The Valletta Principles for the Safeguarding and
Management of Historic Cities, Towns and

Urban Areas
Adopted by the 17th ICOMOS General Assembly on 28
November 2011

Preamble

Humanity today must confront a number of changes.
These changes concern human settlements, in general,
and historic towns and urban areas in particular. The
globalization of markets and methods of production cause
shifts in population between regions and towards towns,
especially large cities. Changes in political governance and
in business practices require new structures and new
conditions in towns and urban areas. These are also
necessary to counteract segregation and social
rootlessness as part of attempts to reinforce identity.
Within what is now an international framework of
reflection on urban conservation, there is an ever-
increasing awareness of these new demands. The
organizations charged with the conservation of heritage
and the enhancement of its value need to develop their
skills, their tools, their attitudes and, in many cases, their
role in the planning process.

CIVVIH (ICOMOS - International Committee on Historic
Towns and Villages) has therefore updated the approaches
and considerations contained in the Washington Charter
(1987) and the Nairobi Recommendation (1976), based on
the existing set of reference documents. CIVVIH has
redefined the

objectives, attitudes and tools needed. It has taken into
consideration the significant evolution in definitions and
methodologies concerning the safeguarding and
management of historic towns and urban areas.
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The modifications reflect a greater awareness of the issue
of historic heritage on a regional scale rather than just
confined to urban areas; of intangible values such as
continuity and identity; of traditional land use, the role of
public space in communal interactions, and of other
socioeconomic factors such as integration and
environmental factors. Questions around the role of
landscape as common ground, or conceptualizing the
townscape, including its topography and skyline, as a
whole, seem more important than before. Another
important modification, particularly in fast-growing cities,
takes into account the problems of large-scale
developments, which alter the traditional lot sizes that
help to define historic urban morphology.

In this sense, it is fundamental to consider heritage as an
essential resource, as part of the urban ecosystem. This
concept must be strictly respected in order to ensure
harmonious development of historic towns and their
settings.

The notion of sustainable development has gained such
importance that many directives on architectural planning
and interventions are now based on policies designed to
limit urban expansion and to preserve urban heritage.
The main objective of this document is to propose
principles and strategies applicable to every intervention
in historic towns and urban areas. These principles and
strategies are meant to safeguard the values of historic
towns and their settings, as well as their integration into
the social, cultural and economic life of our times.

These interventions must ensure respect for tangible and
intangible heritage values, as well as for the quality of life
of inhabitants.

This present document for the safeguarding of historic
towns and urban areas and their settings, is divided into
four parts:

1. Definitions

2. Aspects of change (Challenges)
3. Intervention criteria
4

Proposals and strategies
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1. Definitions

a. Historic towns and urban areas

Historic towns and urban areas are made up of tangible
and intangible elements. The tangible elements include, in
addition to the urban structure, architectural elements,
the landscapes within and around the town, archaeological
remains, panoramas, skylines, view-lines and landmark
sites. Intangible elements include activities, symbolic and
historic functions, cultural practices, traditions, memories,
and cultural references that constitute the substance of
their historic value.

Historic towns and urban areas are spatial structures that
express the evolution of a society and of its cultural
identity. They are an integral part of a broader natural or
man-made context and the two must be considered
inseparable.

Historic towns and urban areas are living evidence of the
past that formed them.

Historical or traditional areas form part of daily human life.
Their protection and integration into contemporary
society are the basis for town-planning and land
development.

b. Setting

Setting means the natural and/or man-made contexts (in
which the historic urban heritage is located) that influence
the static or dynamic way these areas are perceived,
experienced and/or enjoyed, or which are directly linked
to them socially, economically or culturally.

c. Safeguarding

The safeguarding of historic towns and urban areas, and
their surroundings, includes the necessary procedures for
their protection, conservation, enhancement and
management as well as for their coherent development
and their harmonious adaptation to contemporary life.
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d. Protected urban area

A protected urban area is any part of a town that
represents a historical period or stage of development of
the town. It includes monuments and authentic urban
fabric, in which buildings express the cultural values for
which the place is protected.

