate the ecological corridor between the highland and lowland sectors.  We strongly 
encourage the management authority of the property to resume dialogue initiated in August 2018 with the local 
population – notably the Batwas – to resolve conflicts on land tenure and access to the property.
 
We also welcome the successful closure of mining operations, though we note that the State of Conservation 
report highlights that only 38% of the park is being monitored by rangers. We encourage the State Party to 
continue reviewing the process through which mining permits are allocated in order to avoid any conflict with 
World Heritage sites. Relatedly, there are still infrastructure and operational needs in the low-altitude portions of 
the Park that prevent site managers and enforcement authorities from addressing threats that include illegal 
mining for gold, cassiterite and coltan, as well as hunting of wildlife and logging.  We strongly urge Parties to 
the Convention, and the World Heritage community, to support KBNP rangers, park staff and others on the front 
lines of conservation in sites where insecurity and civil conflict is a threat to both natural heritage and human 
lives. WCS redoubles its commitment to the property and looks forward to strengthening its support to ICCN in 
addressing the current threats to the property and with a view to developing a Desired State of Conservation 
for Removal from the List of World Heritage in Danger and further discussion with the Committee.

Finally, noting that the SoC report and draft decision regret that quantitative information regarding biodiversity 
surveys is not included in the current report from the State Party, we would like to inform the Committee that 
the remaining biodiversity inventories have been delayed due to lingering insecurity in and around the 
property. We look forward to further collaboration with ICCN and the State Party in reviewing the security 
situation and in finalizing the remaining biodiversity inventories in the coming year.
 
WCS supports the draft decision as written, and looks forward to working with the State Party to provide 
technical assistance to support responses to the requests of the Committee.

Kahuzi-Biega National Park (Democratic Republic of the Congo, 137)
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WCS conducted many of the surveys in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) that led to the creation of 
the Okapi Wildlife Reserve in 1992, and has provided ongoing scientific, technical and administrative support to 
the Institut Congolais pour la Conservation de la Nature (ICCN) for park management – including biological 
monitoring -- ever since.
 
WCS commends the efforts by ICCN to address the threats posed to the OWR by the ongoing impacts of civil 
conflict, poaching, illegal mining and timber extraction, migration, and other factors. WCS is pleased to have 
enhanced our partnership efforts with ICCN in December 2018 when we signed a 10-year co-management 
agreement with ICCN to strengthen management support to OWR in order to tackle the rapidly escalating level 
of threats to its wildlife and local people. We strongly urge Parties to the Convention, and the World Heritage 
community, to support ecoguards, rangers, park staff and others on the front lines of conservation in sites 
where insecurity and civil conflict is a threat to both natural heritage and human lives.
 
We are pleased to report that ecological surveys of large mammal populations across the majority of the OWR 
were completed in 2018, for the first time since 2011, that will enable a review of progress against indicators 
included in the DSOCR. The final analyses are in progress but initial indications suggest elephant populations 
continue to decline, okapi populations are also in decline and chimpanzee populations are stable.  We are also 
pleased to report that we will be working with the State Party on the new integrated management plan for this 
property (the PAG) during 2019.

Okapi Wildlife Reserve (Democratic Republic of the Congo, 718)

 
As in years past, WCS remains concerned that 
artisanal and semi-industrial gold presents a major 
and persistent threat to the security of this site and 
its natural values. WCS is committed to supporting 
the State Party in the closure of all artisanal mining 
operations within the property, and we urge the 
State Party to validate this action at the national 
level and to make relevant resources and 
assistance available for implementation of this 
strategy.
 
WCS supports the draft decision as written, and 
looks forward to working with the State Party to 
provide technical assistance to support responses 
to the requests of the Committee. 
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WCS worked with the Government of Madagascar in the 1990s to gazette Masoala National Park (MNP), one of 
six national parks and the largest single protected area in the Rainforests of the Atsinanana serial World 
Heritage site. We assisted the Government of Madagascar with the management plan for the park in 1998, and 
we currently provide support for aspects of park management.
 
WCS welcomes the information provided on progress by the State Party, including additional detail on 
ecological and law enforcement surveillance, as well as a report on progress implementing decisions made 
within CITES. We urge the State Party to continue providing the best possible evidence when evaluating 
progress made against the DSOCR indicators. This includes, as requested in the State of Conservation report, 
satellite data for analysis of deforestation rates within each portion of the property. A more transparent 
evidence base will allow the Committee to evaluate the progress being made, and the participation 
non-governmental organizations in this effort could strengthen reporting.
 
