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Initiated in 2009, ICCROM’s ‘First Aid in Times of Conflict’ (FAC) course ran successfully for three 

instalments (FAC10, 11, and 12) and focused specifically on training cultural heritage professionals 

who work in areas prone to conflicts and lack the critical competences to take action. As 2014 

marked the 60th anniversary of the Hague Convention, an inaugural partnership of The Netherlands 

National Commission for UNESCO, ICCROM and the Smithsonian Institution led to an expansion and 

re-development of this course into the first ‘First Aid to Cultural Heritage in Times of Crisis’ course for 

2015 (FAC15). 

 

The FAC15 course examines the term ‘complex emergency’ and includes content designed to address 

the actions taken for both conflict and natural disaster emergencies.  As the hosting institution for 

this course was the Netherlands National Commission for UNESCO, the main location of the course 

was in Amsterdam, however, events and sessions took place at locations all over the Netherlands 

throughout the duration of the course. FAC15 took place 30 March 2015 – 24 April 2015 and brought 

together 20 cultural heritage professionals from 20 countries. 

 
Nations represented: 

 

AFGHANISTAN BOSNIA & HERZEGOVINA GUADELOUPE ITALY SERBIA 

ALBANIA CAMBODIA GUATEMALA MALI SYRIA 

ARGENTINA FRANCE HAITI MEXICO UKRAINE 

BHUTAN GEORGIA IRAN PHILLIPINES ZIMBABWE 

1. Project Overview 



First Aid to Cultural Heritage In Times of Crisis 
Activity Report 

 

C U L T U R E  C A N N O T  W A I T  
   

4 

 

 

Complex emergencies1 such as the one witnessed in the aftermath of 2010 earthquake in Haiti often 

result from a combination of natural and/or man-made hazards and pre-existing social, political, 

economic or infrastructure factors that cross-cut each other. They are characterised by extensive 

losses of life, property damage, displacement of populations, security risks, political and civil 

disturbances, and hindrances to humanitarian assistance. In short, complex emergencies typically 

involve multifaceted and multi-causal humanitarian crises that require coordinated international or 

national responses, which go beyond the mandate or capacity of a single agency. 

 

What’s Cultural First Aid? 

Commonly used in the field of medicine, “first aid generally consists of some simple, often life-saving 

techniques that most people can be trained to perform with minimal equipment.”2 Drawing a parallel 

to this definition of first aid, ICCROM chose to use the term in reference to initial actions taken to 

secure and stabilize endangered cultural heritage3 during a complex emergency. Such situations 

demand protection measures that are easy to implement, and do not require sophisticated 

equipment or special conservation materials.  

 

Within a disaster risk management plan, first aid would reside in the domain of emergency response. 

Yet unlike the humanitarian response where reaction time, such as the first 48 hours or 72 hours, is 

considered to be crucial for saving human lives, first aid to cultural heritage can be delayed until the 

basic relief support (e.g., food, water, shelter etc.) is in place. Regardless, rapid response can help 

contain damage to cultural heritage. 

 

FAC training aims to strengthen individual participant’s capacities for disaster response to cultural 

heritage which they can then implement at national or regional levels. The course strives to give 

participants the confidence to become a Cultural First Aider; a person who is proactive yet sensitive 

                                                 
1  Ifrc.org, (2015). Complex emergencies - IFRC. [online] Available at: http://www.ifrc.org/en/what-we-
do/disaster-management/about-disasters/definition-of-hazard/complex-emergencies/ [Accessed 10 Feb. 
2015].   
2Medical News Today, (2014). What is first aid? What is the recovery position?. [online] Available at: 
http://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/153849.php [Accessed 10 Feb. 2015]. 
 
3Within the cultural heritage field, this term is also used in reference to the stabilization measures taken to 
protect archaeological objects and structures once they are excavated (Watkinson, D. & Neal, V. (1998) First 
Aid for Finds. London: Rescue/UKIC Archaeology Section). 
 

2. Introduction 
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to human needs, respectful of the local context, able to develop and implement first aid operations 

for protecting cultural heritage in coordination with other relief agencies, and capable of assessing 

and mitigating future risks in order to ensure early recovery.  

 

 

 

 

The main objectives for providing first aid to cultural heritage (both, tangible and intangible) in a 

complex emergency situation are to assess the damage caused, stabilize or secure heritage to 

prevent further damage or loss, and promote recovery. 

