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Foreword
On February 24th of this year, I was the interim chief editor of «Conservation Update» 
as the majority of colleagues had droped out, most of them due to the pandemic. 
Being in charge and having decided on issues dedicated to individual topics, I had the 
spontaneous idea to announce an issue for which we in particular welcomed papers, 
to demonstrate the peaceful cross border co-operation in the course of conser-
vation activities of any kind and the peace-fostering power of cultural heritage 
work. As the April issue 1/2022 was already in the process of layout back then, it is 
the recent number 2 of this year, which holds papers which reached us answering this 
specific call.

The first paper is a report on the activities of a particular work programme of OSCE, 
the second paper presents a report on a dedicated EU project, and the third is a “clas-
sic” article about the interdisciplinary international work of conservators.

Having introduced you to the idea of this CU issue, allow me to say a word about the 
periodical in general.

"Conservation Update", the periodical of the European Research Centre for Book 
and Paper Conservation-Restoration, is now a peer-reviewed, open access periodical 
with DOIs for each article and the periodical itself, an ISSN number, two new chief 
editors (both conservators and working in different countries and with different 
background), an interdisciplinary international board of peers, and a team of native 
speakers proofreaders. We document every step of processing the papers in an exter-
nal server where access can be given in case needed. "Conservation Update" is final-
ised by a professional designer who is also a conservator and does the layout, and a 
reliable webmaster, and its own webpage https://conservationupdate.com/

All this high end process is offered to the authors for zero costs. This is unique and 
only possible due to the joint effort of voluntary work by highly educated conserva-
tors and other professionals in the field of written and graphic heritage conservation.
Still ahead is now to re-apply for ranking. The first attempt was turned down, and 
some changes were made based on suggestions meanwhile. We already received the 
e-mail from one of the ranking bodies, indicating they have us in line to get listed. As 
soon as this is done, the journal will “have it all”.
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Another change which was made recently, which was actually initiated by the “Indo-
nesian” issue, where we suddenly faced a number of articles falling into one umbrel-
la topic, is that we will formulate topics for each and every issue of "Conservation 
Update". This is meant to make the individual papers even more attractive for the 
readers, but also for the authors, because their contributions gain a particular con-
text. We will of course also still select extraordinarily interesting papers aside the 
main topic.
 
Finally this is the place to thank all previous colleagues, who nourished the "Con-
servation Update" to bring it to the recent state: the critical voices, the hard-working 
former chief editors and peers, the previous layouter, and of course also all the au-
thors who entrusted their contributions to us.

From 1/2023 onwards we will run the periodical with a new team of two chief edi-
tors Marta Soliva Sánchez and Manto Sotiropoulou, three proof readers coming from 
the UK: Katarina Kelsey, Mathilde Renauld (UK) and Charlotte Wilkinson (UK), and 
the relatively new layouter and new layout (who already did the last 2 issues: Anja 
Props) as well as countless peers, who are either from a core team of sort, or are 
found afresh depending on the particular topic.

For the upcoming issue the particular topic “Reused Islamic Bindings” was identified 
by the new team and I wish them and all of us all the best.

 

Patricia Engel,
Chief Editor

mailto:martasoliva%40gmail.com?subject=Conservation%20Update
mailto:mantosot%40gmail.com?subject=Conservation%20Update
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Reconciliation through reconstruction? The Role  
of OSCE for Cultural Heritage Protection in Kosovo

Peter Strasserᵃ

ᵃ University for Continuing Education, Krems, Austria

Keywords: 
Cultural heritage protection
cultural policies
Kosovo
UN
UNESCO
OSCE
post-conflict situation
armed conflict and cultural property pro-
tection
reconciliation
reconstruction of cultural property

ABSTRACT
The efficiency of international governmental organisations (IGOs) depends on 1) their mandates 
and 2) their financial means to perform their mandate. In Kosovo, the tasks of IGOs in the field 
of cultural heritage protection has shifted since 1999 within 15 years from being agencies with 
quasi-state related administrative responsibilities to providers of capacity building, expertise and 
of extra-budgetary funds. At the same time, the reconstruction of the damaged and destroyed 
assets of cultural property belonging to the different communities in Kosovo was placed in the 
wider frame of reconciliation of the divided societies. Twenty years after the conflict, which 
caused not only immense (material and immaterial) damages but also thousands of victims, 
the reconstruction of the destroyed and damaged heritage is nearly completed. However, did 
the reconciliation among the different (minority and majority) communities go in hand with the 
rebuilding of the heritage as designed by the “international community”? The description and 
analysis of the activities of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe  – Mission in 
Kosovo (OMIK) in the field of cultural heritage within the last twenty years should demonstrate, 
that reconstruction activities do not automatically guarantee the reconciliation of the society. 
The success of international stakeholders as contributors to reconciliation depends also on the 
positive reception of their help by public and individual stakeholders in the hosting country. 

DOI: 10.48341/s969-yn83
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Introduction

UNESCO 1 and (in the European context) the 
Council of Europe (CoE) enjoy high popularity 
as international (governmental) organizations 
(IGO) designed not only to save cultural heri-
tage, but also to “create” new heritage: Both 
organizations run programs to “enrich” heri-
tage with labels. While UNESCO with its “World 
Heritage” became the world-leading agency 
in providing globally recognized cultural her-
itage-labels 2, the CoE launched – inspired by 
the successful example of World Heritage – 
its European Cultural Routes, followed by the 
European Heritage Label, which was initiated 
by the European Union (EU). However, the “la-
beling” of heritage should not be the final aim 
itself (e.g. in order to promote tourism), as all 
these organisations underline their endeav-
ors through the protection of cultural heri-
tage to contribute to a better society, which is 
characterized by cultural diversity, mutual re-
spect and tolerance. Apart from the labelling 
of heritage, there are more tasks undertaken 
by IGOs: Capacity building, (e.g. enhancing 
the capabilities of institutions and individu-
als in the implementation of tasks through 
providing missing expertise), standard set-
ting (e.g. the drafting of international legal 
instruments and non-binding guidelines), the 
implementation of restoration and rehabilita-
tion projects are – e.g. UNESCO’s – most visi-
ble activities in the field of cultural heritage. 
As mentioned, these activities follow the ul-
timate aim to contribute to a peaceful and 
prosperous future of humankind.

1 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization
2 Beside the World Heritage List, UNESCO created 
also the “List of World Heritage in Danger”, the “List of 
Intangible Cultural Heritage and the Register of good 
safeguarding practices”, the “List of Intangible Cultur-
al Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding” and the 
“Memory of the World”.

Fig. 1: Three well-known labels of three inter-
national organizations with high visibility.  
The notion of UNESCO is strongly linked with 
its World Heritage Convention. This successful 
example of labelling cultural heritage was 
taken over (not only) by the CoE and the EU. 
(Sources: internet)

The aspect of “branding” of cultural heritage 
as a contribution to a “better society”, howev-
er, is not linked with all international organisa-
tions active in the field of heritage protection. 
E.g. the Organization for Security and Cooper-
ation in Europe (OSCE) is active in both fields 
concerning the protection of cultural heritage 
as well as for building of an open, democratic 
and pluralistic society. However, with regard 
to its activities in the field of cultural heri-
tage protection, it cannot compete with the 
well-established cultural heritage players on 
global and European level, as UNESCO, Coun-
cil of Europe and the European Union. OSCE 
does neither issue any specific labels (which 
will attract all kind of heritage-tourism-related 
activities), nor it compiles lists of remarkable 
heritage, nor it is engaged in the restoration 
of monuments. What kind of tasks do remain 
for OSCE in the cultural heritage field in order 
to contribute to reconciliation and finally to a 
“better society”?
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1) CSCE’s and OSCE’s (early) links  
     to culture and cultural heritage

