
Our  
Shared  
Legacy

}{ A  N A t u r A l  H e r i t A g e

Text  YD Bar-Ness

The Mapmaker’s Challenge
The World Heritage List poses a series 
of interesting complications to the 
mapmaker. There is great variation in 
both the land and the sea, and this 
cannot be more significant than when it 
comes to making a map. Cartographers 
face important choices about how to 
formally represent differing realities 
on the ground. Mapping data can 
consist of points, areas, lines, labels, 
colours and more, and whether these 
are placed and in what fashion will 
determine the feel of the map. 

Some of these choices have been 
enshrined in convention: the top of a 
map is north, the oceans are coloured 
blue and human settlements are 
marked with black points. Others are 
quantitative: the depth of the ocean will 
be marked at a particular interval, rivers 
of a certain length are sketched in, or 
mountains of a chosen minimum height 
will be labelled individually. Some, 
and perhaps the most complicated, 
are categorical in nature: forests are 
shaded, nation states are delineated 
and mountain ranges are named.
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very conceptual core of the United 
Nations. But Nature does not always 
respect boundaries, and maintaining 
the integrity of some natural World 
Heritage Sites has required cooperation 
between UNESCO member states. 

For instance, the Sunderbans, a 
region of wetland forests at the Ganges 
Delta, is jointly listed by India and 
Bangladesh. Inland, the Uvs Nuur Basin 
is a large saltwater lake ecosystem 
shared between Russia and Mongolia. 

While the world political map 
is as stable as it has ever been in 
human history, borders do change, 
most often due to conflict and 
violence. Transnational geographic 
entities can remind neighbours 
of the differences between them. 
Shared resources can be a source of 
tension between states with different 
cultures and perspectives, but shared 
responsibilities can also be a pathway 
for conversation and understanding. 
Natural World Heritage Listings can 
help us to move beyond boundaries.

Lake Baikal. It is, of course, no 
coincidence that these largest areas 
are generally harsh terrain far from any 
major population centres. 

In the oceans, the Great Barrier 
Reef of Australia encompasses 35 
million hectares of biodiversity, and 
the Phoenix Islands of Kiribati are 
the largest Marine Protected Area 
on Earth, at 41 million hectares. (For 
scale, Singapore could fit into those 
areas about 500 times!) 

To chart each item on the list 
would require a map of incredibly 
fine resolution. You can download a 
digital map from the UNESCO website, 
which allows you to zoom in and 
focus on individual properties while 
viewing aerial imagery, but to print 
a map to perfect precision would be 
exceptionally difficult. 

Transnational
The idea of discreet nation states 
with well-defined borders is a very 
modern concept, enshrined in the 

The World Heritage List presents 
a unique challenge for cartographers 
because it covers a vast range of 
scales, represents pieces of greater 
areas and crosses international 
borders. It’s also an ever-changing 
list, with properties added and 
removed over time.

Scales
As a category, the World Heritage 
List challenges us to combine small 
formations with vast mountains ranges 
and to pair tiny rock exposures of 
fossil digs with open ocean expanses. 

The very smallest of the natural 
World Heritage Sites include the 
Messel Pit Fossil Site of Germany (42 
hectares) and the Chengjiang Fossil 
Site of China (512 hectares). On land, 
the very largest include the two-and-
a-half million hectares of the high 
altitude Tajikistan National Park, the 
seven million hectares of the Algerian 
Tassili sandstone desert, and the nine 
million hectares surrounding Russia’s 

RIGHT  Valley of The Lakes: A 
region northwest of Mongolia 
contains several seasonal 
lakes. At the top is Uvs 
Nuur, which crosses over to 
Russia, Other lakes include 
(clockwise from Uvs Nuur) 
Hyargas, Dorgon and Har Us
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Unfortunately, preserving heritage is not 
always an easy task, and member states 
must often make difficult decisions as to 
where their priorities lie.

lEFT  Wadi Rum,  
Jordan – Inscribed in 2011: 
Conquering the Burdah 
 Rock Bridge

BElOw lEFT  Mt Huangshan, 
Anhui Province, China – 
Inscribed in 1990: Known as 
“the loveliest mountain of 
China”, it is renowned for its 
magnificent scenery

BElOw RIGHT Terraces at 
Pamukkale, Hierapolis-
Pamukkale, Anatolia, Turkey –  
Inscribed in 1988: The name 
of this natural site in Denizli 
Province means “cotton castle” 
in Turkish

specific, small-scale dangers to 
cultural heritage. Climate change, 
exploitation, population expansion 
and fragmentation threaten all  
natural spaces, not just those on  
the World Heritage List.

