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The novel Coronavirus, COVID-19, has affected humanity in an unprecedented manner. This
has brought attention to pandemics as a disaster with global disruption of political, social and
economic life. In the light of such a global affliction, UNESCO and its ‘Convention Concerning
the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage’, comprising the largest membership
of 193 States Parties, is uniquely placed to address the issues requiring collaboration and
cooperation among all countries. The Convention has designated 1121 World Heritage Sites,
with 869 iconic cultural monuments and sites, and 252 natural and mixed sites which are home
to the most exceptional wildlife and forests on earth. 

Pandemics can have serious repercussions for these sites affecting their outstanding universal
values. These unique protected areas and cultural spaces are also a critical source of
dependence, sustenance and coping mechanism for the associated society, communities,
species and natural systems. The lockdown imposed by Governments across the world have
disrupted social and economic services for the people and restricted access to many areas
including to the World Heritage Sites. As of end-April 2020, UNESCO monitoring data indicates
that 72% of all World Heritage Sites are fully closed for access to public.

In this context, Wildlife Institute of India - Category 2 Centre (WII-C2C) for World Natural
Heritage Management and Training for Asia and the Pacific Region, under the auspices of
UNESCO, in partnership with United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs (UNOOSA), Vienna
and MAXAR, Singapore, organized a Webinar on the theme of “Disaster and World Heritage
with focus on Pandemics” on 22nd May, 2020 from 14:00-15:30 hours Indian Standard Time.
This was streamed live on platforms like Zoom and YouTube, which was attended by over 500
participants, worldwide.  

BACKGROUND
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Mr. Niraj Kakati, Technical Officer at the Wildlife Institute of India - Category 2 Centre
(WII-C2C), Dehradun, moderator for the session, welcomed the keynote speakers and the
expert panelists of the webinar, along with all the viewers attending the live stream, and began
the program with a broad overview of the session’s theme and objective. The principle context
of the session was Covid-19, with a broader aim of the discussion to dwell on pandemics and
World Heritage from a wider perspective of impact, mitigation, risk reduction, tools and
technological solutions to address such crises. Bringing to light the commemoration of the
International Day for Biological Diversity (22nd May, 2020), International Day for Cultural
Diversity (21st May, 2020) and International Day for Monuments and Sites (18th April, 2020), he
pointed towards the relevance of World Heritage (WH) in the issues that these events seek to
address. With this, Mr. Kakati commenced the session by calling upon the first keynote speaker
of the session, Dr. Mechtild Rossler..

WEBINAR SESSION
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DR. MECHTILD ROSSLER

Dr. Mechtild Rossler, Director, UNESCO World Heritage Centre, Paris, opened her
address by enumerating the many disasters like bush fires, human-induced fires, floods,
hurricanes and oil spills that affected World Heritage properties in recent times. The
COVID-19 pandemic is an unprecedented crisis that has resulted in the closure of around
90% of the Sites worldwide, having socio-economic impacts on communities, effect on
physical monitoring of these sites, along with threats of hunting/poaching in natural sites



and vulnerability of the endangered primates in terms of zoonotic disease. On the other hand,
site managers used satellite and drone technology to monitor sites, and provide virtual access
to some sites, like the Ngongoro National Park, Africa, for tourists. She informed that the World
Heritage Centre and partner agencies are in the process of updating the Policy Document on
the Impacts of Climate Change on World Heritage properties, and the resource Manual on
Managing Disaster Risks and Climate Change to build resilience for World Heritage. On the
occasion of the forthcoming International Day for Disaster Risk Reduction on 13th October,
2020, Dr. Rossler called upon the international community, especially in the Asia-Pacific, to
celebrate how people are reducing their exposure to disasters.

Photo: Dr. Mechtild Rossler during her session
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DR. DHANANJAI MOHAN

Dr. Dhananjai Mohan, Director, Wildlife Institute of India,
Dehradun, in his keynote address explained the genesis and role of the Wildlife Institute of
India – Category 2 Centre, under the auspices of UNESCO. He stated that the Centre would be
looking to expand its work in several countries of the Region, outside India, and would continue
to identify many more biodiversity rich and highly threatened natural areas, in order to include
them under the disaster risk reduction strategy of the World Heritage Centre. Dr. Mohan
specifically pointed out that there is a critical link between natural sites and pandemics in terms
of animal source of diseases, and thus we need to study and take suggestions from the experts
on how to plan and conserve these areas for disasters like pandemics.



Photo: Dr. Dhananjai Mohan during his session

With these notes, the session was opened up for a Question-and-Answer on key issues
with the panel of experts. 
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Q. One of the valuable services offered by natural heritage sites is
Ecosystem-based Disaster Risk Reduction (EcoDRR). How do space-
based tools support EcoDRR?