 

Culture cannot wait, the credo of the FAC training stems 

from the idea that for communities uprooted by disasters, 

culture in its both tangible and intangible forms, provides a 

thread of continuity and helps in overcoming the trauma of loss and displacement. Therefore, it 

cannot be separated from humanitarian assistance.  Actions taken to secure and recover cultural 

heritage should closely align with the humanitarian principles of humanity, neutrality, impartiality 

and independence4. 

 

In order to support this idea in actual practice, ICCROM has identified a set of guiding principles and a 

framework of action that closely follow those prescribed for the humanitarian response: 

  

1. People centred first aid  

Enhancing people’s ability at securing and recovering their own heritage is integral to the design and 

approach of FAC.  

Statistics indicate that in most disasters, local communities are the first to respond and secure their 

cultural heritage. For example, during the 2012 conflict in Northern Mali, privately held ancient 

manuscripts were kept safe through traditional inter-communal networks. Moreover, communities 

have time-tested coping mechanisms and a wealth of knowledge (e.g., traditional building methods) 

that could be utilized in reconstruction and recovery. Thus, involvement of the local communities is 

essential to the planning and implementation of first aid to cultural heritage.  

 

                                                 
4 OCHA on Message: Humanitarian Principles. (2011). [pdf] Available at: 
https://docs.unocha.org/sites/dms/Documents/OOM-humanitarianprinciples_eng_June12.pdf [Accessed 13 
Feb. 2015]. 

3. FAC15 Guiding Principles 
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2. An inclusive attitude and respect for diversity 

First aid should embrace an inclusive outlook for recognizing elements that constitute the cultural 

heritage of the disaster struck-area.  

As individuals and as professionals, cultural first aiders can unintentionally make subjective value 

judgements leading to the selective recognition of cultural heritage, and thereby increase the 

existing inequalities in the affected area. To avoid this, FAC training provides necessary skills for 

developing an inclusive approach for providing assistance. For example, traditionally institutional 

responses have centred on protecting iconic or monumental heritage where as vernacular heritage 

has been largely overlooked. 

 

3. Context specific response 

Careful assessment of the complex emergency context is the mandatory first step for providing first 

aid to cultural heritage. 

Every emergency has a certain context. Its careful assessment allows identification of immediate 

needs in relation to the main actors and their respective capacities to protect cultural heritage. 

Assessment of the context also helps in identifying pre-existing risk factors that could increase 

damage to cultural heritage in a given crisis situation. For example, the on-going conflict in Syria has 

led to the deterioration of law and order in the country, which in turn has contributed to the 

systematic looting of cultural sites. 

 

4. Interlock culture with humanitarian assistance 

First aid to cultural heritage should be provided within the framework of humanitarian relief and 

recovery. 

Acknowledging that in any crisis situation, saving human lives is the number one priority, and that 

people affected by disasters have the right to receive assistance for ensuring the continuity of their 

cultures, the FAC training emphasizes interlocking of cultural and humanitarian responses. Actions 

for securing cultural heritage should be thus, initiated in coordination and close cooperation with 

relevant government and humanitarian response agencies. For example, cash for work programmes 

launched by humanitarian organizations could be used to clear debris around cultural sites. 

 

5. Do no harm 

First aid actions should prevent further damage and promote recovery. 

One of the main objectives for providing first aid to cultural heritage is to prevent further damage by 

assessing, mitigating and preparing for future risks. For example, while setting up a bombproof 
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temporary storage for cultural collections, ensure that it is not exposed to the other risks such as 

flooding or looting. Below is an infographic designed around the FAC15 Framework (Fig 1.) 

Figure 1. FAC15 Framework 
infographic demonstrating the 
key components of a cultural 

First Aid process (Context 
Analysis, On-Site Survey, and 

Security and Stabilization 
Actions). 
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First Aid to Cultural Heritage in Times of Crisis (FAC15) was held in Amsterdam, along with several 

other locations around the Netherlands, and took place from March 30 to April 24, 2015. It gathered 

together a group of professionals with different education, cultural backgrounds, and experiences, 

yet all participants had expressed strong interest in the main course topic, specifically, ways of 

protecting cultural heritage during complex emergencies. 

 

4.1 Participants 

Between September and October 2014, ICCROM received over a hundred applications from 60 

countries for FAC15. The selected group (22 participants from 22 countries) was composed of 

professionals from organizations actively involved in protecting cultural heritage such as: ministries 

for cultural heritage, commissions for monuments and museums, non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs), national museums, archives, libraries, institutes for conservation and restoration, and 

universities (Fig. 2 and Fig. 3). Two of the selected participants were unable to participate in the 

FAC15 course due to last-minute circumstances. The full list of participants and their institutions is 

found in Appendix A.  

