
 

 

 States Parties to the World Heritage Convention 
should fulfill their obligations regarding the 
preservation of these important properties, in  
particular, by (1) cancelling all existing mining 
and oil/gas concessions that overlap WHSs and 
allocating no such concessions in future and (2) 
including in national legislation a no-go 
provision for exploration and exploitation in 
WHSs and a stipulation that appropriate and 
rigorous preemptive appraisal processes, such 
as international best practice environmental and 
social impact assessments, must be undertaken 
for all mining and oil/gas exploration and 
exploitation activities that may affect WHSs.  

 Extractive companies, financial institutions and 
industry groups that have not already done so 
should adopt and implement standardised no-
go/no-impact1 policies for all mineral and oil/gas 
exploration and extraction activities (including 
associated infrastructure and activities) in and 
around all natural and mixed WHSs.  

 Current data gaps also need to be systematically 
rectified to increase transparency and empower 
all stakeholders, including communities, civil 
society, companies and the WH Committee, to 
keep track of current and emerging extractives 
threats to WHSs and monitor State Party 
observance of WH conservation obligations.  

Covering less than 1% of the globe, UNESCO natural World Heritage Sites (WHSs) are 
recognised for their Outstanding Universal Value (OUV) and are the flagships of the 
global protected area network. However, they are increasingly under threat as a 
result of our ever-growing demand for natural resources, in particular mineral, gas 
and oil exploration and exploitation activities2 (Fig. 1). 

We examined international frameworks, state laws and extractive/finance industry 
policies relating to industrial-scale extractives operations in WHSs, and the availability 
of spatial data for monitoring purposes and the actual and potential environmental 
impacts of extractive activities within and in close proximity to four case study WHSs: 
the Great Barrier Reef and Kakadu National Park in Australia, Dja Faunal Reserve in 
Cameroon and Virunga National Park in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). 

Four key findings emerge. Firstly, actions by States Parties to the World Heritage (WH) 
Convention do not always reflect the WH Committee’s long-held position that 
extractives activities are incompatible with WH status, to the detriment of the 
integrity of these sites. Secondly, State Party obligations as per the WH Convention 
and its Operational Guidelines do not appear to be sufficient for ensuring the integrity 
of WHSs. The enforceability of the WH Convention is a fundamental problem as it is 
entirely dependent on domestic legislation for its application. It has few tools to 
promote compliance, the best known being the listing and delisting process4. Thirdly, 
while some extractives and finance companies are embracing no-go commitments for 
WHSs, such policies are far from uniform across sectors and adoption rates are slow. 
Finally, availability of spatial data on extractives activities at all scales is poor. 

A key implication of the first two findings is that many State Parties will likely continue 
to allow extractives sector access to protected areas at the expense of these 
properties. An implication of the third finding is that extractives and finance 
companies that adopt and operationalise no-go policies for WHSs will remain outliers 
in their industries for the foreseeable future. The fourth finding means that the 
monitoring of industry best practice and potential infractions will remain challenging 
until the current data gaps are thoroughly addressed. 

Fig. 1: Cumulative average number of extractive threats per WHS since pre-1996 and percentage of WHSs affected by extractives since 19853  



Table 1: Policy rankings for the finance sector.  Some companies’ 
policies state only what they will ‘knowingly’ finance. 

     Table 2: Policy rankings for the extractives sector 

Objectives of this review 

 Review global trends in threats from extractive activities on 
WHSs and data availability; 

 Evaluate extractive and finance company policies on WHSs; 

 Assess international and selected national natural World Herit-
age and extractive industry legal frameworks; 

 Determine the availability of site-level data on extractives con-
cessions, map extractives activities within and in close proximity 
to select WHSs and evaluate potential impacts on their OUV. 

 

Our research consisted of five main elements: a literature review; a 
survey of extractives and finance companies; a review of the WH 
Convention and other relevant international/national legal frame-
works; case study analyses of four WHSs under threat from extrac-
tives activities; and spatial mapping of extractives concessions and 
activities within and in close proximity to the case study WHSs. 
 

Trends in extractive activity threat to WHSs  

There are few reports quantifying the presence of extractives activ-
ities in WHSs and broader PAs. A lack of transparency in both gov-
ernment and industry and the use of paper-based record systems 
in many developing State Parties can make such data collection a 
challenge. The poor availability of free, accurate, current and ac-
cessible spatial datasets of extractives operations globally under-
mines site-level threat assessments and monitoring efforts.5 Cur-
rently, the most reliable and comprehensive freely available data 
are contained in State of Conservation reports6 (Fig. 1) and the new 
IUCN World Heritage Outlook, which compiles information allowing 
for a global assessment of natural WHSs. The accuracy and wide 
applicability of available site-level data thus is often not assured.  
 