WCS believes it is vital to ensure full synergy between recommendations and decisions of the World Heritage 
Committee and those made by the CITES Parties when dealing with illegal harvest and trade in CITES-listed 
species from World Heritage sites. WCS commends the Government of Madagascar for implementing aspects 
of the CITES Action Plan and Biodiversity Management Plan, including the operationalization of the special 
court for timber trafficking offenses. As described in our policy statement for the 18th meeting of the Conference 
of the Parties to CITES, we support the conclusion of the CITES Standing Committee at its 70th meeting 
(October 2018) that the State Party must do the following before any ban could be lifted on export of timber and 
any sale could be considered: a) identify and bring all timber stockpiles under government control without 
compensation payments, b) install an independent oversight mechanism, and c) create an independently 
managed trust fund. To complement these efforts, we strongly urge the State Party to continue demonstrating 
that the special court for timber trafficking offenses has successfully prosecuted and handed out deterrent 
sentences to those convicted.
 
WCS notes the information provided on ecological and law enforcement monitoring within the property, as well 
as the increase in enforcement/judiciary capacity for areas most affected by illegal harvest and trade of timber. 
However, we also urge the State Party to improve its reactivity and response to observations of illegal activities 
including hunting of lemurs and other endangered wildlife, and illegal settlements within the Park in the vicinity 
of Cap Masoala and on the eastern side of the Masoala Peninsula. With respect to lemur conservation, WCS 
notes there is widespread consumption of hunted or trapped bushmeat by households around the Park. We do 
not believe the evidence presented is sufficient to suggest that lemur species are not likely to go extinct. WCS 
urges additional attention from the State Party and the international community to this issue – from both a food 
security and biodiversity conservation perspective.
 
WCS generally supports the draft decision as written, including the retention of this site on the List of World 
Heritage in Danger. We look forward to continuing our collaboration with the State Party on Masoala National 
Park in an effort to improve the site’s conservation outlook and remove it from the List of World Heritage in 
Danger in the future. 

Rainforests of the Atsinanana (Madagascar, 1257)
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WCS has worked with the Government of Bangladesh and local partners for almost 15 years to help ensure the 
long-term protection of freshwater dolphins and other aquatic biodiversity in the Sundarbans by collaborating 
with local fishing communities, conducting range-wide assessments of populations, and working with the State 
Party to establish new protected areas. More recently, WCS has supported the implementation of SMART 
conservation tools to improve wildlife and law enforcement monitoring for the Sundarbans.
 
WCS commends the State Party on the accomplishments with respect to this World Heritage site, including the 
deployment of the SMART approach/tools across the Sundarbans Forest Reserve, expanding the existing 
wildlife sanctuaries that comprise the World Heritage site, and cooperative efforts with India on the broader 
shared ecosystem. The implementation of SMART in the Sundarbans has been a significant development in 
bringing accountability to wildlife and fisheries enforcement; monitoring patrols in the Sundarbans with it has 
documented positive impacts on apprehending forest criminals operating in the Sundarbans World Heritage 
Site. These developments are particularly encouraging because WCS notes that the threats to wildlife, part of 
the Outstanding Universal Value (OUV) for which this site was inscribed, from poaching and 
unsustainable/destructive fishing practices may be greater compared to upstream industrial development 
including the Rampal coal-fired power plant.
 
WCS recognizes the dangers to this World Heritage site and broader ecosystem posed by the Rampal power 
plant and other industrial projects under development, including threats to the species and areas that are the 
focus our conservation efforts. However, WCS also acknowledges that Bangladesh and its citizens must have 
access to electricity to fuel the needs of a growing human population and vibrant economy. WCS therefore 
strongly urges Bangladesh, with the support of other States Parties, to invest in alternative sources of energy 
such as solar and wind power to help meet electricity demands. In the meantime, WCS strongly encourages the 
Party to respect the standing requirement that all industrial development affecting a World Heritage site be 
preceded by an EIA that meets the requirements established in the IUCN World Heritage Advice Note on 
Environmental Assessment. We believe the Strategic Environmental Assessment for the region is a critical step 
in protecting the wider ecosystem, and we urge the State Party to move forward with the process as described 
in their State of Conservation report.
 
