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World Heritage sites, Biosphere Reserves, and Global Geoparks 
form a unique global network of more than 2,260 sites across over 
13 million km†. These living landscapes support the livelihoods 
of some 900 million people worldwide �around 10% of the 
global population, including many Indigenous Peoples and local 
communities� while harbouring a signi�cant share of global 
biodiversity and contributing to climate regulation.

This �rst global assessment shows that UNESCO-designated sites 
are delivering tangible results for both people and nature, even 
in the face of increasing pressures. They represent a resilient 
model in which human well-being and environmental protection 
advance together, and o�er practical, place-based responses to 
the intertwined challenges of climate change and biodiversity 
loss. 

Within these landscapes, safeguarded over generations 
through local stewardship, monitored wildlife populations 
have remained stable on average, in stark contrast to the 
73% global decline in monitored species since 1970.

By failing to act now, pressures will intensify and natural systems 
in more than one in four sites could reach critical tipping points 
by 2050, potentially undermining both ecosystems and the 
communities that depend on them. 

Every 1°C of warming avoided could halve the number of sites 
exposed to major disruption by the end of the century. Scaling up 
integrated management, restoration, inclusive governance, and 
targeted policies, alongside increased investment, is essential to 
sustain and expand these proven approaches and strengthen 
their resilience. 
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UNESCO-designated
sites strengthen the 

resilience of vital 
ecosystems sustaining
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�Since wars begin in the minds of men
 and women it is in the minds of men and women 
that the defences of peace must be constructed�



The Qhapaq Ñan, Andean 
Road System (WH)
embodies the vast Inca 
network linking peoples and 
landscapes across South 
America. In Peru, it remains 
a cultural backbone, 
connecting traditions like 
the Pilgrimage to the Lord 
of Qoyllurit’I, recognized as 
UNESCO Intangible 
Cultural Heritage. Along its 
routes, numerous 
Biosphere Reserves 
safeguard vital ecosystems, 
while the Imbabura (GP)
highlights the
geological forces
shaping the
Andean corridor.

The Mata Atlântica (BR), 
one of the world�s most 
biodiverse landscapes, 
stretches along Brazil�s 
Atlantic coast. At its heart, 
Araripe (GP) showcases 
exceptional fossil heritage.
A constellation of World 
Heritage sites�from 
historic cities like Salvador, 
Olinda and Ouro Preto to 
Rio de Janeiro, Paraty, and 
natural wonders spanning 
oceans (Fernando de 
Noronha), forests (Atlantic 
Forests), caves (Peruaçu), 
and waterfalls (Iguaçu)�
re�ects centuries of 
creativity, devotion, and 
harmony between people 
and nature.

The Tropical Rainforest 
Heritage of Sumatra (WH)
showcases one of the 
world�s richest forest 
ecosystems. Within it, the
Gunung Leuser (BR) 
protects iconic biodiversity 
including orangutans, while 
the Merangin Jambi and 
Toba Caldera (GP)
highlight the island�s 
geological history.

Jeju Island (WH, BR, GP) in 
the Republic of Korea 
showcases volcanic 
landscapes from Mount 
Hallasan to lava caves and 
coastal cli�s. They harbor 
unique species such as the 
Jeju salamander and vibrant 
soft corals, alongside 
traditions like the haenyeo 
women divers, whose skills 
and knowledge illustrate 
human adaptation to 
marine environments.

Mount Huangshan (WH, 
BR, GP) is one of China�s 
most celebrated landscapes, 
famed for its granite peaks, 
ancient pines, and seas of 
clouds that have inspired 
artists and poets for 
centuries. 

The Pyrenees form a cultural 
and natural crossroads 
between Spain and France. 
The Ordesa–
Viñamala (BR) conserves 
emblematic ecosystems and 
pastoral practices, while the 
Sobrarbe-
Pirineos (GP) reveals the 
geological forces shaping 
valleys and peaks. At their 
heart, the Pyrénées–
Mont Perdu (WH) and the 
Routes of Santiago de 
Compostela (WH) highlight 
the mountains as places of 
encounter, pilgrimage, and 
exchange.