 

 

 

  

 

 

Professional Sector Number 

Museums 1 

Ministries of Culture 2 

National Heritage Bodies 3 

Monuments and Sites 
Commissions 

3 

Universities 4 

Archives/Library 4 

NGOs 5 

4. First Aid to Cultural Heritage in Times of Crisis - 2015 

Figure 2 - FAC15 Participants 
by Profession 
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4.2 Instructors and support staff 

The course was the result of close inter-sectorial collaboration involving an international group of 

specialists from areas pertaining to international law, conservation and restoration of movable and 

immovable cultural heritage, humanitarian aid, emergency preparedness, illicit traffic, post-conflict 

interventions, communication, cooperation and development. There was a nice blend of past FAC 

instructors, new local instructors, and even some past FAC participants who came back as 

instructors. In total there were 32 instructors coming from inter-governmental organizations, non-

governmental organizations (NGOs), national institutions, individuals from private sector and 

university. The full list of instructors and support staff is in Appendix B.  

 

4.3 Programme 

One of the guiding principles of the programme was to demonstrate actions that can be taken to 

secure and recover cultural heritage and closely align them with the humanitarian principles of 

humanity, neutrality, impartiality and independence. The previous FAC courses were held over a five 

week period, however due to budget and logistics constraints, the 2015 FAC course was shortened to 

four weeks. Despite this change, the course still contained similar sessions from previous courses. 

Theoretical lectures were combined with practical exercises, discussions and debates about 

techniques, all culminating in a final simulation at the end of the course. The programmed aimed at 

highlighting a few guiding principles of the First Aid framework (Fig. 1).  

  

Region Number 

Africa 2 

Western Europe  2 

Caribbean 2 

Asia 3 

Latin America 3 

Middle East 5 

Eastern Europe 5 

Figure 3 - FAC15 
Participants by Region 
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Furthermore, there was a sequence of 4 key themes related to each week: 

 

1. Understanding Complex Emergency Context for Cultural Heritage 

 

After being introduced to each other and the course, participants begin 

by discussing the concept of ‘first aid’ to cultural heritage as well as 

actors involved in protecting cultural heritage in their specific regions.  

The concept of risk reduction and preparedness were also introduced, 

and the week culminated in a two day participant’s conference. 

 

2. Tools for Assessment and Actions 

 

Exercises in negotiation helped with teambuilding, followed by 

extensive lectures in risk assessment and building documentation.  Two 

important hands-on exercises took place this week concerning first aid 

to immovable heritage and understanding materials and sources of 

damage.  

 

3. Legal Framework and Working with other Actors 

 

The beginning of the week continued with practical exercises 

concerning on-site surveying, and making decisions on the 

salvaging of objects.  Planning and executing temporary storage 

for the salvaged objects was also demonstrated.  The rest of the 

week was devoted to understanding the protocols of the Hague 

Convention, while visiting the Peace Palace in The Hague. Other 

guest speakers elaborated on the military and its influence on 

protecting cultural heritage as well as stopping the illicit traffic of 

objects. 

 

4. From First Aid to Early Recovery 

 

Lectures this week outlined the mechanisms within 

humanitarian agencies that respond to disaster and where 

first aid to cultural heritage relates. Previous FAC participants 

lectured about their work post-FAC and offered advice for the 

preparation for the final simulation. 

 

The full programme is found in Appendix C.
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4.4 Activities 

 

Highlights of the course (photos left to right): 
Mapping the Actors, Objects Salvage, Final 
Simulation, Crisis Communication, First Aid to Built 
Heritage, and Understanding Materials. 
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4.5 E-learning platform  

During planning meetings with the FAC15 partners, it was expressed that a digital component to the 

course would be an excellent tool. Additionally, since the programme of the course was being 

shortened from 5 weeks to 4 weeks, it would be beneficial to have a platform on which to post extra 

information and be accessible both during and after the course. 

 

Using UpLearning, a digital consulting firm in the Netherlands, a Moodle site for FAC15 was 

constructed and filled in with course content (Fig. 4). The digital learning environment was (and still 

is) accessible to participants and teachers and provides them an opportunity to access course 

content and exchange information. In order to access the site, individuals must be enrolled by the 

Moodle site administrators and be issued a login and password. Powerpoints, handouts, referenced 

articles, and other material were uploaded daily to each session’s webpage and questions by session 

teachers were posted in the Moodle forum.  This site will serve as a pilot programme for future e-

learning platforms for future FAC courses. 