The importance of cultural heritage as a glo-
bal, “all-inclusive” task for an IGO can be de-
mon strated e.g. through UNESCO’s work. 
OSCE’s principal tasks follow UNESCO’s goals 
for a peaceful Europe by respecting human 
rights, rule of law and democracy; howev-
er, culture and cultural heritage are not in 
OSCE’s foreground. OSCE goes back to the 
early 1970ies to the Conference on Security 
and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE). During a 
state conference in Helsinki on 1 August 1975, 
35 participating states signed the Final Act3.  
This political agreement (the Final Act does 
not constitute an international treaty with le-
gally binding obligations) aimed at enhancing 
the cooperation between East and West at the 
northern hemisphere, which was – until the 
collapse of the communist regimes – charac-
terized by the Cold War and arms race.
 Although of minor importance, the 
term “cultural heritage” is mentioned twice in 
the Final Act (which constitutes a document of 
59 pages) in different contexts: In the chapter 
on the promotion of tourism,4 the signatories 
declared vaguely, that they “will endeavor, 
where possible, to ensure that the develop-
ment of tourism does not injure cultural heri-
tage.” 5 In the fields of cultural cooperation and 
“exchange and the dissemination of cultural 
property” 6, cultural heritage should serve to 
bring the East and West closer to each other – 

3 Final Act 1975, https://www.osce.org/files/f/docu-
ments/5/c/39501.pdf
4 Final Act 1975, p. 32
5 Final Act 1975, p. 35: “The participating states will en-
deavor, where possible, to ensure that the development 
of tourism does not injure the environment and the 
artistic, historic and cultural heritage in their respective 
countries.”
6 Final Act 1975, p. 50

a demand which was quite utopian during the 
Cold War in the 1970 and 1980ies: 7 The states 
should “further development of interest in 
the cultural heritage of the other participating 
States, conscious of the merits and the value 
of each culture.” 8 One has to take into consid-
eration that during the Cold War, Europe was 
divided by the Iron Curtain, which restricted 
cultural exchange to a minimum.
 Despite this rather vague mandate in 
the field of cultural heritage, CSCE (and its suc-
cessor in 1995, the Organization for Security 
and Cooperation in Europe, OSCE), took steps 
towards capacity building by organizing con-
ferences. Only after 1999, with the creation of 
OSCE’s “Mission in Kosovo” (OMIK), OSCE in-
cluded the protection of cultural heritage on 
field level in its daily agenda; while on head-
quarters level – OSCE’s Secretariat is based in 
Vienna – initiatives against smuggling and il-
licit traffic of cultural property were elaborat-
ed. However, unlike UNESCO and CoE, OSCE 
neither developed any legal instrument, nor it 
created any marketing-related label.
 During the first year of CSCE, culture 
and cultural heritage served as means for 
policy of détente between East and West. 9 A 
series of conferences underlined this endeav-
or. The wide field of cultural cooperation and 
cultural policies stood e.g. in the focus of the 
Mediterranean countries. Following the Meet-
ing of Experts within the Framework of the Med-
iterranean Chapter of the Final Act in Valletta 

7 Kleinwächter 1993
8 Final Act 1975, p. 51: “Exchanges and Dissemina-
tion: To contribute to the improvement of facilities for 
exchanges and the dissemination of cultural property, 
by appropriate means, in particular by: […] encour-
aging, in the way they deem appropriate, within their 
cultural policies, the further development of interest in 
the cultural heritage of the other participating States, 
conscious of the merits and the value of each culture; 
[…]”
9 More detailed see Lindemann 1986
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in 1979, economic, scientific and cultural co-
operation in the Mediterranean was discussed 
in a seminar in Venice in 1984. 10 On that oc-
casion, the participating countries focused 
on the cooperation for the conservation, pro-
tection, safeguarding and enhancement of 
the cultural heritage in the fields of archae-
ology, architecture, arts and crafts. The then 
reference to the investigation of underwater 
archaeological remains constitutes an early 
mention of this category of heritage.11 Further 
points of cooperation were e.g. the training of 
professional staff and cultural personnel.
 The Cultural Forum of the CSCE in 1985, 
held in Budapest, was the first CSCE meeting 
in a Warsaw Pact state and examined the cul-
tural provisions of the Final Act. Furthermore, 
“leading personalities in the field of art and 
culture discussed the problems of cultural 
creation, as well as dissemination and co-op-
eration, including the promotion of exchang-
es.”12 Although the divided Europe set restric-
tions (which surely influenced this event), the 
Forum offered new opportunities of exchange 
between East and West.13 
 A couple of years later, in 1990, during 
another CSCE Meeting on the Mediterranean,14  
the preservation and protection of cultural 
heritage and of historical centres were again 
on the agenda. As the protection of cultur-
al heritage was “of great importance for the 
balanced development of the Mediterranean 
countries”,15 the discussions and conclusions 
emphasized an enhanced cooperation among 
the states in the Mediterranean, including the 

10 Venice, 16 October 1984
11 https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/f/9/16225.pdf
12 CSCE 1985, details about the preparation of that 
meeting, see CSCE 1984b
13 Pabsch 1986
14 Palma de Mallorca, 24 September – 19 October 1990
15 CSCE 1990

strengthening of the role of museums and the 
common fight against illegal traffic of cultural 
property. The reference to the importance of 
underwater cultural heritage (as already done 
in 1984) underlines the importance of this field 
of heritage, which remained – on internation-
al level – largely non-protected until 2001.16 
 The Cracow Symposium on the Cultur-
al Heritage of the CSCE Participating States17  
represents a further step to enhance the co-
operation among the Participating States in 
the fields of culture, arts and cultural her-
itage. One has to note that in 1991 Europe 
was not only divided into (at least two) blocs, 
but inter-state cooperation and exchange of 
expertise in the field of culture were rare – 
contrary to the present situation, where the 
European Union facilitates international coop-
eration – also with non EU-member countries 
– through INTERREG projects in the field of 
culture, tourism and infrastructural develop-
ment. The Cracow Symposium offered thro-
ugh different working groups the opportunity 
for a broad exchange of views. The final docu-
ment18 of the conference contains recommen-
dations in the field of human rights and their 
relation to arts and culture, cultural heritage 
and its restoration. Many demands, like the 
preservation of historic city-centres, effective 
protection of heritage during disasters, ade-
quate learning- and training opportunities as 
well as regular exchange among experts, re-
main valid until today. The important role of 
NGOs in the frame of awareness raising and 
the importance of contemporary art as future 

16 In 2001 the UNESCO “Convention on the Protection 
of the Underwater Cultural Heritage” was adopted. It 
entered into force in 2009, http://portal.unesco.org/en/
ev.php-URL_ID=13520&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SEC-
TION=201.html#ENTRY (accessed 28 June 2022)
17 Cracow, Poland, 28 May – 7 June 1991
18 CSCE 1991, see also Sailer 1991, and Bulletin 1991
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heritage were a highlight. The Symposium 
served not only as an opportunity for an ex-
change of views between East and West, but 
also to formulate demands to the respective 
governments – demands which are still of ac-
tual importance during the last 40 years.
 Consequently, the early activities of the 
CSCE in the late 1970ies and 1980ies provided 
a platform of exchange between eastern and 
western countries – at a time when the Cold 
War and the Iron Curtain prevented a free and 
broad flow of information between the two 
blocs. While nowadays UNESCO, CoE and es-
pecially EU provide dense and regular oppor-
tunities of cooperation in Europe and beyond, 
the impact of early trans-bloc activities en-
abled by CSCE should not be underestimated.

2) OSCE’s present involvement  
     in Cultural Heritage 

In 1995, CSCE was transformed into the Or-
ganization for Security and Cooperation in Eu-
rope (OSCE) with its headquarters (the “Secre-
tariat”) in Vienna. Only in the last fifteen years, 
the Organization showed activities in two 
fields of cultural heritage: the fight against il-
licit traffic (administered by OSCE’s Secretari-
at) and its reconciliation activities undertaken 
by the OSCE Mission in Kosovo (OMIK).

2a) Illicit traffic and smuggling  
       of cultural property

During the last ten years OSCE’s participating 
States and its OSCE Partners for Co-operation 
witnessed an increase in the looting of archae-
ological sites and illicit cross border smug-
gling of stolen art works, of archaeological 
materials and antiquities. Close connections 
of these criminal activities exist to organized 
crime and to money laundering. Following 
the recommendations arising from the 2014 

annual meeting of the OSCE Border Security 
and Management National Focal Points (NFP) 
Network, OSCE identified the fight against il-
licit traffic as a common task through its Bor-
der Security and Management Unit (BSMU) at 
its Secretariat. Since 2016, OSCE organizes 
workshops on “Combating illicit cross-border 
trafficking in cultural property in the OSCE 
area” in Italy,19 Cyprus,20 Montenegro21 and 
in Central Asia.22 In Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
OSCE published a brochure.23

 In 2021, BSMU proposed a project for 
combatting illicit traffic by applying a broad 
approach: It covers an academic course to 
protect movable cultural property against 
looting and smuggling. This training course 
shall be provided by the Danube University 
Krems/Austria.