Eighteen natural sites are on the 
UNESCO World Heritage “In Danger” 
List. Of these, 12 are in Africa, 
including five in the Congo. Three 
are in Latin America, and one each in 
North America and the South Pacific. 
The natural integrity of the final one, 
the Tropical Rainforest Heritage of 
Sumatra, is under threat from road 
construction, illegal logging and 
wildlife poaching.

last property, 12 millennia of human 
history is recorded in a spectacular 
sandstone region, with ancient rock 
art and petroglyphs giving us some 
of the very oldest glimpses of our 
ancestor’s lives. 

Delisting and Threats
Unfortunately, preserving heritage is 
not always an easy task, and member 
states must often make difficult 
decisions as to where their priorities 
lie. Sites present on the list today may 
not be there in the future.

The dangers that lie in wait for 
natural sites are more predictable  
and general than the more 

Mixed Categories
It is a special conceit of humanity 
that we are somehow separate 
from the natural world, but with our 
dextrous fingers and sharp intellects, 
we have created unique and novel 
things. A number of these things 
have been preserved as Cultural 
World Heritage. In the UNESCO World 
Heritage List, there are a number of 
sites that combine natural values with 
cultural values. Only three percent 
of the list's properties fulfil both 
categories. Cartographically, these 
are challenging because the cultural 
elements are often small areas within 
a much greater natural element.

In Asia, these include the 
travertine hot springs and ancient 
temples of Hierapolis-Pamukkale 
(Turkey), the iconic Chinese Mount 
Huangshan instantly recognisable 
to lovers of Chinese art, and 
Jordan’s Wadi Rum desert. In the 

PHOTOS ON SPREAD, FROM LEFT: BLAINE HARRINGTON III/CORBIS,  
TOPIC PHOTO AGENCY/CORBIS, BRUNO MORANDI/ROBERT HARDING
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There is no real precedent for 
ascertaining what level of impact or 
insult makes a natural area suitable 
for delisting.

ABOvE Lorentz National Park, 
Indonesia – Inscribed in 1999: 
Puncak Jaya (4,884 metres), 
the highest point on the whole 
of the Australasian continent, 
is in the largest national park 
in Southeast Asia

BElOw Tropical Rainforest 
Heritage of Sumatra – Inscribed 
in 2004: The 2.5 million hectare 
site comprises three national 
parks; Gunung Leuser National 
Park, Kerinci Seblat National 
Park and Bukit Barisan Selatan 
National Park

BElOw Di Firmihin Dragon's 
Blood Tree (Dracaena cinnabari) 
in Wadi Da’arho canyon, 
Socotra Island, Yemen – 
Inscribed in 2008: The site is of 
universal importance because 
of its rich biodiversity and 
endemic flora and fauna 

BOTTOm Sir Bani Yas Island, Abu 
Dhabi, United Arab Emirates –  
Inscribed in 1994/Delisted in 
2007: Sir Bani Yas Island, a 
former Royal nature reserve, 
hosts the Arabian Wildlife Park 
with free-roaming animals 
including a herd of Arabian  
oryx (gazelles)

Into the Future
UNESCO World Heritage Sites 
simultaneously recognise the 
achievements and history of our 
species and the natural treasures 
of our precious blue planet. While 
no place on the surface of the Earth 
is truly pristine, the World Heritage 
status recognises those spots that are 
in exceptionally good condition and 
are worthy of special protection from 
human interference. 

As part of a virtuous cycle, the 
protection of natural and scenic 
wonders on the World Heritage List 
encourages tourism and promotes  
a national pride in the environment. 
These sites can serve as symbols 
not just of the intrinsic value of 
nature conservation, but also of the 
economic value. The list offers a 
lifetime worth of wonder, education 
and exploration. Treasure these 
places – they belong to all of us.

UNESCO has removed two 
properties from the list: the Arabian 
Oryx Sanctuary of Oman and the 
Dresden Elbe Valley of Germany. The 
first was decimated to 10 percent of its 
original size and opened for gas and 
oil exploration, and the second was 
impacted by the construction of new 
roads. There is no real precedent for 
ascertaining what level of impact or 
insult makes a natural area suitable for 
delisting; let’s endeavour to not lose 
any more sites from the list.