 

URL: www.culturecannotwait.org 

Figure 4.  
Screen shot of 
the front page of 
the FAC15 
Moodle site. 

http://www.culturecannotwait.org/course/view.php?id=2
http://www.culturecannotwait.org/
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Though the premise and much of the content of FAC15 was similar to previous ICCROM courses, it 

was a very new undertaking for ICCROM and all of the partner organizations. After an incredible 

amount of work put in by the course team, FAC15 was intense, engaging, and practical.  The diversity 

of knowledge amongst the participants and teaching team was highly enlightening and the 

innovative hands-one exercises were provoking and informative. Overall participants rated that they 

were “very satisfied” with 74% of the course, and 100% of the responses collected were either 

“quite” or “very satisfied” with the final simulation. In addition, the course provided an opportunity 

to partner with international entities that are not directly involved in safeguarding cultural heritage, 

such as the private disaster recovery firms and Humanitarian NGOs.  

 

 

5.1 Some comments from FAC15 course participants: 

“There is continuity — that we are a part of a larger movement to rescue heritage 
that is threatened by crisis.” - Samuel Fernando Franco Arce 

“We saw the experience of our fellow participants and learned what each of us had 
done when heritage is threatened — by fires in Bhutan, by violence and destruction 
in Ukraine and Syria, by floods in many countries… Guatemala, Argentina, France, in 
the Balkans… We saw the problems are many, but there are often similarities from 
one country to the next. And even with all the difficulties we face, we can still 
smile.”- Jonathan Eaton 
 
“About the [final simulation], I think it is a challenge that heritage workers must be 
prepared with because it is a reality. In case of emergency though, it does not help 
to clash saving people and heritage because both are important and relative….I am 
aware now that integrating humanitarian and cultural aid is a very new discipline 
and that in the process we could find a way to make the work more fluid, organic 
and culturally humanitarian and vice versa.”- Joanna Melody Lerio 
 

5. Results and conclusions 
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5.2 Follow up projects for participants supported by the Prince Claus Fund 

Since 2011, the Prince Claus Fund (PCF) has offered aid to former FAC participants to implement 

what they learnt in the course once they are back home. Their “Cultural Emergency Response” fund 

(CER) supports first aid to cultural heritage damaged by man-made or natural disasters. Previously 

the Prince Claus Fund agreed to offer to all the participants of the three previous sessions (FAC10, 11, 

and 12) small grants (less than 10,000 Euros) to organize professional and institutional capacity 

building projects in their home country. As a result, 5 former participants were awarded a grant. For 

example, from November 25 to December 14, 2012, the project ‘’Lebanese for Lebanon’’, a training 

programme inspired by the FAC course, is being run by a non-governmental organization, with the 

support of the Ministry of Culture of Lebanon. For FAC15, the PCF has decided to continue with the 

small “seed” grants for FAC participants and will put out a call for applications in mid-May 2015. 

 

5.3 Future 

The implementation of this new, “on-the-road” First Aid to Cultural Heritage in Times of Crisis course 

has been an intense and enriching experience for ICCROM and has yielded the following: 

 A professional network which remains active and growing through a Facebook page ‘First 

aiders for cultural heritage,’ 

 A number of former participants now regularly involved in organizing and implementing 

teaching for first aid to cultural heritage in other regions, including coming back and speaking 

to the new FAC participants, 

 Teaching methodologies and resources that have been tested and refined, and are being 

used in other courses and projects: in particular, simulation exercises using a collection of 

items intentionally burnt, soaked in water and/or submitted to other damaging factors, or 

documentation and first aid ‘stations’ on various types of movable cultural heritage. 

 

In subsequent editions of the course, we will look at broadening the topic of personal safety, find 

examples and case studies from regions not well reported in the international media, create training 

materials for disseminating materials, as well as creating guidelines linking public administrations and 

professionals. It is now intended that the course will be hosted by one of the other partner 

organizations, the Smithsonian Institution, in Washington DC, in 2016. 