Company policies survey 

An online questionnaire was sent to extractives and finance com-
panies, industry associations (e.g. International Council on Mining 
and Metals (ICMM), International Petroleum Industry Environmen-
tal Conservation Society (IPIECA), Cross-Sector Biodiversity Initiative 
and UN Principles for Responsible Investment) and other relevant 
contacts within ZSL’s network. The questionnaire asked companies 
if they have a policy on WHSs (natural, cultural and/or mixed). If 
no, companies were asked to indicate the likelihood of their insti-
tuting such a policy, and what its scope would potentially be. If yes, 
companies were asked to explain the scope of their policy, includ-
ing any no-go provisions. In total, four extractives companies and 
eight finance companies completed the questionnaire. Given the 
low response rate, web-based research on the world’s ten largest 
finance companies was subsequently carried out, alongside re-
search into a random selection of extractives companies. Compa-
nies that were found to have easily accessible protected area poli-
cies were selected for review. In total, we analysed the protected 
area policies of 40 companies: 13 finance and 27 extractives. 

Our survey and web research found that extractives and finance 
companies possess policies on protected areas that often demon-
strate varying degrees of commitment to the protection of these 
properties from industrial-scale activities. Company policies were 
ranked on a descending scale of Level 1 to 6 for the finance sector 
and Level 1 to 4 for the extractives sector (Tables 1 and 2). 

For policies within either of these sectors to be awarded a Level 1 
ranking they had to contain both ‘no-go’ and ‘no-impact’ commit-
ments for WHSs. We consider the inclusion of both of these  

L1: Policy commits to no-go and no-impact for WHSs 0 

L2: Will not explore for or exploit mineral/energy deposits 
within WHSs; will ensure that existing and future activities 
within WHSs buffer zones minimise impact to OUV 24 

L3: Will not explore for or exploit mineral/energy deposits in 
WHSs 2 

L4: Seeks to avoid or minimise impacts on sensitive areas 1 

commitments the gold standard policy of ‘best practice’ finance and 
extractives companies. However, none of the assessed policies in 
either the finance or extractives sector received this ranking. As 
indicated in Tables 1 and 2, the majority of assessed policies in the 
finance industry received a Level 3 ranking, with most policies in the 
extractives industry ranked as Level 2. This demonstrates that some 
private sector actors are not self-policing to a desired degree, which 
would be rectified by their adoption and operationalisation of poli-
cies that contain full no-go and no-impact provisions for WHSs. 
 

Review of World Heritage conservation frameworks 

World Heritage Convention 

The 1972 Convention Concerning the Protection of World Cultural 
and Natural Heritage is one of 7 conventions developed by UNESCO 
dedicated to protecting cultural and natural heritage. The responsi-
bility for safeguarding WHSs resides primarily with the States Par-
ties—the convention itself holds no legislative force. Although there 
are some observable tendencies among States Parties7, there is no 
blanket analysis that can say whether or not the WHC is in fact an 
enforceable treaty for any given country, or indeed whether that 
enforceability is whole or partial.  

For the most part, countries can be divided into ‘monist’ and 
‘dualist’ systems. In a purely monist system, the act of ratifying an 
international treaty immediately incorporates it into national law. 
Theory holds that citizens can bring claims on the basis of interna-
tional law and judges can declare a national law invalid in the event 
it contradicts. In a dualist system, international law must first be 
‘translated’ into national law. Without this ‘translation,’ it does not 
become a source of law for the country. Most countries are a mix of 
these two types, which is true for the four case studies in this brief.  

Private sector frameworks 

In 2003, ICMM, which has 22 member companies from the metals 
and mining industry, pledged that its members would eschew WHSs 
for all future projects and limit the biodiversity impacts of existing  

L1: Will not fund any extractives activities within WHSs, or 
those that could impact WHSs 0 

L2: Will not fund extractives activities and their associated 
facilities if they are located within WHSs 3 

L3: Will not fund extractives activities located in WHSs 5 

L4: Will not fund projects that risk severe or significant harm 
to WHSs 3 

L5: Will not fund projects that will directly inflict significant 
harm to WHSs 1 

L6: Will not provide details of policy 1 



processes be commenced to facilitate incorporation of both 
the Koongarra and Jabiluka Mineral Leases into Kakadu 
National Park.17 However, the Australian Government did 
not agree to incorporate the Jabiluka Mineral Lease into the 
park. Nor did the WH Committee place Kakadu on the List of 
WH in Danger. Rather, the mine owners, North Limited and 
subsequently Rio Tinto Ltd, chose to cease mine operations 
and fill the Jabiluka decline due to community stakeholder 
pressure and perceptions of reputational risk. The 
environmental threats associated with mining in Kakadu 
therefore remain—both with the existing Ranger uranium 
mine and the  ongoing Jabiluka Mineral Lease. 
 

