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Safeguarding cultural heritage against natural and human-made disasters
Discussion paper
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1. Cultural heritage at the heart of the European Union’s identity
Cultural heritage, both tangible and intangible, with its richness and diversity, represents a European Union community of values. Its cultural significance goes far beyond its financial value, which is inestimable.
Cultural heritage is part of our identity as well as an expression of cultural diversity, and as such, it deserves special protection. Cultural heritage can be a powerful driver of renewal, development and economic growth in both rural and urban areas. It is key to achieving inclusive and sustainable development, and plays substantial role in the revitalisation of cities and regions. In light of the above, the enormous losses in the cultural heritage sector caused by Russia's aggression in Ukraine call for action.
2. Cultural heritage under threat
The European Union is facing difficult times. The unstable geopolitical situation, the war in Ukraine and climate change resulting in natural disasters pose a considerable threat to our continent and European cultural heritage.
Our cultural heritage therefore requires protection in the face of modern-day threats.
· Cultural heritage is the target of criminal activity. It is deliberately destroyed to undermine the morale or identity of the groups and societies attacked.
Cultural heritage is a particular soft target in armed conflicts. Its destruction dilutes identity and weakens community ties. In conflict situations, where Europe’s shared culture and heritage fall victim to war, it is crucial to develop social and institutional resilience, as well as strategies that put culture, heritage and sustainable development at the centre of recovery policies.
· Cultural heritage falls victim to thieves in times of both war and peace.
Cultural heritage looting is aimed not only at material gain, but also at stripping a nation of artefacts that testify to its history and identity.
· Cultural heritage is suffering the negative effects of climate change and natural disasters.
Climate change is a growing threat to the priceless legacy left by previous generations. Extreme weather events resulting in droughts, floods and landslides, as well as air, water and soil pollution pose risks to life and property, including our tangible cultural heritage.
Recent floods and fires show how poorly we are still prepared for the aftermath of natural disasters. We need continuous analysis and scenarios for how to respond appropriately in the event of various threats or crisis situations so that we can preserve our cultural heritage for future generations. It is vital to exchange information and cooperate for the benefit of our common European legacy.
· Cultural heritage is affected by human actions, both intentional and unintentional.
There is public debate about mass cultural tourism. It was supposed to contribute to the development of cities, but often affects the most valuable cultural and historical venues and areas, irreversibly spoiling them.
· Technological development is both an opportunity and a threat to cultural heritage.
Technological development brings with it opportunities that also have the potential to be harmful, especially when used to mislead and confuse, thus weakening the member states and the cohesion of the European Union. On the other hand, it can serve as a tool that helps preserve heritage, e.g. through the digitisation of cultural assets.
3. [bookmark: _Hlk191035120]EU initiatives and instruments to protect cultural heritage
The subject of the debate of the informal meeting of culture ministers stems from the Council Resolution on the EU Work Plan for Culture 2023-2026 (2022/C 466/01). One aspect covered by the Work Plan is safeguarding heritage against natural and human-made disasters. These threats require strengthened risk-assessment skills, improved disaster preparedness, and coordinated actions in a transversal approach in order to safeguard cultural heritage, including intangible cultural heritage. The Work Plan states that it is necessary, building on existing work, to further integrate cultural heritage into wider policies and initiatives at all levels, and to utilise existing common European platforms and projects under development for exchange, discussion and sharing of knowledge and expertise on risk preparedness and the management, recovery and rehabilitation of cultural heritage. These activities are expected to build the capacity and skills of stakeholders, producing a comprehensive inventory of relevant manuals, guidelines and methodology at European level to facilitate the effective design and implementation of risk and emergency preparedness measures in and by Member States.
The European Union plays a very important role in protecting cultural heritage. The European Regional Development Fund supports cultural heritage. With European Union funds we can protect and restore monuments and implement projects related to the renovation, conservation and restoration of historic buildings. Investments in cultural heritage also include support for comprehensive thermal modernisation of buildings, co-financing, among others, modern heating sources, air conditioning and fire-protection systems. In addition, the European Union cooperates on training, the improvement of skills and knowledge transfer, contributes to strengthening cooperation between cities and regions, and encourages development strategies in the cultural sector. 
European Union programmes such as the Creative Europe Programme and the Horizon + Programme provide assistance to specialists in cultural heritage and for the development of research in this field. European Union funds are also used to digitalise cultural assets. These funds could play an extremely important role in the reconstruction of Ukraine, in the event of Ukraine joining the EU. As emphasised in the Instrument for Ukraine adopted by the European Parliament and the Council of the EU (Regulation (EU) 2024/792 of 29 February 2024): Reconstruction of cultural heritage should be based on national, international and European practices, on standard-setting texts, principles, such as New European Bauhaus, and lessons learned, and be consistent with the European quality principles for Union-funded interventions which have a potential impact on cultural heritage. The Regulation also emphasises the importance of stepping up the fight against illicit trafficking of cultural goods.
4. Questions for the ministerial discussion
Taking into account the issues raised above, the Polish Presidency wishes to kick-off a discussion on the protection of cultural heritage in the context of natural and human-made disasters, including these resulting from warfare. We hope for a quick end to the war in Ukraine, believing that Ukraine has a justified place in Europe and EU structures.
[bookmark: _Hlk191033874]Ministers are invited to address the following questions in their interventions
1) What strategies, plans and actions do you and the services in your countries take to protect cultural heritage from natural and anthropogenic disasters, in particular the most valuable monuments?
2) How can we support Ukraine in the process of preparation for accession to European Union structures in the area of culture and cultural heritage?
Please keep your answers to a maximum of three minutes.
5. Written contributions to be submitted after the ministerial discussion
The intention of the Polish Presidency is to collect your written statements after the informal meeting of ministers.
1) In relation to question 1, we would like to prepare a catalogue of good practices that we will share with you to enable mutual learning, as indicated in the EU Work Plan for Culture 2023-2026.
2) In relation to question 2, we would like to collect your ideas and present them to the Ukrainian side in order to support the culture and cultural heritage sectors in the context of Ukraine’s aspirations to European Union membership.
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