The protection may also include the historical
development of the town and support its characteristic
civic, religious and social functions.

e. Buffer zone

A buffer zone is a well-defined zone outside the protected
area whose role is to shield the cultural values of the
protected zone from the impact of activities in its
surroundings. This impact can be physical, visual or social.

f. Management Plan

A Management Plan is a document specifying in detail all
the strategies and tools to be used for heritage protection
and which at the same time responds to the needs of
contemporary life. It contains legislative, financial,
administrative and conservation documents, as well as
Conservation and Monitoring Plans.

g. Spirit of place

Spirit of place is defined as the tangible and intangible, the
physical and the spiritual elements that give the area its
specific identity, meaning, emotion and mystery. The spirit
creates the space and at the same time the space
constructs and structures this spirit (Quebec Declaration,
2008).

2. Aspects of Change

Historic towns and urban areas, as living organisms, are
subject to continual change. These changes affect all the
elements of the town (natural, human, tangible and
intangible.
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Change, when appropriately managed, can be an
opportunity to improve the quality of historic towns and
urban areas on the basis of their historical characteristics.

a. Change and the natural environment

The Washington Charter has already focused on the
problems linked to changes in the natural environment:
“Historic towns (and their settings) should be protected
against natural disasters and nuisances such as pollution
and vibrations in order to safeguard the heritage and for
the security and well- being of the residents”. (Washington
Charter).

In historic towns and urban areas, change should be based
on respect for natural balance, avoiding the destruction of
natural resources, waste of energy and disruption in the
balance of natural cycles.

Change must be used to: improve the environmental
context in historic towns and urban areas; improve the
quality of air, water and soil; foster the spread and
accessibility of green spaces; and to avoid undue pressure
on natural resources.

Historic towns and their settings must be protected from
the effects of climate change and from increasingly
frequent natural disasters.

Climate change can have devastating consequences for
historic towns and urban areas because, in addition to the
fragility of the urban fabric, many buildings are becoming
obsolete, requiring high levels of expenditure to tackle
problems arising from climate change.

The aim should be to take advantage of strategies arising
from growing global awareness of climate change and to
apply them appropriately to the challenges of safeguarding
historic towns.

b. Change and the built environment
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On the subject of modern architecture, the Washington
Charter states: “The introduction of

contemporary elements in harmony with the
surroundings should not be discouraged since such
features can contribute to the enrichment of an
area”.

The introduction of contemporary architectural
elements must respect the values of the site and its
setting. It can contribute to the enrichment of the
town, bringing alive the value of urban continuity.
The basis of appropriate architectural interventions in
spatial, visual, intangible and functional terms should
be respect for historical values, patterns and layers.

New architecture must be consistent with the spatial
organisation of the historic area and respectful of its
traditional morphology while at the same time being a
valid expression of the architectural trends of its time and
place. Regardless of style and expression, all new
architecture should avoid the negative effects of drastic or
excessive contrasts and of fragmentation and
interruptions in the continuity of the urban fabric and
space.

Priority must be given to a continuity of composition that
does not adversely affect the existing architecture but at
the same time allows a discerning creativity that embraces
the spirit of the place.

Architects and urban planners must be encouraged to
acquire a deep understanding of the historic urban context

c. Change in use and social environment

The loss and/or substitution of traditional uses and
functions, such as the specific way of life of a local
community, can have major negative impacts on historic
towns and urban areas. If the nature of these changes is
not recognised, it can lead to the displacement of
communities and the disappearance of cultural practices,
and subsequent loss of identity and character for these
abandoned places. It can result in the transformation of
historic towns and urban areas into areas with a single
function devoted to tourism and leisure and not suitable
for day-to-day living.

Conserving a historic town requires efforts to maintain
traditional practices and to protect the indigenous
population.
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It is also important to control the gentrification process
arising from rent increases and the deterioration of the
town or area’s housing and public space.

It is important to recognise that the process of
gentrification can affect communities and lead to the loss
of a place’s liveability and, ultimately, its character.

Retention of the traditional cultural and economic
diversity of each place is essential, especially when it

is characteristic of the place.

Historic towns and urban areas run the risk of becoming a
consumer product for mass tourism, which may result in
the loss of their authenticity and heritage value.

New activities must therefore be carefully managed
to avoid secondary negative effects such as transport
conflicts or traffic congestion.

d. Change and intangible heritage
The preservation of intangible heritage is as important as
the conservation and protection of the built environment.

The intangible elements that contribute to the identity and
spirit of places need to be established and preserved, since
they help in determining the character of an area and its
spirit.

3. Intervention Criteria

a. Values

All interventions in historic towns and urban areas must
respect and refer to their tangible and intangible cultural
values.

b. Quality

Every intervention in historic towns and urban areas must
aim to improve the quality of life of the local residents and
the quality of the environment.
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¢. Quantity
An accumulation of changes could have a negative effect
on a historic town and its values.