2b) Cultural Heritage Protection as Task  
         of the OSCE Mission in Kosovo

With regards to cultural property, beside 
OSCE’s activities on Secretariat’s level, the 
Organization is also active in the field: Among 
its 14 field missions and offices in South-East-
ern Europe, Eastern Europe, the South Cau-
casus and Central Asia24 is also the OSCE’s 
Mission in Kosovo (OMIK). It was established in 
1999 based on UN Security Council Resolution 
1244. In that Resolution, also the tasks were 
allocated among the different international 
stakeholders. In this context, OMIK’s mandate 
was installed as pillar III of the United Nations 
Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK25), being responsi-
ble for democratization and institution build-

19 OSCE 2017
20 OSCE 2017a
21 OSCE 2018
22 OSCE, OSCE 2018a, OSCE 2018b, OSCE 2019
23 OSCE Brochure
24 https://www.osce.org/where-we-are (accessed 12 
July 2022)
25 https://unmik.unmissions.org/ (accessed 12 July 2022)
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ing. Since then, OMIK is involved in reconcilia-
tion-activities.

Cultural Heritage in Kosovo

Cultural heritage and its protection in Kosovo 
play an important role in the daily discourse 
in Kosovo. For many centuries, Kosovo has 
been at the crossroads of cultural exchange of 
the Mediterranean world. For some 600 years, 
it was considerably shaped by the European 
Islamic tradition. Among the heritage, which 
remained from the centuries-long Ottoman 
rule (which ended in 1912), are e.g. some 560 
mosques26, furthermore, there were some 
hundred monasteries and churches of the 
SOC – not all of them remained. On the one 
hand, there are many tangible remains with 
heritage values, on the other hand the ques-
tion of “ownership” and interpretation of the 
history is still a heavily debated issue: Kosovo 
Albanians and the minority Serbian ethnic-
ity (including the Serbian Orthodox Church) 
hold contrary views, which are also twenty 
years after the conflict neither mitigated nor 
solved. Moreover, the heritage of minority 
groups like of Roma’s, Ashkali’s and Egyptians 
is still widely unknown and lacks any promo-
tion. Consequently, questions referring to the 
identification, interpretation, protection and 
promotion of cultural heritage are intrinsical-
ly linked to political positions. While for Ser-
bia the area in question constitutes the “holy 
land”, the Albanian majority community in-
terprets the Serbian orthodox churches and 
monasteries as the continuation of a built tra-
dition at former Illyrian places. As a result, all 
activities in the field of rehabilitation and re-
settlement in a post-conflict area – undertak-
en either by local- or by international actors 

26 Riedlmayer 2014

in Kosovo – have to follow a political agenda. 
Consequently, questions regarding the res-
toration and reconstruction of built cultural 
heritage are never merely technical, as they 
have to be seen in a political context. In this 
regard, the Serbian Orthodox Church (SOC) 
as owner of the churches and monasteries 
on the one hand enjoys privileges granted by 
law.27 Although the Law on Special Protective 
Zones28 should prevent uncontrolled eco-
nomic development and unpermitted con-
structions around the churches and monas-
teries, the factual implementation of the Law 
is hampered by the missing opportunity of 
communication between SOC and the other 
stakeholders (Ministry of Culture, Ministry of 
Spatial Planning, municipalities and interna-
tional community).
 Cultural heritage from the different 
ethnicities in Kosovo suffered from severe in-
tentional destruction – however, at different 
times of the conflict in 1998/99: Under Serbian 
rule, heritage of the Albanian community was 
systematically targeted and destroyed (e.g. 
40 % of the some 560 mosques, tekkes and 
kullas).29 After the withdrawal of the Serbian 
troops in June 1999 during the NATO-led Op-
eration Allied Force30 (and in many cases be-
fore the arrival of KFOR troops), some 80 sites 
of Serbian religious heritage (churches, mon-
asteries and cemeteries) were destroyed or 

27 Articles 7A and 8, Law no. 02/L-31 on Freedom of 
Religion in Kosovo (Official Gazette of the Provisional In-
stitutions of Self-Government in Kosovo / Pristina: Year 
II / no. 11 / 01 April 2007), amended by Law no. 04/L-115 
Law on Amending and Supplementing the Laws related 
to the Ending of International Supervision of Indepen-
dence of Kosovo.
28 Law no. 03/L-039 on Special Protective Zones, 4 June 
2008, https://gzk.rksgov.net/ActDetail.aspx?ActID=2529 
(accessed 22 June 2022)
29 Riedlmayer, 2014, unpag.
30 The operation lasted from 24 March until 10 June 
1999.
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damaged by Kosovo-Albanian forces or by lo-
cal extremists.31 The publication by UNESCO of 
a leaflet on basic principles of the [1954 Hague] 
Convention for Kosovo in 2000 came too late 
in order to exert any mitigating effect.32 Later, 
in March 2004, during a region-wide uproar, 
again some 35 places of Serbian heritage were 
targeted and destroyed.

International Assistance for the 
Safeguarding of Cultural Heritage 
in Kosovo

After the conflict in 1999, the situation of the 
cultural heritage in Kosovo was one of the is-
sues the international community had to deal 
with.33 Under the lead of the United Nations 
Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) – among many oth-
er tasks – the rehabilitation of the damaged 
and destroyed heritage was initiated. As a first 
step, the identification of the damaged and 
lost heritage was undertaken.34 Reports also 
covered the situation of museums,35 archives 
and libraries.36 Emphasis was made on the as-
sessment of the state of conservation of sec-
ular and religious buildings. While the inven-
tories were jointly undertaken by the Council 
of Europe and UNESCO, which identified also 

31 Figures according to Riedlmayer 2014, unpag. Over-
view in SOC 1999. It seems that the robust construction 
of some monasteries and churches – especially which 
were built in the era after 1989 – could withstand at-
tacks through “light” weapons.
32 ICRC 2001
33  E.g. Council of Europe, Recommendation 1511 (2001) 
of the Parliamentary Assembly on the cultural situation 
in Kosovo, https://pace.coe.int/en/files/16895 (accessed 
12 June 2022)
34 E.g. Herscher-Riedlmayer 2000
35 E.g. Riedlmayer 2000
36 E.g. Riedlmayer 1999, UNESCO 2000; at Harvard 
University was in summer 2000 an exhibition “Burned 
Books and Blasted Shrines: Cultural Heritage Under Fire 
in Kosovo” by A. Herscher and A. Riedlmayer, https://
www.archnet.org/publications/5471 (accessed 12 July 
2022)

Fig. 2: The bell tower of the Church of Holy 
Virgin Hodegetria (village of Mushtisht/
Mušutište, municipality of Suharekë/Suva 
Reka) could withstand the attacks by the 
aggressors in June/July 1999, whose weapons 
were too “light” to destroy fully the site. Its 
reinforced concrete construction dates back 
only to 1989. The 1989 reconstructed monas-
tery could serve its function only for some ten 
years. The site still lies in ruin, as the Serbian 
community, which inhabited the place, has 
meanwhile left and the function of the church 
has ceased. (photos: author, 5 May 2022)

the necessary conservation measures37), the 
Reconstruction Implementation Commission 

37 UNESCO 2004, UNESCO 2005. Note, that the targeted 
religious communities, namely the SOC in 1999 and 
the Islamic Community in 2000 published their reports 
already years before.
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for Orthodox Religious Sites in Kosovo coordi-
nated the rehabilitation work.38 For the recon-
struction of some 75 monuments (48 of the 
Serbian Orthodox Church, 14 of the Islamic 
Community and 13 vernacular sites) a re-
quired amount of 40 Million Euro was identi-
fied.39 UNESCO raised some 10 million US$ for 
the rehabilitation fund.40 
 Based on the Resolution no. 124441 of 
the UN-Security Council, in 2001 UNMIK un-
dertook steps towards institution-building 
and started to shift governmental respon-
sibilities from the UN-administration to the 
Provisional Institutions of Self-Government 
(PISG), in whose framework the Ministry of 
Culture, Youth and Sports (MCYS) was created. 
In 2004, upon request of Serbia and Montene-
gro, (which was the state party to the World 
Heritage Convention at that time) the World 
Heritage Committee included the Monastery 
of Decani in the western part of Kosovo in 
the World Heritage List of UNESCO.42 In 2006, 
the site was – under the name Medieval Mon-
uments in Kosovo – extended by three addi-
tional parts43 and also included in the “List of 
World Heritage in Danger”.44 In the same year, 
the “Law on Cultural Heritage” was adopted 
by the Assembly of Kosovo.45 This legal act 
was drafted by specialists, who were tasked 