The Serengeti-Ngorongoro Area (WH, 
BR, GP) in Tanzania is an iconic savanna 
ecosystem, renowned for the Great 
Migration, one of our planet�s last intact 
animal migrations. Each year, millions of 
wildebeest, zebras, and gazelles traverse 
its plains in search of greener grazing 
grounds as the dry season shifts. The 
Maasai people maintain pastoral 
traditions on the periphery, balancing 
grazing with wildlife conservation.

The Oasis du Sud Marocain (BR) 
safeguards fragile desert ecosystems that 
have long supported life and agriculture. 
Embedded within it, the Ksar of 
Ait-Ben-Haddou (WH) is a XII-century 
forti�ed village that once thrived as a hub 
for caravans on the trans-Saharan routes. 
Adjacent, the M’Goun (GP) and the Atlas 
Cedar (BR) highlight the geological
and ecological richness of
the High Atlas.

The Tehuacán–Cuicatlán 
Valley (WH, BR, GP) in 
Mexico is the most biodiverse 
semi-arid zone in North 
America, with the world�s 
densest forests of columnar 
cacti. It is also a cradle of 
maize domestication, where 
Indigenous communities 
developed irrigation and 
farming practices that 
continue to shape cultural 
landscapes and
biodiversity.

The Silk Roads: Chang’an–
Tianshan Corridor (WH) 
illustrates how trade and 
cultural exchange were 
shaped by the landscapes 
of Central Asia. Along these 
routes, the Almaty (BR) 
safeguards Tien Shan 
ecosystems that sustained 
travelers and communities, 
while the Dunhuang and 
Linxia (GP) showcase the 
geological formations that 
de�ned these historic 
corridors.

The Azores (GP) in Portugal 
are volcanic islands where 
craters, lakes, and marine 
ecosystems sustain whales, 
seabirds, and rich 
biodiversity. Human life is 
closely tied to nature, from 
Pico’s lava-stone vineyards 
(WH) to the whaling heritage 
that has transformed into 
whale watching, re�ecting 
evolving bonds between 
culture and environment.
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of all globally mapped 
species can be found 

in 
UNESCO-designated 

sites.

While global monitored 
wildlife populations have 

declined by
73% since 1970, those 

within 
UNESCO-designated sites 

comparatively
stable.
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UNESCO-designated 
sites  span over

an area larger than
China and India combined
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live in and around
UNESCO-designated sites

�����›���

absorbed (net) each 
year, equivalent to 
Germany�s annual 

emissions from fossil 
fuels.

�������������

Key Biodiversity areas 
(KBAs), areas of 

international importance
for biodiversity 

conservation covering an 
area equivalent to India.

The designations employed and the presentation of material on this map are for visualization only and do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the Secretariat of the
United Nations concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries.
Source: ESRI (basemap); UNESCO
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NATURE AS A DRIVER OF HUMAN INGENUITY

At Budj Bim (WH) in Australia, the 
Gunditjmara people developed one of 
the world’s oldest known aquaculture 
systems. By modifying wetlands with 
channels, weirs, and dams, they 
sustainably managed water �ows to 
trap and harvest eels, demonstrating a 
deep understanding of ecological 
processes.

6,000 years ago

In Ancient Thebes (WH), Egyptian 
civilizations developed in close 
relationship with the Nile, using its 
predictable �ooding cycles to sustain 
agriculture. Irrigation systems and basin 
cultivation enabled the management of 
water in an arid environment, 
supporting one of the world’s earliest 
large-scale civilizations.

The Grand Canal (WH), stretching 
across eastern China, re�ects the 
enduring relationship between 
humans and nature. Linking major 
river systems through sophisticated 
hydraulic engineering, it has 
supported economic exchange, 
cultural interaction, and regional 
integration since 500 BC.
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3,500 years ago

2,500 years ago

The Cultural Sites of Al Ain (WH) in the 
United Arab Emirates adapted to an arid 
desert environment through the a�¬aj 
irrigation system, which channels 
groundwater from underground 
sources to oasis settlements and �elds. 
More than 2,000 years old, it represents 
one of the oldest continuously used 
water-management traditions in the 
region.

2,000 years ago

Cultural World Heritage sites highlight how human societies developed in close response to 
their natural surroundings. Cities, infrastructures, and landscapes were shaped by deserts, rivers, land 
formations, climate, and natural resources. From adaptive water systems and climate-responsive architecture 
to canals and industrial landscapes powered by nature, environmental conditions guided human creativity.
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