Virunga National Park, DRC 

Virunga National Park is Africa’s oldest national park and 
first natural WHS. Virunga is under threat from the 
environmental impacts of oil exploration operations and 
artisanal gold mining activities, the former sanctioned by the 
DRC government since 2007 (when it began awarding 
exploration rights to the park) and arguably legally 
permitted on account of the ambiguities in the nation’s 
protected area legislative framework. The combined effect 
of the myriad environmental laws and regulations within the 
DRC can be taken as excluding extractive industries from the 
DRC’s protected areas and WHSs.18 However, because 
relevant laws within DRC’s environmental legislative 
framework do not conclusively prohibit extractives activities 
from taking place within these properties, there are 
sufficient ambiguities to permit extractives firms’ to claim 
legal access to WHSs, at least for ‘scientific’ exploration.  

The DRC government also appears to readily demarcate 
exploration zones that cover WHSs, despite its laws on 
protected area conservation. While the oil companies SOCO 
International (which commenced seismic tests in Virunga in 
2013) and Total have recently respectively pledged to halt 
and eschew oil exploration activities in Virunga19 (partly in  

projects within these areas. Royal Dutch Shell was the only gas and oil com-
pany to adopt a similar no-go commitment in 2003. Unlike ICMM, IPIECA is 
unable to make statements or commitments on behalf of its members—the 
onus to do so is on individual companies alone.  

These commitments were at the time argued to represent a ‘guidepost’ for 
industry—it was implied that they would encourage other extractives com-
panies to commit to no-go policies in subsequent years.8 However, this pre-
diction has not been realised to any meaningful degree. ICMM still has only 
around 22 member companies, and only two additional gas and oil compa-
nies have pledged to eschew WHSs, as will be explored further below. 
 

Case studies 

The integrity of WHSs in both developed and developing countries is being 
put at significant risk by extractives activities occurring within or in close 
proximity to these properties, which, except for artisanal production, have 
been sanctioned by State Party governments. Below is a selection of key 
findings from four case studies, incorporating legal and technical aspects. 
 

Great Barrier Reef, Australia 

Australia has strong environmental conservation laws and an active NGO 
sector. It is therefore improbable that mineral, gas or oil exploration or ex-
ploitation would be permitted within the boundaries of the Great Barrier 
Reef (GBR). Nonetheless, the property is vulnerable to the environmental 
impacts associated with the processing and transportation of Queensland’s 
mineral and hydrocarbon resources. The Queensland government is heavily 
promoting the expansion of the extractives industry in the state,9 which will 
increase its export capacity. The Queensland Ports Strategy proposes the 
establishment of Priority Port Development Areas (PPDA), which will be the 
only areas within or alongside the GBR in which dredging for development10 
will be allowed to occur for the next ten years.11 This dredging, while limited 
to these five port areas, will nonetheless negatively impact the WHS, partic-
ularly if the spoil is dumped within its boundaries, as is common practice.12 

The GBR is also vulnerable to the environmental impacts of increased ship 
calls across the WHS. Based on the average ratio between trade volumes at 
GBR ports (measured in mtpa) and the number of ship calls across the GBR 
from 2001-2011, a feasible upper end scenario of a 60% uplift in trade vol-
umes would almost double ship calls to 9185 per annum by 202213—a sig-
nificant rise.14 A 2012 reactive monitoring report concluded that the port 
developments and the LNG facilities on Curtis Island will negatively “impact 
on the OUV of the property.”15 Similarly, the Australian Academy of Sci-
ence’s formal review of the Australian government’s draft Reef 2050 Long-
Term Sustainability Plan claims it does not address these threats and is inad-
equate for ensuring the future of the GBR’s OUV.16 

 

Kakadu National Park, Australia 

There is perhaps no better illustration of the challenges posed by extractive 
activities and WH properties than the history of extractives in and adjoining 
Kakadu National Park. The first stage of Kakadu National Park (6,144 sq. km.) 
was created in 1978 and inscribed on the WH List in 1981.The park was fur-
ther expanded in three stages in 1987, 1992 and 2011. The 2011 extension 
increased its size to 19,816km2 following the cancellation of the Koongarra 
Uranium Lease and incorporation of the lease area into Kakadu. It was clear 
at the time of inscription that many areas outside the park were of WH val-
ue and that the close proximity to potential new mines (Coronation Hill, 
Ranger, Koongarra and Jabiluka) would challenge conservation efforts.  