Remnants and Representatives
Natural World Heritage listings can 
often be recognised as representative 
samples of larger entities. While a 
few, like the Socotra Archipelago of 
Yemen, may encompass a distinct 
geographical entity, most others 
are portions of a greater area. For 
example, on the island of New 
Guinea, the massive Lorentz National 
Park (Indonesia) encompasses a 
full altitudinal transect from coastal 
reef to alpine glacier. While it may 
be representative of almost all 
environments on the island, each 
of these altitudes within the park 
could be considered representative 
of the larger natural landscape. There 
is a specific history to the actual 
boundaries of the site, and we cannot 
simply assess a point within the 
national park as more valuable  
than a point outside.

Similarly, unimpacted natural 
landscapes are shrinking on our 
planet at a tragic rate, leaving only 
remnants. Should a mapmaker mark 
the former extent of the relictual 
Gondwana Rainforests of Australia, 
to add context to the isolated pieces 
now present on the map? Many of 
these landscapes have expanded or 
contracted over time – so at which 
point in the past should we look to 
understand the bigger picture?

PHOTOS ON SPREAD, FROM LEFT: CHARLES O’REAR/CORBIS,  
MOHAMED EL HEBEISHY/ARABIANEYE/CORBIS, GEORGE STEINMETZ/CORBIS



China’s first national forest park conserves 
a region of jaw-dropping scenery: vertical 
sandstone spires formed by ice expansion and 
water erosion. The area contains narrow pillars 
200 metres in height, as well as a dazzling array 
of landforms including caves, natural bridges 
and waterfalls. The spaces between and on the 
columns are home to important elements of 
biodiversity, and the park has become a tourism 
magnet within Hunan Province. 

wulInGyuAn/ZHAnGjIAjIE, CHInA 
A lAndsCAPE OF sPIREsCEnTRAl HIGHlAnds, sRI lAnkA

THE mOunTAIns OF sEREndIPITy
The island of Lanka, once known as Serendip, 
is known for its surprising beauty and its 
natural richness. The World Heritage-listed 
mountains are ecological havens of rare 
high-altitude tropical rainforests and adjacent 
grasslands, with fundamental links to the (also 
listed) Western Ghats mountain range of India.

Let’s take a flying tour of 15 of Asia’s natural World Heritage Sites,  
chosen as representatives of the wider listing and the Earth’s environment at large. 

These 15, selected from a broad view of Asian geography, span a range  
of locations and habitats: from the Arctic to the Equator, from the coral reefs to  

the mountaintops, and from the darkest underground rivers to the brightest  
alpine glaciers. As a collection of World Heritage Sites, they show us  

the diversity and magic of our shared legacy.

Asian World Heritage
}{ A  F l y i N g  t o u r  o F 

PHOTOS ON SPREAD, FROM LEFT: MATTHEW WILLIAMS-ELLIS/ 
ROBERT HARDING WORLD IMAGERY CORBIS, KEREN SU/CORBIS



sOCOTRA, yEmEn 
IslAnds OF sPICE And dRAGOns
The Socotra Archipelago is in the Arabian 
Sea, just south of the Arabian Peninsula 
and off the Horn of Africa. The islands are 
small pieces of continent, unconnected to 
the terrestrial volcanic activity in the Eastern 
African Rift just to the west. On these islands, 
a unique endemic biodiversity occurs, 
including giant succulent desert plants such 
as the Dragon Tree (Dracaeana cinnabari) 
and in the surrounding waters, coral reefs 
harbour abundant marine life.

PHOTO: JOHN LUND/BLEND IMAGES/CORBIS
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jEju IslAnd, sOuTH kOREA
TunnEls OF lAvA
A rare shield volcano developed over a piece 
of continental tectonic plate, Jeju Island 
reaches almost 2,000 metres to its summit, 
Hallasan. On the slopes of the mountain are 
numerous smaller sub-volcanoes and some 
of the world’s finest lava tunnels. These 
tube-shaped caves record the interaction 

between flowing lava and liquid water, 
and the examples at Jeju are amongst 
the largest. Adding to the structural 
complexity of the region are much younger 
calcium cave formations (stalactites and 
stalagmites), as well as columnar stone 
pillars along the coastline.