If the proposed development projects move forward, following the appropriate impact assessments, WCS 
urges the State Party to work with developers and operators to ensure that the best available mitigation 
strategies are deployed and monitored to minimize impacts to the site’s OUVs. Such strategies could include 
sustainable employment for local communities along the edge of the Sundarbans to reduce demands on 
natural resources, and sustainable, dedicated financing for both local development needs and broader 
wildlife/environmental management efforts.

Recognizing the significant progress that has been made in protecting the OUVs in the Sundarbans World 
Heritage Site and surrounding areas while at the same time acknowledging the significant threats posed by the 
Rampal coal-fired power plant and other industrialization upstream of the World Heritage site as well as 
planned power plants on the Payra River to the east of the site, WCS supports the urgent development of a 
Strategic Environment Assessment. We also believe that the progress made by the State Party indicates their 
willingness and dedication to engage in the implementation of a coordinated and holistic management 
approach, including effective monitoring and enforcement, that addresses the issues related to these 
developments.

The Sundarbans (Bangladesh, 798)
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We therefore recommend that consideration of adding this 
site to the List of World Heritage in Danger be delayed 
until 44th Session of the World Heritage Committee with a 
clear and realistic roadmap agreed upon by the World 
Heritage Committee and the Government of Bangladesh 
to avoid adding the Sundarbans to the list. We believe that 
the development of this roadmap is a significant 
opportunity to seek advice from technical experts at IUCN 
and the World Heritage Centre, as well as organizations 
working in the country, on how to balance development 
needs with the protection of this site’s OUVs. WCS would 
be pleased to support the State Party in these endeavors, 
and we look forward to working with the State Party and 
others on finding the path to a sustainable future for the 
Sundarbans World Heritage site.

The Sundarbans (Continued)
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WCS supports the general direction of the World Heritage Committee’s draft decision, which expresses doubt 
that the issues related to the conservation of Wood Buffalo National Park (WBNP) have been adequately 
addressed by the State Party. The SoC report notes with “serious concern” the continued “downward trend” of 
the site’s OUVs. We note that discussions related to WBNP have been ongoing for years now while the 
condition of the property continues to deteriorate. We therefore strongly urge the Committee to request more 
immediate action from the State Party than another update in two years, and we recommend adding WBNP to 
the List of World Heritage in Danger.

As stated by the Committee’s draft decision, development of both the Peace River and oil sands outside the 
WBNP are directly contributing to the ongoing deteriorating status of this World Heritage site. We applaud the 
State Party for exercising significant due diligence in producing a large volume of helpful documentation in 
response to the World Heritage Commission’s previous requests. Thanks to this effort, stakeholders have a 
solid understanding of the conservation condition of WBNP. This has been accompanied by other positive 
actions from the State Party, including some new financial investment, some new land protection and genuine 
collaboration with Indigenous peoples in the area.

Where the State Party has fallen short, however, is with respect to the nature of the actions to address 
outstanding challenges identified in earlier assessments. Significant development projects of the same nature 
as those that are certainly causing existing impacts are continuing to be constructed and planned in the Peace 
River of BC and oil sands of Alberta; many more are pending with no sign of curtailment and no fundamental 
adjustments to decision making processes at appropriate scales. Instead of holistic planning and management 
of the broader ecosystem, the focus remains on measures to mitigate harmful impacts of individual projects. 
Decisions are being undertaken on a piecemeal basis, one project at a time, by multiple independent 
authorities. Although cumulative effects are being well documented, there is no indication of any active 
management of such impacts by any single authority.

Wood Buffalo National Park (Canada, 256)
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The major barrier to effective protection of this globally-significant area, which is not currently reflected in the 
draft decision, is jurisdictional complexity of responsibility in the Canadian federation. This means that a path 
forward will rely on “robust collaboration” by all parties, in this case, several federal agencies, three provincial 
and territorial governments, and Indigenous governments – all of which have overlapping (and sometimes 
conflicting) responsibilities and authorities. The consequences of such complexity is evident in both the Action 
Plan and the Strategic Environmental Assessment through 1) the high degree of collaboration and consultation 
required to put together documentation, and 2) the tentative nature of any actions and recommendations.
The State Party’s response to Committee Decision 41 COM 7B.2 alludes to several initiatives, which we discuss 
briefly here in turn:

