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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 signi�cant share of global 
biodiversity and contributing to climate regulation.

This �rst 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 o�er 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. 
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UNESCO-designated
sites strengthen the 

resilience of vital 
ecosystems sustaining
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�Since wars begin in the minds of men
 and women it is in the minds of men and women 
that the defences of peace must be constructed�
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NATURE AS A DRIVER OF HUMAN INGENUITY

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 �ows to 
trap and harvest eels, demonstrating a 
deep understanding of ecological 
processes.

6,000 years ago

In Ancient Thebes (WH), Egyptian 
civilizations developed in close 
relationship with the Nile, using its 
predictable �ooding 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.

The Grand Canal (WH), stretching 
across eastern China, re�ects 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.
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3,500 years ago

2,500 years ago

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

2,000 years ago

Cultural World Heritage sites 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.
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