By 1998, when full-scale construction started on the Jabiluka uranium mine, 
it was clear to the WH Committee and its advisory bodies that the proposed 
mining activities posed a significant threat to Kakadu. The subsequent mis-
sion report concluded that mining operations at Jabiluka should cease and  

 

Fig. 2: Queensland extractives sector24 & Great Barrier Reef 



response to a global 
campaign initiated by 
WWF alongside local 
opposition), a de-
gazettement of 
portions of Virunga is 
the goal of SOCO’s 
Deputy Chief 
Executive.20  This 
would shrink the size 
of the park but enable 
SOCO to continue its 
extractives activities 
— a highly undesirable 
outcome from a WH 
conservation 
perspective. However, 
there remains 
enormous community 
and civil society 
pressure on SOCO to 
unequivocally exit 
Virunga. The 2014 
international release 

of the ‘VIRUNGA’ documentary, which in part examines the 
environmental impacts of SOCO’s activities in the park, will no doubt 
amplify this pressure and potentially force the company to formally 
retract its preference for de-gazettement. 
 

Dja Faunal Reserve, Cameroon 

Like DRC, Cameroon’s legal foundations for preventing extractives 
activities in WHSs lack clarity. The Protected Areas Law does not 
categorically prohibit mining; the language considers it an infraction if it 
has not been ‘duly authorised’ (dument autorisée) unless it is for 
scientific purposes or is done in the context of park management as 
authorised or directed by park administrators.21 

Dja Faunal Reserve currently faces environmental threats from the 
direct and indirect impacts of large-scale nickel-cobalt-manganese 
exploration operations taking place near the reserve,22 and informal 
gold mining activities within its boundaries.23 There is also the potential 
for formal mining operations within Dja, as records indicate that there 
are three mineral exploration concessions overlapping the property.24 

Geovic Cameroon Plc is undertaking mineral exploration activities in 
Dja’s buffer zone. Geovic plans to eventually use shallow strip mining 
methods to extract the cobalt-nickel-manganese deposits, the 
environmental impacts of which include the decimation of landscapes 
and habitats, and soil erosion caused by the removal of flora and 
topsoil.25 The likelihood of soil and waterways being polluted by the 
mineral itself also increases dramatically when it is mined.26 High 
concentrations of heavy metals in soils can negatively impact 
microbiological and meiofaunal profiles,27 and waterways can amass 
contaminated sediments,28 resulting in bioaccumulation in fish and 
various pathologies.29 Although Geovic’s mining activities are not within 
Dja’s boundaries, the WH Committee believes that their environmental 
impacts will erode the integrity of the property.30  

Conclusion 

The integrity of the case study WHSs is under threat because 
State Parties are allowing extractives companies to explore for, 
exploit, transport and/or process mineral and hydrocarbon 
resources within or in close proximity to these properties. 
However, the difficulty and costs associated with obtaining 
relevant spatial data on extractives concessions (with regard to 
the location and nature of activities undertaken) makes the 
monitoring of both best practice and infractions a challenge. 
Furthermore, as none of the assessed extractives or finance 
companies was found to possess both ‘no-go’ and ‘no-impact’ 
policies for WHSs, it could be argued that some members of 
these industries are not self-policing to a desired degree.  

We therefore recommend that State Parties and extractives 
and finance companies respectively implement laws and 
policies that contain ‘no-go’ and ‘no-impact’ provisions 
(including associated infrastructure and activities) for all natural 
and mixed WHSs. We also strongly encourage the finance and 
extractives industries to work with civil society to develop 
industry-wide ‘no-go’ and ‘no-impact’ principles for WHSs, to 
ultimately enable their broad approval and implementation. 
The current data gaps also need to be systematically rectified to 
increase transparency and empower all stakeholders, including 
communities, civil society and the WH Committee, to keep track 
of current and emerging extractives threats to WHSs and 
monitor State Party observance of WH obligations.  
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