Dr. Shirish A. Ravan, Head, Beijing Office, UN-SPIDER, UNOOSA, provided the context
of the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, 2015 – 2030, by talking about its
adoption at the Third UN World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction in Sendai, Japan,
on March 18, 2015. This important agreement has seven targets and four priorities, out of
which Priorities 1 and 3 recognize the importance of ecosystems/ natural heritage in DRR. It
states that evidence-based indicators of the health of the ecosystems through geo-spatial
information can provide knowledge of the natural areas, their problems, and through models
on eco-sensitive zoning, sustainable development, forest fire mitigation plans and bio-
resource utilization, based on the biophysical parameters, help in decision–making process
of restoring balance in the ecosystems and prevent disasters.

Q. What are the key priorities for cultural heritage in times of COVID?
How can we prepare for such bio- hazard risks?

Dr. Rohit Jigyasu, Project Manager, ICCROM, Rome, informed about the immense
negative impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic on cultural heritage sites and historic cities,
including theft, floods, fires, loss of revenue from tourism, loss of livelihood and threat of



Photo: Dr. Shirish A. Ravan during his session
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infection among the local communities, due to lack of monitoring of these sites. With a
specific example from the World Heritage City of Ahmadabad in India, he stated that the
marginal sections of the population are under extreme risk of infection. It will need a
meticulous and economically viable strategy to monitor and manage the sites and people
after the lock down, in a way as to prevent any further outbreaks of the pandemic, with the
involvement of local communities. On these lines, ICCROM has come up with a digital
declaration on ‘Heritage in times of COVID’, which enlists tools, tips, feature stories and
templates to assess, monitor, protect and manage heritage sites, museums and intangible
heritage,which can be beneficial for the ‘heritage custodians’. ICCROM and IUCN are also
working together on the New Knowledge Framework and a Manual for Heritage
Management for sustaining public health and culture-nature linkage for harmonious living
with a healthy environment.

Photo: Dr. Rohit Jigyasu during his session
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Q. How does COVID impact heritage management planning for cultural
World Heritage Sites? What can be the learning for the post-Pandemic
scenario?

Dr. Shikha Jain, Director, of DRONAH, India, shed light on her role as a conduit between
the advisory bodies of UNESCO World Heritage Centre and specific heritage sites in
funneling the guidelines for site management. Being the first of its kind, this pandemic has
had yet-to-be-tabulated impacts on the ‘living, thriving and functioning cultural world heritage,
which has come to a complete standstill for months’. She predicted that in the wake of end of
the lock down phase, regular tourism may be restricted to local tourists and there may be
periodic instances of lock down in the post-pandemic period. In such circumstances, digital
platforms may be created to facilitate heritage site visits, walks, information dissemination for
local and international tourists, as well as to aid in monitoring and managing the sites. Citing
the example of the Heritage City of Jaipur in India, she informed about the use of drones for
monitoring, protection and management of the city, along with preparation of a long-term
management plan to deal with many more potential similar outbreaks of pandemics that may
plague the site in the future. She also gave examples of Cultural Landscape and Mixed sites
such as Kanchendzonga that are more resilient and sustainable in such situations.

Photo: Dr. Shikha Jain during her session

Q. What is the link between pandemics and animal species? How
important is natural heritage in regulating the spread of infectious
diseases?

Dr. Sonali Ghosh, Deputy Inspector General, Central Zoo Authority, Ministry of
Environment, Forest and Climate Change, Government of India, began her talk by 



saying that it is time to pause and ponder on the underlying processes that triggered this
ongoing Corona pandemic. Defining the term ‘zoonosis’, as given by the World Health
Organization, she pointed out that 6 out of every 10 emerging infectious diseases in the
present times are of animal origin. Furthermore, this has disproportionately affected most
iconic wildlife species, along with the poor communities in tropical countries. High human
density and the prevalence of biodiversity hot spots makes Asia region particularly
vulnerable to the emergence of zoonotic pathogens of wildlife origin. Therefore protection
of natural world heritage sites must be part of the global strategy to reduce or prevent
future disease episodes by adopting ‘animal-inclusive DRR’. Similarly, we need more
scientific studies that help us understand the linkages between wild, captive and
domesticated animals and human health, under the ‘one health approach’.

Photo: Dr. Sonali Ghosh during her session
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Q. What solutions do advanced spaced-based earth observation systems
offer for disaster mitigation? How can the private sector contribute to such
endeavours?