PHOTOS ON SPREAD, FROM TOP: TOPIC PHOTO AGENCY/CORBIS, MICHAEL RUNKEL/ROBERT HARDING WORLD 
IMAGERY/CORBIS, TOPIC PHOTO AGENCY/CORBIS, TOPIC PHOTO AGENCY/CORBIS
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yAkusHImA, jAPAn
An IslAnd OF suBTROPICAl CEdAR
At the southernmost tip of the main Japanese 
archipelago, Yakushima is a small, circular 
island covered in mossy, emerald rainforest. 
The wettest place in Japan, it thrives on 
ecotourism. Notably, Yakushima contains 
extensive virgin tracts of Sugi, Cryptomeria 
japonica. While this tree is common 
throughout Japan as a plantation timber, on 
this island exist famous trees that are many 
millennia old. 

lAkE BAIkAl, RussIA 
THE OldEsT lAkE On EARTH
Lake Baikal is the longest, deepest and 
oldest freshwater lake on Earth. A fifth of 
the planet’s liquid fresh water is contained 
in this 1.7 kilometres deep, giant crescent-
shaped lake, which existed for about 25 
million years. Underwater, on the shores 
and on the surrounding mountain slopes is 
one of Russia’s most biodiverse and unique 
natural ecosystems.

PHOTOS ON SPREAD, FROM LEFT: FUMIO TOMITA/AMANAIMAGES/CORBIS , KONSTANTIN KOKOSHKIN/ 
GLOBAL LOOK/CORBIS, BRUNO MORANDI/ROBERT HARDING WORLD IMAGERY/CORBIS 
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sARyARkA, kAZAkHsTAn 
yEllOw sTEPPE OF THE PInk FlAmInGO
In the high-altitude temperate grasslands 
of Central Asia, freshwater wetlands are key 
biological resources for wildlife. Saryarka, 
or the Yellow Mountains, is a site protecting 
water bodies utilised by countless birds on 

long-distance migrations. Antelope, cranes 
and flamingos find refuge in Saryarka, one 
of the wildest and most pristine areas of the 
Central Asian steppe. 

PHOTO: MARTIN SOLLI



UNESCO has recognised this site as 
conserving an ecosystem from “mountain to 
the sea”. This national park in the western 
portion of New Guinea is one of the rare 
sites protecting a wilderness ecosystem 
across a full spectrum: from coral reefs and 
mangrove swamps to lowland jungles and 
highland forests, to alpine rock and tropical 

glacial ice fields. It is the most extensive 
park in Southeast Asia, and humans have 
been present here for at least 25 millennia. 
Their ancient ways of life continue in some 
portions of the forest, paralleling the edges 
of the park where large-scale mining, forestry 
and oil exploration activities go on.

The Ganges River flows off of the Himalaya, 
the highest mountain range on Earth, and 
drains the populous landscape of Northern 
India. After 2,000 kilometres of collecting 
tributary waters, including those of the 

Brahmaputra, in a branching pattern, it 
begins to form a sediment-rich delta dividing 
into distributaries. The Ganges Delta is the 
largest delta on Earth, and its regularly 
flooding soil is some of the most fertile on 

the planet. It contains a region of brackish-
water forests and saltwater mangroves 
known as the Sundar Van – the Beautiful 
Forest – which is a unique wetland ecosystem 
of global conservation significance.

THE sundARBAns, IndIA/BAnGlAdEsH 
wHERE THE RIvER mEETs THE sEA

lOREnTZ nATIOnAl PARk, IndOnEsIA
TROPICAl COAsTlInE TO AlPInE GlACIERs 

PuTORAnA PlATEAu, RussIA
A PRIsTInE ARCTIC PlATEAu
Siberia is a vast landscape with boreal forests 
and arctic tundra. The Putorana Plateau is 
an area of uplifted basaltic flows cut through 
by sharp canyons. At various altitudes in the 
mountains are lakes, taiga forest and arctic 
herbs. Completely isolated from the road 
network, it is one of the most biodiverse and 
intact Arctic wildernesses remaining.

PHOTOS ON SPREAD, FROM LEFT: STUART FORSTER/ROBERT HARDING WORLD IMAGERY/CORBIS,  
FRANCK CHARTON/HEMIS/CORBIS, KOZHEVNIKOV DENIS/ITAR-TASS PHOTO/CORBIS
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ancient past. In Yunnan Province, Chengjiang 
is one of the incredibly rare and important 
locations where rock layers are exposed, 
containing the story of Earth’s biological 
history half a billion years ago. Chengjiang 
is arguably the most important fossil site on 
the planet, with the earliest evidence of the 
ancestors of several animal groups preserved 
in exquisite detail. Fossils have been found 
here of the ancestral chordates – the 
group containing all vertebrates, including 
ourselves. While there are few facilities for 
visitors here, the site is protected from the 
encroachment of the mining industry.