38 RIC 2005, Focus 2006, p. 4 
39 UN 2005
40 UNESCO 2005a
41 https://peacemaker.un.org/kosovo-resolution1244 
(accessed 1 July 2022)
42 Decision 28COM 14B.47, https://whc.unesco.org/en/
decisions/130 (accessed 22 June 2022)
43 Patriarchate of Peć Monastery, Gračanica Monastery 
and the Church of the Virgin of Ljeviša; Decision 30COM 
8B.53, https://whc.unesco.org/en/decisions/1013 (ac-
cessed 22 June 2022)
44 Decision 30COM 8B.54, https://whc.unesco.org/en/
decisions/1029 (accessed 22 June 2022)
45 Law No. 02/L-88 on Cultural Heritage, 1 July 2008, 
https://gzk.rksgov.net/ActDetail.aspx?ActID=2533 (ac-
cessed 22 June 2022)

Fig. 3: UNESCO and the Council of Europe 
issued in 2004 and 2005 the reports of their 
fact-finding missions in 2003. (graphic: archive 
of the author)

by the Council of Europe. Despite several at-
tempts to amend the Law, in 2022 it remains 
unchanged as no political consent for its re-
vision could be achieved. In 2007, the “Aht-
isaari Plan”46 – a proposal elaborated by the 
former President of Finland, Martti Ahtisaari, 
for the future status of Kosovo – contains in 
its Annex 5 regulations concerning religious 
and cultural heritage. While the draft was not 
officially endorsed neither by Kosovo nor by 
Serbia, many of its regulations were integrat-
ed into Kosovo’s legislation. E.g., the provi-
sions concerning the religious heritage of the 
SOC served as basis for the later “Law on Spe-
cial Protective Zones”, which was adopted in 
2008.47 The Law on SPZ can be understood as 

46 Ahtisaari 2007
47 Law No. 03/L-039 on Special Protective Zones, 4 June 
2008, Art. 2, Law on SPZ (accessed 22 June 2022)
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a contribution to reconciliation, as it should 
protect monasteries and churches of the SOZ 
from damages of “its historical, cultural, ar-
chitectural or archaeological context, natural 
environment or aesthetic visual setting.”48

 Although the “OSCE Mission in Kosovo” 
(OMIK) was established already after the end 
of the NATO operation on the 1stJuly 1999,49  
in its first years it was not directly involved in 
issues of cultural heritage. Its mandate from 
the 1st July 1999 referred to issues of human 
rights, rule of law, democratization, and in-
stitution building. The author, who served in 
2005-06 and in 2019-22 for OMIK, was tasked 
in 2006 to assist the MCYS to advice on issues 
to promote human rights, cultural diversity 
and also on cultural heritage. At that time, 
OMIK – together with UNMIK and the PISG – 
could launch – mainly directed at pupils and 
students – some initiatives to raise the notion 
of cultural heritage and its protection. It also 
monitored the development at places of the 
SOC, which were guarded then by KFOR. In 
2008, OMIK initiated the surveillance of the ar-
chaeological site of Ulpiana, which was then 
victim of vandalism.50 
 In 2013, OMIK became member of the 
Implementation and Monitoring Council (IMC). 
This body was created in 2011 as foreseen 
in the Law on Special Protective Zones. This 
Law has its origin in the above-mentioned 
“Ahtisaari Plan”. Annex 5 of the Plan enlists 
churches and monasteries of the SOC. For 
their protection, some 45 “special protective 
zones” (SPZ) were created. Since then, OMIK 

48 Art. 2, Law on SPZ
49 OSCE Permanent Council, decision no. 305, 
1 July 1999, https://www.osce.org/files/f/docu-
ments/e/0/28795.pdf. OMIK succeeded the “transitional 
OSCE Task Force for Kosovo” which was established 
by OSCE’s- Permanent Council on 8 June 1999. (PC.
DEC/296)
50 OSCE 2008

Fig. 4: Part of the promotion campaign 2006: 
In June 2006, the magazine “Focus Kosovo” 
of UNMIK was dedicated to cultural heritage 
(archive: author)

established a focus within its cultural heritage 
agenda on the monitoring of the SPZ sites and 
providing advice regarding their protection 
and development. Keeping regular contact 
with the responsible persons and religious 
institutions from the SPZ sites constitutes 
an important task of OMIK, especially, as the 
meeting schedule of the IMC has been inter-
rupted since 2021 due to political reasons. 
The monitoring-does not look like “clandes-
tine observation-activities”: Staff from the 
five regional offices of OMIK in the bigger 
cities of Kosovo keep regular contact with 
the local stakeholders (like representatives 
of municipalities and heritage institutions, 
private persons, religious communities and 
owners of monuments). Thanks to their visits, 
not only the good relations with the popula-
tion, but also the visibility of OMIK outside of 
its headquarters in Pristina can be enhanced. 
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Keeping contact with members of the SOC 
also promotes the inter-faith dialogue, which 
includes a regular exchange with members of 
the different religious communities. The im-
portance of this dialogue can be underlined 
through the fact that these communities are 
also bearer of cultural heritage. The dialogue 
among the religious leaders constitutes a con-
tribution to post-conflict reconciliation.
 The monitoring contributed within 
OMIK to the creation of an institutional mem-
ory on cultural heritage. OMIK’s knowledge 
and its concern for the protection of cultur-
al heritage of all communities (regardless of 
majority or minority) resulted in the drafting 
of two reports on the situation of cultural 
property in Kosovo. OMIK’s first report Chal-
lenges in the Protection of Immovable Tangible 
Cultural Heritage in Kosovo51 was launched 
in 2014 and analyzed the development since 
2010. The report identified a series of gaps 
and deficits (e.g improving the compilation 
of an inventory of cultural goods, the need 
for training of staff (including Kosovo Police), 
the demand to condemn incidents which 
were directed against the heritage of minori-
ties, a better coordination of the institutions 
and clearer definition of their tasks including 
a better staffing and technical equipment).52  
Some demands, like the better integration of 
monument protection in spatial planning or a 
closer cooperation with the SOC remain val-
id until now. Some of the recommendations 
were taken into consideration by the execu-
tive bodies and were incorporated e.g. 2016 in 
the National Strategy on Cultural Heritage.
 OMIK’s close involvement in protection 
measures (especially vis-à-vis the premises of 
the SOC) and its huge quantity of information 

51 OSCE 2014
52 OSCE 2014, p.29-30

Fig. 5: OMIK’s first report on cultural heritage 
was published in 2014. Its recommendations 
were reflected in the Government’s Nation-
al Strategy on Cultural Heritage 2017-2027, 
which was adopted by the Government in 
2016. (Photo: Screenshot from OMIK website)

Fig. 6 :The “National Strategy for Cultural 
Heritage 2017-2027” took some recommenda-
tions of OMIK’s Cultural Heritage Report 2014 
into consideration. The Strategy endorses an 
open, broad approach for the identification 
and protection of Kosovo’s heritage based on 
international best practices. (Photo: Screen-
shot from MCYS website)
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obtained through many years allowed the 
Organization to develop activities which re-
flected the needs in the Mission area. The ac-
tivities were addressed to civil servants and 
heritage experts, but also to students and 
schoolchildren. This included workshops on 
restoration techniques, courses on the draft-
ing of cultural heritage management plans, 
and excursions of schoolchildren of the Ser-
bian minority community to heritage sites. 
OMIK provided advice through external ex-
perts to amend the existing legislation (e.g. 
Law on Cultural Heritage), restoration tech-
niques for specific monuments, and regard-
ing the drafting of site-specific conservation-, 
development and management plans. OMIK 
also organized study trips to heritage sites 
(e.g. to Kotor/Montenegro and Istanbul) in 
order to obtain best-practice information. 
UNESCO World Heritage sites proved to be 
exemplary examples to demonstrate global-
ly recognized working standards and tech-
niques. However, all these activities were not 
only of technical nature, but served to en-
hance the dialogue among the communities, 
among gender and generations.
 Since 2020 OMIK could increase the 
number of its cultural heritage-related pub-
lications. The “Guidebook on Standards 
for Drafting Cultural Heritage Management 
Plans”53 represents the outcome of a long-
standing training, which involved heritage 
experts and representatives from heritage 
institutions. Following these Guidelines, the 
drafting of management plans for the Great 
Hammam in Prishtinë/Pristina and the Old Ba-
zaar in Pejë/Peć was initiated and supported 
by OMIK. These drafting exercises could also 
benefit from the experiences obtained during 

53 OSCE 2020a

the drafting of the cultural heritage manage-
ment plan for the historic centre of Prizren.