Mr. Abhineet Jain, Lead, Global Industry Business Development, MAXAR
Technologies, Singapore, explaining the context of geo-spatial technologies, stated that the
advancements over the last 50 years in earth observation from space allow us to see greater
and clearer details and develop situational awareness to understand, analyze and manage
our heritage in the best possible way. In this field MAXAR owns and operates four very high
resolution satellites in 30 cm - 50 cm resolution class which provides critical and actionable
information to assist the response efforts, by collaborating with several research and
conservation organizations. Dr. Jain illustrated few examples on penguin and seal census in
the Antarctica, conducted by University of Minnesota, monitoring of illegal logging within high
conservation value areas on a monthly basis, by a POL company in Indonesia and tracking of
African elephants from the space, using artificial intelligence and machine learning.



Photo: Mr. Abhineet Jain during his session
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Q. What are the implications of climate change and
biodiversity loss in the context of COVID-like pandemics? What are
lessons for society at large from such crisis?

Dr. Gautam Talukdar, Scientist In-charge, Wildlife Institute of India - Category 2
Centre (WII-C2C), Dehradun, dwelled on the relation between climate change, land-use
change, and biodiversity loss and disease transmission from animals to humans. He
illustrated a model which predicts that by the year 2070, potential hot spots for viral
pandemics in Asia, Africa and South America, will have around 3870 mammal species
causing pandemics. Countless people have undergone lifestyle changes as a result of
this deadly disease, reminding us that humans are a part of nature and not above it.
According to a Cambridge University publication, the world will face a loss of around
5.5% of its GDP in the next five years, impacting both natural and cultural heritage. On
the other hand, a ‘silver lining’ to this situation is that humans have shown tremendous
spirit to adhere to rules imposed by world leaders, which may have indirectly resulted in
cleaner air and water, coupled with reduced carbon footprint and increased animal
movement. Dr. Talukdar added a philosophical perspective that nature has a way of
restoring the balance periodically and heal itself, and that it is a shared opportunity to
rethink and rebuild our relationship with both culture and nature in this world.



Photo: Dr. Gautam Talukdar during his session

Following the round of responses from the panel of speakers, Dr. Mechtild Rossler was
invited for her comments on the discussion. Dr. Rossler expressed her happiness in
witnessing the partnership between the UN organizations and other important agencies in
addressing the issues related to pandemics and the need to include pandemics in risk
assessment for public health as well as for reducing bio hazards. She noted the
significance of natural heritage and cultural heritage systems for developing robust
ecosystems and resilient communities for management of multiple hazards and dealing
with economic crises. She stated that more support is needed for assessment, monitoring
and management of sites in order to re-adapt to similar situations. She underlined
enhanced safety measures in post-lock down period against disease both for natural areas
and for cities. She was happy to learn about new approaches and creative ideas including
landscape level approaches for ecosystems and cultural landscapes, evidence-based data
and new technologies, nature-based solutions such as animal-inclusive DRR and newer
lifestyles in future scenarios. 
 
With these comments, the moderator expressed his gratitude to the panel of speakers for
sharing their thoughts and their valuable time. He acknowledged the participation of a
diverse audience from around the world. Last, but not the least, colleagues from the host
institution and partner organizations were thanked for their support in
organising the webinar successfully. 
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CLOSING COMMENTS



Collaboration at various scales and among diverse institutions is the preferred
approach to deal with global pandemics that recognize no borders. Partnership
between international government, non-government and scientific institutions will be critical
in such an endeavour. UNESCO and its ‘Convention Concerning the Protection of the World
Cultural and Natural Heritage’, comprising the largest membership of 193 States Parties
conserving over a thousand iconic cultural and natural sites, is uniquely placed to address
the issues requiring cooperation among the range of countries and agencies.

There is an urgent need to mainstream and implement Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR)
approaches, including Ecosystem-based DRR (Eco-DRR), up to the site management
level of World Heritage properties. International accords such as the UN Sendai
Framework, UNESCO Strategy and Manuals, ICCROM tools and templates for Disaster
Risk Reduction in World Heritage provide valuable guidelines for such purpose to ensure
robust ecosystems and community resilience. However, existing DRR provisions require to
significantly account for bio hazards like pandemics, as well as to link with climate change
adaptation, for ensuring effective response in World Heritage Sites. 

Short and long-term strategies are imperative for enhancing the management
capacity of heritage sites and supporting the livelihoods of associated communities
in the post-pandemic period. These may include, but not limited to, digital and online
access to heritage sites, innovative funding mechanisms, public health management plans,
advanced earth observation systems and geo-spatial technology for site assessment,
monitoring and planning for disaster management in World Heritage properties.