Major quantitative and qualitative changes should be
avoided, unless they will clearly result in the improvement
of the urban environment and its cultural values.

Changes that are inherent to urban growth must be
controlled and carefully managed to minimise physical and
visual effects on the townscape and architectural fabric.

d. Coherence

On 'coherence' article 3 of the Nairobi Recommendation
states: “Every historic area and its surroundings should be
considered in their totality as a coherent whole whose
balance and specific nature depend on the fusion of the
parts of which it is composed and which include human
activities as much as the buildings, the spatial organization
and the surroundings. All valid elements, including human
activities, however modest, thus have significance in
relation to the whole which must not be disregarded”.
Historic towns and urban areas as well as their settings
must be considered in their totality.

Their balance and nature depend on their constituent
parts.

However, the safeguarding of historic towns and urban
areas must be an integral part of a general understanding
of the urban structure and its surroundings. This requires
coherent economic and social development policies that
take historic towns into account at all planning levels,
whilst always respecting their social fabric and cultural
diversity.
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e. Balance and compatibility

The safeguarding of historic towns must include, as a
mandatory condition, the preservation of fundamental
spatial, environmental, social, cultural and economic
balances. This requires actions that allow the urban
structure to retain the original residents and to
welcome new arrivals (either as residents or as users of
the historic town), as well as to aid development,
without causing congestion.

f. Time

The speed of change is a parameter to be controlled.
Excessive speed of change can adversely affect the
integrity of all the values of a historic town.

The extent and frequency of intervention must be
embedded in and compatible with feasibility and
planning documents and studies, as well as adhering to
transparent and regulated intervention procedures.

g. Method and scientific discipline

“Knowledge of the history of a historic town or urban
area should be expanded through archaeological
investigation and appropriate preservation of
archaeological findings”. (Washington Charter)

The safeguarding and management of a historic town
or urban area must be guided by prudence, a
systematic approach and discipline, in accordance with
the principles of sustainable development.
Safeguarding and management must be based on
preliminary multidisciplinary studies, in order to
determine the urban heritage elements and values to
be conserved. It is imperative to have a profound
knowledge of the site and its setting to inform any
safeguarding action.

Continuous monitoring and maintenance is essential to
safeguard a historic town or urban area effectively.
Proper planning requires up-to-date precise
documentation and recording (context analysis, study
at different scales, inventory of component parts and
of impact, history of the town and its phases of
evolution, etc.).
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Direct consultation and continuous dialogue with the
residents and other stakeholders is indispensable because
the safeguarding of their historic town or area concerns
them first and foremost.

h. Governance

Good governance makes provision for organizing broad
orchestration amongst all stakeholders: elected
authorities, municipal services, public administrations,
experts, professional organizations, voluntary bodies,
universities, residents, etc. This is essential for the
successful safeguarding, rehabilitation and sustainable
development of historic towns and urban areas.
Participation by the residents can be facilitated through
distributing information, awareness raising and training.
The traditional systems of urban governance should
examine all aspects of cultural and social diversity, so as to
establish new democratic institutions to suit the new
reality.

Procedures for urban planning and safeguarding historic
cities must provide sufficient information and time for
residents to give fully informed responses.

Safeguarding needs to be encouraged and financial
measures put in place, in order to facilitate partnerships
with players from the private sector in the conservation
and restoration of the built environment.

i.  Multidisciplinarity and cooperation

“Planning for the conservation of historic towns and urban
areas should be preceded by multidisciplinary studies.”
(Washington Charter)

From the beginning of preliminary studies, the
safeguarding of historic towns should be based on an
effective collaboration between specialists of many
different disciplines, and undertaken with the cooperation
of researchers, public services, private enterprises and the
broader public.

These studies should lead to concrete proposals that can
be taken up by political decision-makers, social and
economic agents and residents.
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j-  Cultural diversity

Within the context of urban conservation planning, the
cultural diversity of the different communities that have
inhabited historic towns over the course of time must be
respected and valued.

It is essential to establish a sensitive and shared balance in
order to maintain their historical heritage in the fullness of
its cultural diversity.