In 2020, the report on the workshop for the 
drafting of the development plan for the 
small village of Letnicë/Letnica could also be 
published.54 This drafting exercise took place 
in 2018 and 2019 in the format of a summer 
school for students. The drafting was com-
bined with a practice-oriented workshop on 
conservation techniques: an old mill served 
as training-object.
 While the first thematic Report on cul-
tural heritage covered the years 2010-2014, 
the second edition “Protection of Cultural 
Heritage in Kosovo”55 reported about the pe-
riod 2015-2020. Some progress could be wit-
nessed, like the “National Strategy for Cultur-
al Heritage 2017-2027” of the Government. 
The Strategy took over some recommen-
dations from the Report from 2014, like the 
comprehensive management approach. Also, 
the institutions, which are responsible for 
the execution of heritage-related tasks (and 

54 OSCE 2020b
55 OSCE 2022

Fig. 7: The Guidebook on the drafting of cul-
tural heritage management plans represents 
the outcome of an intensive training activity 
led by Prof. Amra Hadzimuhamedovic, Interna-
tional University of Sarajevo. (Photo: Screen-
shot from OSCE’s website)
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which were so far only vaguely referenced 
in the laws) could finally be defined through 
secondary legislation. While the Report iden-
tified that the logistical and institutional pro-
visions are already well established, there is 
a need to enhance the notion of cultural her-
itage among the communities and to increase 
its potential to promote heritage for recon-
ciliation. Moreover, the Report listed a series 
of deficits relating to the identification, pro-
tection and promotion of cultural heritage.56 
Although many sites were already pre-select-
ed for future protection, the final selection is 
delayed. In order to increase the awareness 
about the incidents at religious and cultural 
heritage sites, the Report demanded to en-
hance the condemnations of such incidents 
by the public authorities. Moreover, while the 
close relation between monuments protec-
tion and spatial planning is already to a cer-
tain extent established, the corresponding 
laws should be better synchronized in order 
to fully benefit from the synergies among the 
laws. The need to amend the Law on Cultur-
al Heritage (despite its relatively young age 
from 200657) was re-iterated. Further activities 
should be undertaken to promote the impor-
tance of cultural heritage.58

Conclusions

“Reconciliation through reconstruction” con-
stitutes a wide and far-reaching endeavor. 
Cultural heritage encompasses broad aspects 
of spiritual, historical and technical values 
and is positioned in a highly political context. 
The role of IGOs in reconciliation-procedures 
in a post-conflict situation is determined thro-

56 OSCE 2022, p. 87-89
57 Compare: the Austrian Monuments Protection Act 
dates back to 1923!
58 OSCE 2022, p. 87-89

Fig. 8: The Report covers not only the drafting 
exercise, but also the workshop on conser-
vation techniques, which could be directly 
applied by the participants at a disused mill. 
(Photo: Screenshot from OSCE’s website)

Fig. 9: The second edition of OMIK’s themat-
ic report on cultural heritage “Protection 
of Cultural Heritage in Kosovo” covered the 
reporting period 2014-2020. It served not only 
to assess the development after the publica-
tion of the first Report, which analyzed the 
time between 2010 and 2014; but it took the 
achievements obtained through the “Nation-
al Strategy for Cultural Heritage 2017-2027” 
into consideration.. (Photo: Screenshot from 
OSCE’s website)
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ugh two important aspects: 1) the mandate 
of the IGOs and 2) the financial means, which 
the IGOs can provide. Both aspects define the 
range of activities they can perform.
 In the case of Kosovo, two stages of in-
ternational activities have to be distinguished: 
During the period June 1999 – ca 2006/08 the 
international organizations under the lead of 
UNMIK acted on the basis of the UN Security 
Council Resolution no. 1244 and performed 
a series of tasks, which are typical for the ad-
ministration of a territory. Furthermore, the 
first years were characterized by the assess-
ment of the damages, establishing the meth-
ods of reconstruction of cultural properties 
and by identifying funds for the reconstruc-
tion works.
 With the creation of the Provisional 
Institutions of Self-Government (PISG), which 
included the installation of Ministries around 
2006 and finally the unilateral declaration of 
independence of Kosovo on the 17th Febru-
ary 2008, the responsibilities shifted to the 
institutions of Kosovo. As a result, new tasks 
for the international community emerged: in-
stead of executive tasks, the support through 
capacity building, monitoring and the provid-
ing of expert’s advise was initiated to enhance 
the democratic structures and the rule of law. 
This approach clearly addressed the need 
for further reconciliation among the differ-
ent stakeholders of the society. The aim was 
a mitigating effect between majority and mi-
nority population by highlighting the impor-
tance of cultural heritage. For these tasks, the 
international community is mostly represent-
ed by IGOs. OMIK’s approach was therefore 
not only to provide technical advice but to in-
volve parts of the population in the discourse 
about heritage, its meaning and its protection. 
Of course, the promotion of heritage remains 

a task with a selected audience, e.g. with pu-
pils, students and with (governmental) ex-
perts. However, these stakeholders will serve 
as promotors of the ideas to protect heritage 
and to use its mitigating effects. These efforts 
will be undertaken to strengthen the role of 
cultural heritage as a mean for reconciliation 
of society in Kosovo. 
 While the work of IGOs will contribute 
to the visibility of state’s, local and private in-
stitutions, and will result in fostering the rec-
ognition of OMIK as “cultural organization”, 
we must not forget that the protection of cul-
tural heritage constitutes the final aim of all 
these efforts.

Bibliography

Ahtisaari Plan 2007: Comprehensive pro-
posal for the Kosovo status settlement (Doc. 
UN-Security Council, S/2007/168/Add.1), 
https://reliefweb.int/report/serbia/com-
prehensive-proposal-kosovo-status-settle-
ment-s2007168add1 (accessed 11 July 2022)

Bagjora 2000: Sabri Bagjora: Barbaria ser-
be ndaj monumenteve Islame në Kosovë 
(Shkurt '98-Qershor '99); Serbian barbari-
ties against Islamic monuments in Kosova 
(February '98-June '99); al-Wahshiyah al-Sir-
biyah didd al-athar al-Islamiyah fi Kusufa 
(Fibrayir 98-Yuniyu 99). Prishtina 2000

Bashota-Kokollari: Sali Bashota – Besim 
J. Kokollari: Kosova Libraries: History and 
Development (paper submitted for the 
World Libary and Information Congress, 
76th IFLA General Conference and Assembly, 
10-15 August 2010, Gothenburg, Sweden), 
https://www.ifla.org/past-wlic/2010/136-
bashota-en.pdf (accessed 12 July 2022)

Strasser | Conservation Update 2 (2022) | p6—p22

https://reliefweb.int/report/serbia/comprehensive-proposal-kosovo-status-settlement-s2007168add1
https://reliefweb.int/report/serbia/comprehensive-proposal-kosovo-status-settlement-s2007168add1
https://reliefweb.int/report/serbia/comprehensive-proposal-kosovo-status-settlement-s2007168add1
https://www.ifla.org/past-wlic/2010/136-bashota-en.pdf
https://www.ifla.org/past-wlic/2010/136-bashota-en.pdf