There is a need to study the critical links between pandemics and natural sites with
respect to animal origin of infectious diseases, vulnerability of species and the
underlying drivers of environmental stress. Conserving natural World Heritage Sites,
which are primarily protected areas comprising the most exceptional wildlife and forests on
earth, by ensuring regular monitoring, continued funding, maintaining legal regime,
strengthening management capacity and assuring community benefits,  is key to
maintaining ecological integrity that can help reduce the risk of zoonotic spillover.

RECOMMENDATIONS
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1. Dr. Mechtild Rossler, Director, UNESCO World Heritage Centre, Paris – Mechtild
Rössler is the Director of the UNESCO World Heritage Centre. An expert in both cultural
and natural heritage and the history of planning, she was appointed in 2013 to the post of
Deputy Director of the World Heritage Centre. She has worked at UNESCO Headquarters
in Paris in the Division for Ecological Sciences, has held different positions including as
Programme Specialist for Natural Heritage, Chief of Europe and North America and Chief
of the Policy and Statutory Meeting Section.

2. Dr. Dhananjai Mohan, Director, Wildlife Institute of India, Dehradun – Dhananjai
Mohan (IFS) served as Principal Chief Conservator of Forests, Planning and Financial
Management and Chairman State Biodiversity Board (Uttarakhand). He has managed
protected areas in Uttar Pradesh and Uttarakhand, served as an Associate Professor in the
Indira Gandhi National Forest Academy, Professor in the Wildlife Institute of India. He is a
fellow of Leadership for Environment and Development (LEAD), Rockefeller Foundation
and has been a recipient of Dr Salim Ali fellowship of Ministry of Environment and Forests,
Govt. of India in 2005.

3. Dr. Rohit Jigyasu, Project Manager, ICCROM, Rome – Rohit Jigyasu is a conservation
architect and risk management professional from India. He served as UNESCO Chair
holder professor at the Institute for Disaster Mitigation of Urban Cultural Heritage at
Ritsumeikan University, Kyoto, Japan. Rohit is the Vice President of the Executive
Committee of ICOMOS and has worked with UNESCO, UNISDR, ICOPRP, Getty
Conservation Institute and World Bank for consultancy, research and training on Disaster
Risk Management of Cultural Heritage.

4. Dr. Shrish A. Ravan, Head,Beijing Office, UN-SPIDER Programme of theUnited
Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs (UNOOSA)Vienna, Austria – Shirish Ravan is
working for the United Nations for over 15 years. Currently, he is leading the United Nations
Platform for Space-based Information for Disaster Management and Emergency Response
(UN-SPIDER), administered by the UN Office for Outer Space Affairs. He is deeply
passionate about promoting applications of space technologies in wider areas of
sustainable development.

5. Dr. Shikha Jain, Director, Development and Research Organisation for Nature, Arts
and Heritage (DRONAH) - Shikha Jain’s experience in cultural heritage of India ranges
from steering conservation projects for various state governments to preparing
conservation plans for cities and cultural sites, and advising ASI on World Heritage.
Representing India as a Cultural Heritage expert, she has steered matters as Member
Secretary, Advisory Committee on World Heritage to the Ministry of Culture during India’s
term in the World Heritage Committee from 2011-2015.

6. Mr. Abhineet Jain, Lead, Global Industry Business Development (Government &
Environment), MAXAR, Singapore – Abhineet Jain leads Global Industry Business
Development (Government & Environment) for Maxar and is based in Singapore. Abhineet
is responsible for Strategies in the International Civil Government and Environment vertical
in Maxar. Abhineet has been active in the Remote Sensing and Photogrammetry Industry
for the last 25 years and has served various roles in technical, sales and business
development.

Annexure 1: Profile of the keynote speakers and expert panelists at the
webinar.
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7. Dr. Sonali Ghosh, Deputy Inspector General - Central Zoo Authority, Ministry of
Environment Forest and Climate Change, New Delhi – Sonali Ghosh (IFS) has more
than 20 years of work experience in forest and wildlife conservation in India; she was on
the management team for two Natural World Heritage Sites and several other Protected
Areas in the northeast India. As a Commonwealth scholar in UK, WWF-PATA Bagh Mitra
awardee and an UN-IPBES Fellow, her experience in interdisciplinary sciences has
helped her actively contribute to the IUCN-ICOMOS networks.

8. Dr. Gautam Talukdar, Scientist - E, Wildlife Institute of India, Dehradun – Gautam
Talukdar has experience of over 2 decades in the area of Landscape Ecology and
Modelling. He is In-charge of WII-Category 2 Centre under the auspices of UNESCO and
serves as an expert for both the Intergovernmental Panel on Biodiversity and Ecosystem
Service (IPBES) and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). He is also
a member in the IUCN World Commission on Protected Areas.
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Annexure 2: List of international participants of the webinar.

Page 13



Annexure 3: List of participants of the webinar from India.
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