 

Compiled by Stacy Bowe, FAC15 Course Assistant, 15 May 2015 
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List of participants 

Name 
Title Institution Country 

*ALBAWAI Mahmoud Architect 
Coordinator of Conservation Projects 
Iwan Center for Architectural Heritage 
 

Palestine 

ALLAIN Céline Emergency Planner 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France 

 
France 

CARANZA Barbara 
Restorer/ President & Founding 
member 
 

CHIEF (Cultural Heritage International 
Emergency Force) 
 

Italy 

*AL SULAITl Fatema  

 

Director of Archeological & 
Heritage sites 

Management Qatar Museums Authority 

 
Qatar 

CHAN Vitharong 
Vice Chief of Antiquities 
Management Office 

Department of Antiquities, Ministry of 
Culture and Fine Arts  

Cambodia 

CHIGODORA Tafadzwa Archivist National Archives of Zimbabwe Zimbabwe 

CISSE Mamadou Chief Cultural Mission of Kangaba Mali 

EATON Jonathan Program Coordinator Cultural Heritage Without Borders Albania 

FRANCO ARCE Samuel 
Fernando 

Director 
Casa K’ojom, Centro Cultural La Azotra  

Sacatepequez 
Guatemala 

GARAZHIAN Omran Assistant Professor 
Department of Archaeology, University of 
Neyshabour 

Iran 

GÓMEZ ROBLES Lucía  

 

Deputy Director, Information and 
Communication Department 

National Coordination of Conservation of 
Cultural Heritage (INAH) 

Mexico 

HADŽIHASANOVIĆ Jesenko  

 
Archaeologist 

Commission to Preserve National 
Monuments 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 

JACOBSON ENGGIST 
Katarina Francoise 
 

Archaeologist 
PhD Student, Leiden University, Faculty of 
Archaeology, Caribbean Research Group 
 

Guadelope 
(France) 

JEAN Joseph Sony Archaeologist 
PhD Student, Leiden University, Faculty of 
Archaeology, Caribbean Research Group 
 

Haiti 

KALKHITASHVILI Mariam  Paper Conservator 
Central Library of I. Javakhishvili  

 
Georgia 

LERIO Joanna Melody Culture & Arts Officer 
National Commission for Culture and the 
Arts (NCCA) 

Phillipines 

MIJATOVIC Jovana  Project Manager Urban Development Center Serbia 

MOLINA Graciela Silvia Conservator/Restorer 
Ministerio de Cultura de la Nación 
Argentina 

Argentina 

MUSTAFA Nouha Architect/Urban planner 
Conservation & Development - Interactive 
Research Unit 

Syria 

POSHYVAILO Ihor  
 

Deputy Director General National Centre of Folk Culture Ukraine 

SAMIT Saleh Mohammad 
National Manager, Community 
Development Programmes 

Aga Khan Foundation Afghanistan 

*was unable to attend 

 
Attachment A 
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List of instructors and support staff 

 

Name Institutions Countries 

ALI Dhurgham Iraqi State Ministry Iraq 

ALMAGRO VIDAL Ana Caja Madrid Fondazione Spain 

ANTOMARCHI Catherine ICCROM France 

BROKERHOF Agnes Cultural Heritage Agency of the Netherlands Amsterdam Netherlands 

BOUWMAN Rosalie Netherlands National Commission for UNESCO Netherlands 

BOWE Stacy Smithsonian Institution USA 

DAL MASO Anna Italian Cooperation Office Lebanon 

DE CARO Stefano ICCROM, Director General Italy 

DE BRISIS Isabelle ICCROM Italy 

DE RUIJTER Martijn Reinwardt Academie & the Tropenmuseum Netherlands 

DELLEBEK Angela National Archives of the Netherlands Netherlands 

DUNHAM Deborah  Netherlands 

EL-HABSHI Alaa Monofia University Egypt 

GEORGIOU HADJITOJI Tasoula Walk of Truth Netherlands 

HEDHAMMAR Erika Swedish National Heritage Board Sweden 

JARAMILLO CONTRERAS Marcela  Colombia 

JOHNSON Jessica Smithsonian Institution USA 

JIGYASU, Rohit Ritsumeikan University, Japan India 

KOLEN Bas HKV Lijn Netherlands 

KURIN Richard Smithsonian Institution USA 

LARGE Judith Richardson Institute for Conflict and Peace Studies UK 

MIRE Sada  UK 

QUARLES VAN UFFORD Robert Netherlands National Commission for UNESCO Netherlands 

ROUHANI Bijan Independent Researcher UK 

SALAH SAYED Abdel-Hamid Egyptian Heritage Rescue Foundation (EHRF) Egypt 

SELTER Elke USAID program South Sudan South Sudan 

SPITZ Koosje ICCROM Italy 

STOCK Derborah Prince Claus Fund Netherlands 

TANDON Aparna ICCROM India 

VAN DER BURG Jaap Helicon Netherlands 

VAN LEIJEN Renate Cultural Heritage Agency Netherlands 

VERGER Isabelle ICCROM France 

WEGENER Corine Smithsonian Institution USA 

WICHINK Robert Municipality of Amsterdam Netherlands 

Attachment B 
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 Attachment C 
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