19

Bulletin 1991: Symposium über das kul-
turelle Erbe der KSZE-Teilnehmerstaaten. 
Dokument des Treffens vom 28. Mai bis 7. 
Juni 1991 in Krakau. In: Bulletin / Presse- 
und Informationsamt der Bundesregierung 
(Bonn), 20. Juni 1991, no. 71, p. 573-576

CSCE 1984a: CSCE: Report of the CSCE Venice 
Seminar on Economic, Scientific and Cultur-
al Co-operation in the Mediterranean within 
the Framework of the Results of the Valletta 
Meet ing of Experts. Venice, 16-26 October 
1984, https://www.osce.org/files/f/docu-
ments/f/9/16225.pdf (accessed 11 July 2022)

CSCE 1984b: CSCE: Report of the Meet-
ing of Experts representing the Participat-
ing States of the Conference on Security 
and Co-operation in Europe, foreseen 
by the con cluding Document of the Ma-
drid Meeting, to pre pare the “Cultural Fo-
rum”, https://www.osce.org/files/f/docu-
ments/c/d/109333.pdf (accessed 11 July 2022)

CSCE 1985: CSCE: CSCE Cultural Forum 
held in Buda pest. In: https://www.osce.
org/node/58534 (accessed 11 July 2022)

CSCE 1990: CSCE: Report of the Meet-
ing on the Mediterranean of the Confer-
ence on Se cu rity and Co-operation in 
Europe, https://www.osce.org/files/f/docu-
ments/5/e/16200.pdf (accessed 28 June 2022)

CSCE 1991: CSCE: Document of the Cra-
cow Symposium on the Cultural Heritage 
of the CSCE Participating States, https://
www.osce.org/files/f/documents/a/a/24396.
pdf (accessed 18 July 2022)

Final Act 1975: Conference on Security and 
Co-operation in Europe: Final Act, Hel sinki, 1 
August 1975; https://www.osce.org/files/f/doc-
uments/5/c/39501.pdf (accessed 28 June 2022)

Fischer 1993: Per Fischer: The Cracow Sym-
posium on the Cultural Heritage. In: Michael 
R. Lucas (ed.): The CSCE in the 1990s: Con-
structing European Security and Cooper-
ation. Baden-Baden 1993, p. 293-307

Focus 2006: UNMIK: Focus Kosovo, no.  24  
(June 2006)

Heckel 1988: Erna Heckel: Europäische 
Kultur und Kulturpolitik im Rahmen des 
KSZE-Prozesses. In Weimarer Beiträge, 
vol. 34 (1988), no. 11, p. 1902-1911

Herscher-Riedlmayer 2000: Andrew Her-
scher; Andras Riedlmayer: Architectural 
Heritage in Kosovo: A Post-War Report. First 
published in US/ICOMOS Newsletter 4 (Ju-
ly-August 2000), https://www.archnet.org/
publications/4736 (accessed 12 July 2022)

ICRC 2001: ICRC: Protection of cultural 
property in armed conflict : A collection 
of Basic Rules disseminated during the 
Ko sovo conflict. In: ICRC Internation-
al Review, Sept. 2001, vol. 83 no. 843, 
https://international-review.icrc.org/
sites/default/files/S1560775500119376a.
pdf (accessed 12 July 2022)

Kleinwächter 1993: Wolfgang Klein-
wächter: Von der UNESCO zur KSZE? 
Gesam teuropäische Zusammenarbeit 
im Bereich der Information. In: UNESCO 
Heute (Bonn), 40 (1993), no. 1, p. 36-40

Lindemann 1986: Hans Lindemann: Die 
Kulturbeziehungen zwischen Ost und 
West im KSZE-Prozess. In: Aus Politik 
und Zeitgeschichte, Bonn, 16.06.1986, 
B24-25, p. 33-45, https://mkrs-ks.org/
repository/docs/eng_strategy_for_her-
itage.pdf (accessed 12 July 2022)

Strasser | Conservation Update 2 (2022) | p6—p22

https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/f/9/16225.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/f/9/16225.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/c/d/109333.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/c/d/109333.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/5/e/16200.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/5/e/16200.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/a/a/24396.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/a/a/24396.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/a/a/24396.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/5/c/39501.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/5/c/39501.pdf
https://www.archnet.org/publications/4736
https://www.archnet.org/publications/4736
https://international-review.icrc.org/sites/default/files/S1560775500119376a.pdf
https://international-review.icrc.org/sites/default/files/S1560775500119376a.pdf
https://international-review.icrc.org/sites/default/files/S1560775500119376a.pdf
https://mkrs-ks.org/repository/docs/eng_strategy_for_heritage.pdf
https://mkrs-ks.org/repository/docs/eng_strategy_for_heritage.pdf
https://mkrs-ks.org/repository/docs/eng_strategy_for_heritage.pdf


20

MCYS 2016: Ministry of Culture, Youth 
and Sports: National Strategy for Cul-
tural Heritage 2017-2027. Prishtinë/
Priština 2016, https://mkrs-ks.org/re-
pository/docs/eng_strategy_for_her-
itage.pdf (accessed 12 July 2022)

OSCE 2008: Hasan Sopa / Nikola Gaon: Mis-
sion helps preserve Kosovo's historic cultural 
heritage. 4 June 2008, https://www.osce.
org/kosovo/57670 (accessed 12 July 2022)

OSCE 2014: OSCE – Mission in Kosovo: 
Challenges in the Protection of Immov-
able Tangible Cultural Heritage in Koso-
vo. Prishtinë/Priština 2014, https://www.
osce.org/files/f/documents/c/8/117276.
pdf (accessed 11 July 2022)

OSCE 2017: OSCE: Workshop on combat-
ing illicit cross-border trafficking in cultural 
property in the Mediterranean Region, Vicen-
za (Italy), 6-10 November 2017, https://polis.
osce.org/node/9776 (accessed 11 July 2022)

OSCE 2017a: OSCE: Capacity building 
International Seminar in the area of Traf-
ficking of Cultural Property/Antiquities 
Smuggling, Cyprus, 31 October – 2 No-
vember 2017, https://polis.osce.org/
node/9791 (accessed 11 July 2022)

OSCE 2018: OSCE: Regional Workshop on 
Combating Illicit Cross-border Traffick-
ing in Cultural Property in South-Eastern 
Europe, Montenegro, 1-5 October 2018, 
https://polis.osce.org/regional-work-
shop-combating-illicit-crossborder-traf-
ficking-cultural-property-southeast-
ern-europe (accessed 11 July 2022)

OSCE: OSCE: Central Asian Workshop on 
Combating Illicit Cross-border Traffick-
ing in Cultural Property, Tashkent and 

Samarkand, Uzbekistan, [date unknown, 
about 2018], https://polis.osce.org/cen-
tral-asian-workshop-combating-illic-
it-crossborder-trafficking-cultural-proper-
ty-tashkent-and (accessed 11 July 2022)

OSCE Brochure: OSCE: Brochure on the 
protection of cultural property (in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina), https://polis.osce.org/
brochure-protection-cultural-property-bos-
nia-and-herzegovina (accessed 11 July 2022)

OSCE 2018a: OSCE: Combatting illicit 
trafficking in cultural property focus of 
OSCE-organised Turkmen-Afghan work-
shop in Turkmenistan, Ashgabat, 24-25 
October 2018, https://polis.osce.org/
combatting-illicit-trafficking-cultural-prop-
erty-focus-osceorganised-turkmenaf-
ghan-workshop (accessed 11 July 2022)

OSCE 2018b: OSCE: Prevention of Illic-
it Trafficking of Cultural Heritage (PITCH) 
training, 2018, https://polis.osce.org/
prevention-illicit-trafficking-cultural-heri-
tage-pitch-training (accessed 11 July 2022)

OSCE 2019: OSCE: Workshop on combat-
ing illicit cross-border trafficking in cultural 
property in OSCE Asian Partners for Co-
operation Region, Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia, 
26-30 August 2019, https://polis.osce.org/
workshop-combating-illicit-crossborder-traf-
ficking-cultural-property-osce-asian-part-
ners (accessed 11 July 2022)

OSCE 2020a: OSCE – Mission in Koso-
vo: Guidebook on Standards for Drafting 
Cultural Heritage Management Plans. 
Prishtinë/Priština 2020, https://www.
osce.org/files/f/documents/2/d/461188.
pdf (accessed 11 July 2022)