4. Proposals and Strategies

a. Elements to be preserved

1 - The authenticity and integrity of historic towns, whose
essential character is expressed by the nature and
coherence of all their tangible and intangible elements,
notably:

a - Urban patterns as defined by the street grid, the lots,
the green spaces and the relationships between buildings
and green and open spaces;

b - The form and appearance, interior and exterior, of
buildings as defined by their structure, volume, style, scale,
materials, colour and decoration;

¢ - The relationship between the town or urban area and
its surrounding setting, both natural and man- made;”
(Washington Charter)

d - The various functions that the town or urban area has
acquired over time;

e - Cultural traditions, traditional techniques, spirit of
place and everything that contributes to the identity of a
place;

2 - The relationships between the site in its totality, its
constituent parts, the context of the site, and the parts that
make up this context;

3 - Social fabric, cultural diversity;

4 - Non-renewable resources, minimising their
consumption and encouraging their reuse and
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b. New functions

“New functions and activities should be compatible with
the character of the historic towns or urban area.”
(Washington Charter)

The introduction of new activities must not
compromise the survival of traditional activities or
anything that supports the daily life of the local
inhabitants. This could help to preserve the historical
cultural diversity and plurality, some of the most
valuable elements in this context.

Before introducing a new activity, it is necessary to
consider the number of users involved, the length of
utilization, compatibility with other existing activities
and the impact on traditional local practices.

Such new functions must also satisfy the need for
sustainable development, in line with the concept of
the historic town as a unique and irreplaceable
ecosystem.

c. Contemporary architecture

When it is necessary to construct new buildings or to
adapt existing ones, contemporary architecture must
be coherent with the existing spatial layout in historic
towns as in the rest of the urban environment.
Contemporary architecture should find its expression
while respecting the scale of the site, and have a clear
rapport with existing architecture and the
development patterns of its context.

"Analysis of the urban context should precede any
new construction not only so as to define the general
character of the group of buildings but also to analyse
its dominant features, e.g. the harmony of heights,
colours, materials and forms, constants in the way
the fagades and roofs are built, the relationship
between the volume of buildings and the spatial
volume, as well as their average proportions and their
position. Particular attention should be given to the
size of the lots since there is a danger that any
reorganization of the lots may cause a change of mass
which could be deleterious to the harmony of the
whole " (Nairobi Recommendation art. 28).
Perspectives, views, focal points and visual corridors
are integral parts of the perception of historic spaces.
They must be respected in the event of new
interventions. Before any intervention, the existing
context should be carefully analysed and
documented. View cones, both to and from new
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constructions, should be identified, studied and
maintained

The introduction of a new building into a historical
context or landscape must be evaluated from a
formal and functional point of view, especially when
it is designated for new activities.

d. Public space

Public space in historic towns is not just an essential
resource for circulation, but is also a place for
contemplation, learning and enjoyment of the town.
Its design and layout, including the choice of street
furniture, as well as its management, must protect its
character and beauty, and promote its use as a public
place dedicated to social communication.

The balance between public open space and the
dense built environment must be carefully analyzed
and controlled in the event of new interventions and
new uses.

e. Facilities and modifications
Urban planning to safeguard historic towns must take
into consideration the residents’ need for facilities.

The integration of new facilities into historic buildings
is a challenge that local authorities must not ignore.

f. Mobility

“Traffic inside a historic town or urban area must be
strictly controlled by regulations.” (Washington
Charter)

“When urban or regional planning provides for the
construction of major motorways, they must not
penetrate a historic town or urban area, but they
should improve access to them.” (Washington
Charter)

Most historic towns and urban areas were designed
for pedestrians and slow forms of transport.
Gradually these places were invaded by the car,
causing their degradation. At the same time, quality
of life has reduced.

Traffic infrastructure (car parks, subway stations, etc)
must be planned in ways that will not damage the
historic fabric or its environment. A historic town
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should encourage the creation of transport with a
light footprint.

It is important to encourage pedestrian circulation.
To achieve this, traffic should be drastically limited
and parking facilities reduced. At the same time,
sustainable, non-polluting public transport systems
need to be introduced, and soft mobility promoted.

Roadways should be studied and planned to give
priority to pedestrians. Parking facilities should
preferably be located outside protected zones and, if
possible, outside buffer zones.

Underground infrastructure, such as subways, must
be planned so as not to damage historic or
archaeological fabric or its environment.

Major highway networks must avoid protected areas
and buffer zones.

g. Tourism

Tourism can play a positive role in the development
and revitalisation of historic towns and urban areas.
The development of tourism in historic towns should
be based on the enhancement of monuments and
open spaces; on respect and support for local
community identity and its culture and traditional
activities; and on the safeguarding of regional and
environmental character. Tourism activity must
respect and not interfere with the daily life of
residents.