1) Completion of the Action Plan

This document, produced by the State Party, does represent a thoughtful process and significant collaborative 
effort. While it acknowledges the vulnerability of the OUV to the impacts of external development outside its 
boundaries, the actions it prescribes will rely on tight collaboration between decision-making bodies and 
significant financial resources. With respect to the former, the Committee should not ignore recent elections in 
Alberta, providing a new mandate to reverse climate action policies and revive the oil industry. With respect to 
the latter, the federal government provided $27.5M (CAD) “over 5 years to support the development of this 
Action Plan and to ensure early implementation of priority actions”, which WCS, First Nations and stakeholders 
in the region regard as wholly insufficient, particularly since we don’t know how much has been spent already 
and the priority actions seem to be focused on scientific research and monitoring and collaborative processes 
with Indigenous partners. Actions related to the environmental assessment part of the Action Plan make few 
references to actual decision making. Moreover, one key action (Ensure that all current and future 
environmental assessment reviews conducted pursuant to federal legislation consider the specific and 
cumulative impacts on the OUV of WBNP and are aligned with the IUCN World Heritage Advice Note on 
Environmental Assessment and World Heritage, to the extent possible) appears increasingly unlikely to be 
implemented, given the current direction of federal environmental assessment reform (see below).
 
2) Imminent Threat Assessment for the Ronald Lake Bison Herd

The Ronald Lake herd is part of the Wood Bison designatable unit, currently listed under Canada’s Species At 
Risk Act as threatened. The imminent threat assessment is likely being conducted under the premise that a s. 
80 emergency order recommendation could be recommended to the Minister if a specific herd faces imminent 
threats, regardless of whether there’s an imminent threat to the national population (in this case, wood bison). 
As we understand, there is ongoing work by the federal government to undertake such an assessment, 
because the footprint of the proposed Teck Resources Frontier Oil Sands Mine has the real potential to result in 
significant habitat loss for this imperiled herd. This assessment, therefore, could result in more attention and 
action to mitigate the impacts of the mine, but it will do nothing to address the fundamental underlying 
pressures to the herd and its habitat. Moreover, we know from ample experience, e.g., for Southern Mountain 
caribou in British Columbia where land use pressures have resulted in the disappearance and severe declines 
of multiple herds, that it takes many years for the federal government to issue emergency orders and 
demonstrates considerable reluctance to exercise its powers under the Species At Risk Act over the provinces.

Wood Buffalo National Park (Continued)
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3) New federal Impact Assessment Legislation

WCS Canada has worked closely with many other experts on the development of this federal legislation, which 
led to the passage of C-69 in the Canadian Parliament a few weeks ago following enormous pushback by oil 
and gas interests in the country. However, the State Party’s assertions that the replacement of CEAA 2012 by 
this new Impact Assessment Act will help protect WBNP have little merit in our opinion. While the new Act 
could strengthen the assessment processes for future project proposals with implications for national parks, 
much is uncertain and will remain so until we see what specifics are set out in regulations and how the Act and 
regulations are applied in practice.  Key uncertainties include:

● What projects will be covered in the Projects List regulation (the latest draft indicates a high bar, higher 
even than CEAA 2012, set by arbitrary production thresholds). Particularly uncertain is what oil and gas 
projects in the Athabasca watershed would be covered, and while there is some discussion about 
including projects in national parks, there is little indication that it would include projects affecting 
national parks. Finally, given the commitment to one project/one assessment, there is major uncertainty 
how provincial EA requirements will be coordinated with federal assessment procedures at this stage 
and the extent to which considerably weaker provincial processes could replace federal assessment;

● How the federal Agency will apply the key decision making requirements concerning contributions to 
sustainability, and hindering or contributing to meeting environmental obligations and climate change 
commitments.  Both will affect how rigorously projects affecting Wood Buffalo will be assessed.

● Cumulative effects assessment is dealt with in the new legislation in almost exactly the same minimal 
manner as it was under CEAA 2012. There is little useful elaboration in the Act itself as to how and when 
regional and strategic assessments will be undertaken, which will rely on jurisdictional cooperation.

● These and other factors lead us to advise the Committee that it should take little comfort from the 
promise of the new federal impact assessment legislation for providing further protection for Wood 
Buffalo WHS.