Strasser | Conservation Update 2 (2022) | p6—p22

https://mkrs-ks.org/repository/docs/eng_strategy_for_heritage.pdf
https://mkrs-ks.org/repository/docs/eng_strategy_for_heritage.pdf
https://mkrs-ks.org/repository/docs/eng_strategy_for_heritage.pdf
https://www.osce.org/kosovo/57670
https://www.osce.org/kosovo/57670
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/c/8/117276.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/c/8/117276.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/c/8/117276.pdf
https://polis.osce.org/node/9776
https://polis.osce.org/node/9776
https://polis.osce.org/node/979
https://polis.osce.org/node/979
https://polis.osce.org/regional-workshop-combating-illicit-crossborder-trafficking-cultural-property-southeastern-europe
https://polis.osce.org/regional-workshop-combating-illicit-crossborder-trafficking-cultural-property-southeastern-europe
https://polis.osce.org/regional-workshop-combating-illicit-crossborder-trafficking-cultural-property-southeastern-europe
https://polis.osce.org/regional-workshop-combating-illicit-crossborder-trafficking-cultural-property-southeastern-europe
https://polis.osce.org/central-asian-workshop-combating-illicit-crossborder-trafficking-cultural-property-tashkent-and
https://polis.osce.org/central-asian-workshop-combating-illicit-crossborder-trafficking-cultural-property-tashkent-and
https://polis.osce.org/central-asian-workshop-combating-illicit-crossborder-trafficking-cultural-property-tashkent-and
https://polis.osce.org/central-asian-workshop-combating-illicit-crossborder-trafficking-cultural-property-tashkent-and
https://polis.osce.org/brochure-protection-cultural-property-bosnia-and-herzegovina
https://polis.osce.org/brochure-protection-cultural-property-bosnia-and-herzegovina
https://polis.osce.org/brochure-protection-cultural-property-bosnia-and-herzegovina
https://polis.osce.org/combatting-illicit-trafficking-cultural-property-focus-osceorganised-turkmenafghan-workshop
https://polis.osce.org/combatting-illicit-trafficking-cultural-property-focus-osceorganised-turkmenafghan-workshop
https://polis.osce.org/combatting-illicit-trafficking-cultural-property-focus-osceorganised-turkmenafghan-workshop
https://polis.osce.org/combatting-illicit-trafficking-cultural-property-focus-osceorganised-turkmenafghan-workshop
https://polis.osce.org/prevention-illicit-trafficking-cultural-heritage-pitch-training
https://polis.osce.org/prevention-illicit-trafficking-cultural-heritage-pitch-training
https://polis.osce.org/prevention-illicit-trafficking-cultural-heritage-pitch-training
https://polis.osce.org/workshop-combating-illicit-crossborder-trafficking-cultural-property-osce-asian-partners
https://polis.osce.org/workshop-combating-illicit-crossborder-trafficking-cultural-property-osce-asian-partners
https://polis.osce.org/workshop-combating-illicit-crossborder-trafficking-cultural-property-osce-asian-partners
https://polis.osce.org/workshop-combating-illicit-crossborder-trafficking-cultural-property-osce-asian-partners
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/2/d/461188.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/2/d/461188.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/2/d/461188.pdf


21

OSCE 2020b: OSCE – Mission in Kosovo: 
Heritage Lab : Rediscovering the Heritage 
of Letnicë/Letnica. Development Workshop 
Report. Prishtinë/Priština 2020, https://
www.osce.org/files/f/documents/8/f/461197.
pdf (accessed 11 July 2022)

OSCE 2022: OSCE – Mission in Koso-
vo: Protection of Cultural Heritage 
in Kosovo (Thematic Report). Prisht-
inë/Priština 2022, https://www.osce.
org/files/f/documents/e/b/522892.
pdf (accessed 18 July 2022)

OSCE 2022a: OSCE – Mission in Kosovo: 
Protection of Cultural Heritage in Kosovo, 
https://www.osce.org/mission-in-koso-
vo/522892 (accessed 18 July 2022)

OSCE 2022b: OSCE – Mission in Kosovo: 
OSCE Mission publishes report on pro-
tection of cultural heritage in Kosovo, 
https://www.osce.org/mission-in-koso-
vo/522985 (accessed 18 July 2022)

Pabsch 1986: Wiegand Pabsch: Das Kul-
turforum der KSZE in Budapest. Bericht 
und Bewertung. In: Europa-Archiv 41 

RIC 2005: Reconstruction Implementa-
tion Commission for Orthodox Religious 
Sites in Kosovo: Activity Report 2005. 

Riedlmayer 1999: Andras Riedlmayer: Librar-
ies and archives in Kosova: a postwar report. 
In: Bosnia Report, December 1999-Feb. 2000, 
http://www.bosnia.org.uk/bosrep/decfeb00/
libraries.cfm (accessed 12 July 2022)

Riedlmayer 2000: Andras Riedlmayer: Muse-
ums in Kosovo: a first postwar assessment. 
In: Bosnia Report, March-June 2000, from 
http://www.bosnia.org.uk/bosrep/mar-
june00/museums.cfm (accessed 12 July 2022)

Riedlmayer 2014: Andras Riedlmayer: 
Introduction. In: Sabri Bajgora: Destruc-
tion of Islamic Heritage in the Kosovo War 
1998-1999. Pristina 2014, p. 15-19, http://
heritage.sensecentar.org/assets/koso-
vo/sg-6-06-riedlmayer-foreword-inter-
faith-eng.pdf (accessed 12 July 2022)

Sailer 1991: Gerhard Sailer: Symposium 
über das kulturelle Erbe (Krakau 1991), in: 
Österreichische Zeitschrift für Kunst und 
Denkmalpflege, XLV/91, H. 3/4, p. 215-216

SOC 1999: Serbian Orthodox Church: Cruci-
fied Kosovo. Catalog of churches destroyed 
and desecrated by Albanian extremists in 
Kosovo and Metohia (June-October 1999), 
(1st ed.: Sept. 1999, 2nd ed.: Nov. 1999), 
https://www.rastko.rs/kosovo/crucified/
default.htm (accessed 12 July 2022)

UN 2005: UN: UNESCO to host donors' 
conference on cultural heritage in Koso-
vo (UN News, 11 May 2005), https://news.
un.org/en/story/2005/05/137562-un-
esco-host-donors-conference-cultur-
al-heritage-kosovo (accessed 12 July 2022)

UNESCO 2000: UNESCO Courier: Koso-
vo: Burned Books and Blasted Shrines. In: 
UNESCO Courier, September 2000, p. 40, 
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/
pf0000120395_eng (accessed 12 July 2022)

UNESCO 2004: UNESCO: Kosovo: Protection 
and Conservation of a Multi-Ethnic Heri-
tage in Danger; Mission Report 26-30 April 
2004. UNESCO: Venice 2004 (Cultural Her-
itage in South-East Europe, series no. 2)

UNESCO 2005: UNESCO: Protection and Pres-
ervation of Cultural Heritage in KOSOVO, con-
solidated Summary, International Donors Con-
ference, UNESCO - UNMIK - Council of Europe 

Strasser | Conservation Update 2 (2022) | p6—p22

https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/8/f/461197.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/8/f/461197.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/8/f/461197.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/e/b/522892.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/e/b/522892.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/e/b/522892.pdf
https://www.osce.org/mission-in-kosovo/522892
https://www.osce.org/mission-in-kosovo/522892
https://www.osce.org/mission-in-kosovo/522985
https://www.osce.org/mission-in-kosovo/522985
http://www.bosnia.org.uk/bosrep/decfeb00/libraries.cfm
http://www.bosnia.org.uk/bosrep/decfeb00/libraries.cfm
http://www.bosnia.org.uk/bosrep/marjune00/museums.cfm
http://www.bosnia.org.uk/bosrep/marjune00/museums.cfm
http://heritage.sensecentar.org/assets/kosovo/sg-6-06-riedlmayer-foreword-interfaith-eng.pdf
http://heritage.sensecentar.org/assets/kosovo/sg-6-06-riedlmayer-foreword-interfaith-eng.pdf
http://heritage.sensecentar.org/assets/kosovo/sg-6-06-riedlmayer-foreword-interfaith-eng.pdf
http://heritage.sensecentar.org/assets/kosovo/sg-6-06-riedlmayer-foreword-interfaith-eng.pdf
https://www.rastko.rs/kosovo/crucified/default.htm
https://www.rastko.rs/kosovo/crucified/default.htm
https://news.un.org/en/story/2005/05/137562-unesco-host-donors-conference-cultural-heritage-kosovo
https://news.un.org/en/story/2005/05/137562-unesco-host-donors-conference-cultural-heritage-kosovo
https://news.un.org/en/story/2005/05/137562-unesco-host-donors-conference-cultural-heritage-kosovo
https://news.un.org/en/story/2005/05/137562-unesco-host-donors-conference-cultural-heritage-kosovo
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000120395_eng
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000120395_eng