PuERTO PRInCEsA 
suBTERRAnEAn RIvER nATIOnAl 
PARk, PHIlIPPInEs
wHERE wATER mEETs  
sTOnE mEETs OCEAn
In a landscape of soluble limestone, 
rainwater can drain through the interior of 
the Earth towards the ocean. In almost all 
situations, the water is lost to the terrestrial 
abyss and is impossible to track. At this 

World Heritage Site, however, the water is 
revealed again as it reaches sea level. The 
subterranean river, eight kilometres long, 
drains an entire watershed of protected 
Palawan Island rainforests, and meets the 
ocean in a unique mix of saltwater and cave 
environments. Visitors can ride a tour boat 
almost five kilometres into the heart of the 
island. UNESCO has recognised this site as 
conserving an ecosystem from “mountain to 
the sea”, encompassing highlands, caves, 
jungles, mangroves and coral reefs.

nAndA dEvI, IndIA
An AlPInE sAnCTuARy
Nanda Devi (7,434 metres) is a sacred 
mountain of exceptional triangular beauty 
in the Indian Himalaya. It’s the 23rd tallest 
peak on Earth and one of the very steepest. 
It is surrounded by a veritably impenetrable 
ring of peaks with passes at approximately 
5,000 metres. Within this alpine highland is 
the Nanda Devi Sanctuary, now closed to all 
visitors as an ecological refuge.

TAmAn kInABAlu, mAlAysIA
THE vERTEx OF BIOdIvERsITy
Mount Kinabalu rises above the jungles of 
Sabah in North Borneo in massive sweeps of 
thick forest, ascending to sharp, glaciated 
spires of granite. Borneo itself is one of 
the most biodiverse places on the planet 
and Kinabalu contains the largest range 
of altitudes on the island. The mountain is 
quite young, geologically, at only 15 million 
years old, and was capped by glaciers only 
10,000 years ago. Besides the granite rock, 
there are regions of geochemically distinct 
“ultramafic” or “serpentine” rock high in 
magnesium and iron. The forests are an 
immensely important biodiversity reserve 
containing elements of Southeast Asian and 
Australian flora, with specimens from half of 
Earth’s flowering plant families.

CHEnGjIAnG, CHInA
A HAlF BIllIOn yEAR Old RECORd OF lIFE
World Heritage sites conserve not only the 
ecological landscapes of the present day 
for the future, but also the evidence of the 

capped limestone pinnacles and caves have 
been surrounded by saltwater. While tourism 
and fishing activities are intensively practised 
in the bay, the terrestrial portions of the 
World Heritage Site, perched on top of rocky 
spires, are inaccessible and rarely visited.

HA lOnG BAy, vIETnAm 
A HARBOuR OF ROCk sCulPTuREs
Ha Long Bay is a Vietnamese bay with more 
than 1,600 rocky islands and spires rising 
directly from the water. The region is a 
flooded area of tower karst, where jungle-

World Heritage listings are made with the best of intentions,  
and yet they are not necessarily final or permanent. They require  

active protection from a variety of threats. A selection of current threats  
to our World Heritage includes:

Threats to 
Listed Sites

1
dElIsTInG And vIOlATIOn

There is an inbuilt controversy that challenges our ideas of nationhood.  
The UNESCO World Heritage website explicitly states: “World Heritage sites belong to all 

the peoples of the world, irrespective of the territory on which they are located”. This noble 
assertion is, of course, subject to future domestic debate. For example, in Australia, the 

clear-cutting of the World Heritage Tasmanian wilderness has sparked a political controversy 
over the exploitation of timber, in contravention of the World Heritage Convention. 

2
InTEnTIOnAl dEsECRATIOn And COnFlICT

In times of war or conflict, World Heritage can be targeted specifically for destruction. 
In Afghanistan, the famous Buddhist statuary at Bamiyan Valley was destroyed by Taliban 

fighters promoting religious extremism. Indeed, many Heritage Sites were themselves 
intentionally built on locations sacred to an earlier people.

3
ClImATE CHAnGE

Many of our historical activities take place at the interface of water and land, and may be 
irretrievably lost to sea level rise or changing weather patterns. As global temperatures 

increase due to human activities, even natural coastal sites such as the Everglades wetlands  
in Florida, USA, can be impacted by changing coastlines and hydrology. 

4
uRBAn suRROundInGs

In Bethlehem, the Church of the Nativity – considered the site of Christ’s birth – is being 
physically damaged by automobile pollution and urban vibrations, and aesthetically defiled by 
encroaching buildings and population pressures. While none of these impacts may individually 

damage the site, as an aggregate, they can cause severe problems.

PHOTO: BERND VOGEL/CORBIS