Too great an influx of tourists is a danger for the
preservation of monuments and historic areas.
Conservation and management plans must take into
account the expected impact of tourism, and regulate
the process, for the benefit of the heritage and of
local residents.

h. Risks

“Whatever the nature of a disaster affecting a historic
town or urban area, preventative and repair
measures must be adapted to the specific character
of the properties concerned.” (Washington Charter)
Conservation plans offer an opportunity to improve
risk preparedness and to promote environmental
management and the principles of sustainability.

i.  Energy saving
All interventions in historic towns and urban areas,
while respecting historic heritage characteristics,
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should aim to improve energy efficiency and to
reduce pollutants.

The use of renewable energy resources should be
enhanced.

Any new construction in historic areas must be
energy efficient. Urban green spaces, green corridors
and other measures should be adopted to avoid
urban heat islands.

j. Participation

“The participation and the involvement of the
residents - and all local interest groups - are essential
for the success of the conservation programme and
should be encouraged. The conservation of historic
towns and urban areas concerns their residents first
of all.” (Washington Charter, art 3).

Planning in historic urban areas must be a
participatory process, involving all stakeholders.

In order to encourage their participation and
involvement, a general information programme
should be set up for all residents, beginning with
children of school age. The actions of conservation
associations must be encouraged, and financial
measures put in place, to facilitate the conservation
and restoration of the built environment.

Mutual understanding, based on public awareness,
and the search for common objectives between local
communities and professional groups, is the basis of
the successful conservation, revitalization and
development of historic towns.

Information  technology enables direct and
immediate communication. This allows for active and
responsible participation by local groups.

Authorities must be encouraged to take an interest in
the safeguarding of historic towns and urban areas,
in order to establish financial measures which will
enable management and improvement plans to
succeed.

k. Conservation Plan

“The conservation plan should aim at ensuring a
harmonious relationship between historic urban
areas ...” (Washington Charter art. 5).

It covers both tangible and intangible elements, in
order to protect a place’s identity without impeding
its evolution.
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The principal objectives of the conservation plan
“should be clearly stated as should the legal,
administrative and financial measures necessary to
attain them.” (Washington Charter art. 5)

A conservation plan must be based on urban planning
for the whole town, including analysis of
archaeological, historical, architectural, technical,
sociological and economical values. It should define a
conservation project, and be combined with a
management plan and followed by permanent
monitoring.

The conservation plan must determine the terms,
rules, objectives and outcomes of any changes. It
“should determine which buildings - and spaces -
must be preserved, which should be preserved under
certain circumstances and which, “under quite
exceptional circumstances, might be expendable.”
(Washington Charter).

Before any intervention, existing conditions should
be rigourously documented.

The conservation plan must identify and protect the
elements contributing to the values and character of
the town, as well as the components that enrich
and/or demonstrate the character of the historic
town and urban area.

The proposals in the conservation plan must be
articulated in a realistic fashion, from the legislative,
financial and economic point of view, as well as with
regard to the required standards and restrictions.
“The Conservation Plan should be supported by the
residents of the historic area.” (Washington Charter
art.5).

When there is no conservation plan, all necessary
conservation and development activities in a historic
town must be carried out in accordance with the
principles and objectives of conservation and
enhancement.

.  Management Plan

An effective management system should be devised
according to the type and characteristics of each
historic town and urban area, and their cultural and
natural context. It should integrate traditional
practices, and be co-ordinated with other urban and
regional planning tools in force.

A management plan is based on the knowledge,
conservation and enhancement of tangible and
intangible resources.
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Therefore, it must:
- determine the cultural values;
- identify stakeholders and their values;
- identify potential conflicts;
- determine conservation targets;

- determine legal, financial, administrative and
technical methods and tools;

- understand strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities and threats;

- define suitable strategies, deadlines for the
work, and specific actions.

The production of such a management plan should be
a participatory process.
In addition to the information provided by local
authorities, officials, field survey and detailed
documentation, the Plan should include, as an
appendix, the conclusions from stakeholder
discussions and an analysis of the conflicts arising in
these inherently contradictory debates.
Follow Up
These recommendations are the outcome of
collaborative work by CIVVIH, which intends them as
a contribution to the wider discussions being led by
ICOMOS.
This is an open-source document that can be updated
in the light of the evolution of the issues discussed
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