4) Conclusions of the Strategic Environment Assessment (SEA)

Again, the scientific foundations of this document are very strong, as was the collaborative process with which 
it was undertaken. The recommendations are, however, quite weak, reflecting the lack of regulatory power over 
the elements contributing to the problem. To illustrate, the SEA recommends more research, to “implement 
cross-border cooperation”, “consider options”, “work with” various parties, and “Revise guidelines”.

5) Inclusion of cumulative effects assessment in the proposed Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project

The amendment to the Joint Review Panel’s terms of reference to include cumulative impacts on the OUV of 
the property, including on the Peace Athabasca Delta is an important and obvious step (although it should be of 
concern to all why this wasn’t included in the first place). However, project-level cumulative effects are 
generally ineffective. There is abundant evidence from experience that the best way to conduct meaningful 
cumulative effects analysis in project, strategic and regional assessments is to explicitly integrate 
decision-making across regional, strategic and project levels in a tiered approach. Neither CEAA 2012 (under 
which the Teck project is being conducted) or the new legislation mandate anything like this.

Wood Buffalo National Park (Continued)
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As the SEA itself notes, calls for action were heard repeatedly during the completion of the report. The status of 
WBNP World Heritage site has been assessed many times over in several ways, with clear and consistent 
conclusions. We recommend that the Committee: 1) amend the draft decision to add WBNP to the List of World 
Heritage in Danger; and 2) request the State Party to submit a report, addressing the concerns highlighted in 
the SoC report for this 43rd session of the Committee and other concerns raised herein, in advance of the 44th 
session in 2020. 

Wood Buffalo National Park (Continued)
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WCS has worked in Belize for more than 30 years, providing technical and scientific support to the Government 
of Belize on a wide range of conservation initiatives and challenges. WCS congratulates the State Party and its 
conservation partners on the continued progress made within the Belize Barrier Reef Reserve System (BBRRS) 
World Heritage site, as well as across the State Party’s coastal and marine territory. The success of the State 
Party and its partners provides a critical model for other sites on the List of World Heritage in Danger.

With respect to outstanding items as described in the World Heritage Committee’s decision from 43COM, we 
look forward to seeing the formal adoption of updated Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) regulations. We 
also urge the State Party to ensure that sufficient resources, including dedicated funding, be provided to the 
Department of Environment to ensure that updated EIA guidelines are adhered to, and that no development 
threatens the conservation status of BBRRS.

Although we note that the State Party is not currently engaging in sales of public lands, we urge the State Party 
to formalize the protection through a legally binding instrument that ensures cessation of sales and leases of 
land throughout the property.

WCS appreciates the opportunity to work with the Government of Belize on the new fisheries legislation and 
the management plans for key components of the BBRRS property. Unfortunately, after several years of 
discourse among stakeholders to finalize a fisheries bill, the House of Representatives has not been presented 
with a bill to approve and pass into law. The most recent version of the bill was shared in May 2018, and no 
update has been provided by the Ministry responsible for fisheries since. WCS welcomes the announcement of 
the State Party that they will expand fisheries replenishment, or “no-take,” zones within their waters and 
establish the first protected area within its exclusive economic zone. WCS played a key role in identifying the 
newly created no-take areas, specifically through survey and monitoring work and in the preparation of 
technical documents with geographic descriptions and boundaries of the replenishment zones. WCS 
researchers also worked closely with both the Fisheries Department and with coastal communities and 
stakeholders in support of the recently announced decision. This expansion will help to maintain the 
outstanding universal value of the Belize Barrier Reef Reserve System UNESCO World Heritage Site. WCS looks 
forward to legislation in support of the Cabinet decision made in April.

WCS is generally supportive of the draft decision as written, and we look forward to working with the State 
Party and the conservation community to ensure that BBRRS’s Outstanding Universal Value is conserved for 
future generations.

Belize Barrier Reef Reserve System (Belize, 764)
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WCS has been pleased to work with States Parties on conservation efforts within parts of the transboundary 
Sangha Trinational World Heritage site for almost thirty years. WCS currently works in close collaboration with 
the Government of the Republic of Congo on the management of Nouabalé-Ndoki National Park, through a 
public-private partnership (Fondation Nouabalé-Ndoki) that focuses on anti-poaching, law enforcement and its 
monitoring (SMART), enhancing prosecution of wildlife crime, ecological monitoring and scientific research, 
ecotourism, environmental education, community engagement and socioeconomic monitoring (e.g., 
demographics, well-being,  sustainable fisheries and hunting).
 
WCS welcomes the success of the State Party and their law enforcement authorities in successfully 
apprehending and prosecuting wildlife traffickers responsible for systematic poaching of forest elephants and 
other wildlife, as noted in the State of Conservation report. Survey results from 2016-2017, validated in 2018, 
confirm that the Ndoki-Likouala landscape (and particularly Nouabalé-Ndoki National Park) continues to be a 
relatively safe haven for flagship species whose populations remained stable and that comprise the site’s 
Outstanding Universal Value. However, human activities surrounding the park (including extractive activities 
and infrastructure development with the site’s buffer zone) will continue to deserve attention, as noted in the 
draft decision.
 
WCS is grateful for the support of the European Union to the Central African World Heritage Forests Initiative 
(CAWHFI), which is directly supporting the management of the Sangha Trinational World Heritage site, as well 
as the ECOFAC programme (Ecosystèmes Forestiers d’Afrique Centrale/Forest Ecosystems in Central Africa). 
WCS has been working closely with UNESCO and the States Parties on implementation of this project and 
looks forward to building on this successful approach. WCS is also grateful for the support of the United States 
(through the Agency for International Development, the Bureau for International Narcotics and Law 
Enforcement Affairs, and the Fish and Wildlife Service), the Foundation for the Tri-National Sangha (FTNS) and 
other private philanthropic entities who have supported our ongoing engagement at this site.
 
WCS is generally supportive of the draft decision as written. WCS is committed to the long-term conservation 
Nouabalé-Ndoki National Park, and the wider TNS World Heritage site, and looks forward to working with 
States Parties on the recommendations from the 2016 monitoring mission report and the decisions of the World 
Heritage Committee.

Sangha Trinational (Cameroon, Central African Republic, Republic of Congo, 1380rev)
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WCS welcomes the continued attention to the nomination process for new World Heritage sites, as well as the 
efforts of Tunisia to convene a workshop in Tunis in January 2019.
 
In general, WCS believes that overrepresented States Parties or developed countries should assist 
underrepresented countries with the development of Tentative Lists and nominations of World Heritage sites 
that are likely to meet the criteria for designation as World Heritage. Such efforts should be undertaken under a 
global strategy that is guided by peer-reviewed, international studies on the representativeness of World 
Heritage. These studies must also address critical gaps that affect the ecological integrity of the existing 
network of World Heritage sites.
 
WCS remains concerned about the documented tendency for the World Heritage Committee to take decisions 
that are not in line with the recommendation of the Advisory Bodies. WCS believes that the expertise of the 
Advisory Bodies should be respected, though we recognize that Parties may arrive at decisions after some 
agreement on conditions of inscription. In order to provide sufficient room for negotiations, we recommend that 
any amendments to decisions on nominations should be submitted at least two weeks before Committee 
meetings. We believe this should be a manageable deadline given the timeline for submission of nomination 
dossiers and the posting of Advisory Body recommendations on sites to be considered.
 
WCS notes that there is often a failure to provide adequate resources for management of World Heritage sites, 
particularly natural World Heritage. Inadequate finance for implementation of management plans or corrective 
measures indicates that consideration of and planning for site finance should be considered in nominations, 
and that any Committee decision to add a site to the List of World Heritage in Danger should also include a 
plan for financial and technical support from the international community.

11B. Policy Compendium

WCS commends the World Heritage Centre and the Expert Group for their diligent work since 40COM in 2016 
to develop the World Heritage Policy Compendium. We thank in particular the Governments of Australia and 
the Republic of Korea for providing extra-budgetary funds to ensure its completion. We believe this is a critical 
tool for States Parties, Advisory Bodies, and other stakeholders. WCS was pleased to provide voluntary 
feedback on the test version of this online tool, and we note that some of our comments have been addressed 
in the live version currently available on the World Heritage Centre’s website.
 
WCS supports the draft decision as written; we encourage the Committee to adopt the World Heritage Policy 
Compendium and believe that the Centre should be responsible for ensuring it is updated. We also urge States 
Parties to: a) ensure that sufficient funding is provided for the Centre to maintain the compendium, and b) 
actively use the compendium actively in making decisions.  

Peninsula Valdes  © Julie Larsen Maher/WCS
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11. Operational Guidelines and Policy Compendium

http://whc.unesco.org/en/compendium/