22

- European Commission, Paris, 2005, pp.41

UNESCO 2005a: Rehabilitation of Cultural 
Heritage in Kosovo: International dona-
tions represent tangible actions towards 
the protection of a heritage that should be 
transmitted to future generations. UNES-
CO, 22 Dec. 2005 (Flash Info no. 223-2005)

CV

Peter Strasser (Mag.iur, Mag.phil., Dr.iur, 
Dr.phil., LL.M.) The author studied law and 
Eu ro pean ethnology at the Universities of 
Inns bruck (Austria) and Nottingham (UK). He 
worked for UNESCO and the Austrian Minis-
try for Culture, currently scientific staff at the 
Danube University Krems and Senior Advis-
er for cultural heritage at the OSCE Mission 
in Kosovo. He wrote numerous publications 
and is frequent speaker at conferences.

Strasser | Conservation Update 2 (2022) | p6—p22



23

SAFECULT1 Erasmus+ project and the urgent need to 
have a European skills framework for disaster risk 
management in the field of written cultural heritage

Chiara Senfettᵃ
Luca Alessandro Remottiᵃ
Katarina Vizárováb

Radko Tiňob

Elena Badeac

Cristina Carsotec

Pietro Livid

Fabrizio Mozzonid

ᵃ DataPower s.r.l., Rome, Italy
b Slovak, University of Technology in Bratislava (STUBA), Bratislava, Slovakia
c Romanian Association Science and Cultural Heritage in Connection (i-CON), Bucharest, Romania
d CHIEF ETS, Torino, Italy,

1 https://safecult.eu/ - https://www.linkedin.com/feed/ - https://www.facebook.com/Safecultproject/

Keywords: 
Written Heritage 
Disaster Risk Management 
First Aid Resilience 
Archive 
Library 
Museum 
Emergency preparedness

ABSTRACT
Europe's cultural heritage is among the world's most diverse and rich, and attracts millions of visi-
tors every year. It is an essential component of our individual and collective memory and identity, 
contributing to the cohesion of the people in the European Union and playing a fundamental role 
in European integration by creating ties across generations and tightening the EU identity and cit-
izenship. Due to a diversified set of threats, most of the European written heritage is facing major 
risks, which range from environmental degradation and climate change-related threats to natural 
and man-made hazards.
The adequate protection of written heritage against these threats, which could act alone, simul-
taneously or in succession, requires specific and interdisciplinary skills. Such skills could only be 
achieved through training, which requires designing a proper curriculum, training materials and 
tools, and implementing transnational training programmes for professionals in the sector. The 
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SAFECULT project aims at developing the Eu-
ropean skills framework for training conserva-
tors, archivists, and librarians in disaster risk 
management of written heritage. During the 
project, a survey on “the status of emergen-
cy planning and disaster risk management 
adoption in European public and private cul-
tural organisations in the partner's countries” 
was conducted.  This article will describe its 
main objectives and goals.

1. Introduction 

Europe's cultural heritage is one of the most 
diverse, with a rich patrimony that attracts 
millions of visitors every year. This heritage 
is an important component of individual and 
collective memory and identity: in both its tan-
gible and intangible forms, it contributes to 
the cohesion of the European Union and plays 
a fundamental role in European integration by 
creating ties across generations and tighten-
ing the EU identity and citizenship. The vast 
wealth of manuscripts and early printed books 
of Europe, which preserves the “memory of 
Europe” has a dual status: libraries, archives 
and ecclesiastical collections constitute ma-
terial cultural properties, but are simultane-
ously carriers of intangible heritage, such as 
ideas and, by extension, history and identity. 
Furthermore, written heritage can also unveil 
information on how and where people pro-
duced the materials, the manufacturing pro-
cesses and techniques used, how the copyists 
wrote and illuminators decorated them, what 
kind of writing/decorating instruments and 
materials they used, how the socio-cultural 
and economic context evolved during their 
use, etc. It is therefore vital that this infinite 
and irreplaceable source of information be 
protected and preserved. Unfortunately, most 
of the European written heritage is facing var-

ious risks, from environmental degradation 
and climate change to natural and man-made 
hazards, from the strains of global tourism to 
economic crisis and budget cuts, from negli-
gence or inappropriate conser vation actions 
to the mere passage of time itself. 
 The proper protection of written heri-
tage against complex threats requires specific 
skills enhanced by a wide range of cross dis-
ciplinary collaboration. Training and educat-
ing the professionals in the written heritage 
sector is a critical issue for developing the 
necessary skills and abilities to deal with di-
saster situations. In the current random and 
fragmented context of teaching and training 
offered, the SAFECULT project specifically ad-
dresses the development of key competences 
and complex skills required in disaster pre-
vention, mitigation, first aid, and recovery of 
written heritage.
 In fact, although a lot of knowledge 
is available on the mechanisms of physical 
damage due to the stress induced in organic 
components of cultural objects (parchment, 
leather, wood, textiles or paper materials) this 
knowledge only serves the practice of cultur-
al heritage protection in a limited way when 
their climate-induced dimensional change is 
restrained by a rigid construction, or by as-
sembling components responding different-
ly to climate variations. There are numerous 
institutional, national, or international guide-
lines and standards containing recommenda-
tions for protecting and preserving cultural 
heritage in general, which could be a starting 
point for developing customised strategies 
for the protection of written objects, as each 
object with its individual original structure 
and conservation history has specific needs in 
terms of environmental parameters, air qual-
ity, and treatment. The development of such 
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customised strategies requires considerable 
engagement for monitoring and modelling 
the response of heritage objects to environ-
mental conditions. Such highly specialised 
competence is not available for the majority of 
institutions managing written heritage, which 
creates a barrier in exploiting the available 
basic knowledge in conservation practice. 
 Therefore, the fundamental aim of the 
SAFECULT project is to construct a framework 
for the skills required for disaster risk man-
agement dedicated to European libraries, ar-
chives and museums, and build the capacity 
to deploy preventive and interventive mea-
sures to mitigate natural hazards risks and 
cope with their impact on heritage. The ex-
pected impact is to enhance the skills of heri-
tage sector workers dealing with written her-
itage and develop the capacity to cope with 
disaster prevention and emergency response. 
 This article will illustrate part of the 
project's first result, "Study the cases of di-
saster risk management approaches and the 
practices adopted for the first response to 
an emergency affecting written cultural heri-
tage". In particular, one of the three activities 
conducted will be described: the Survey on 
the status of emergency planning and disas-
ter risk management in European public and 
private cultural organisations in partner coun-
tries, with the aim to provide current state of 
prevention and management of the Cultural 
Institutions in which our written cultural heri-
tage is conserved

2. Project background

Recently, both war conflicts and climate chan-
ge have posed a significant risk to cultural he-
ri tage of Europe, calling for a proper strategy 
for disaster management. This motivated the 
increased interest of involved specialists and 

institutions which generated a number of 
studies, reports and guidelines (e.g.: “Manag-
ing Disaster Risk for World Heritage” UNES-
CO, ICCROM, ICOMOS, IUCN, 2010; “Managing 
World Cultural Heritage” UNESCO, ICCROM, 
ICOMOS, IUCN, 2013; “A Guide to Risk Man-
agement of Cultural Heritage” ICCROM 2016; 
“Management guidelines for world cultural 
heritages sites” ICCROM, ICOMOS, UNESCO), 
educational programs (ICCROM) and boosted 
collaboration within inter-regional and Eu-
ropean projects (e.g.  PROTHEGO, Protection 
of European Cultural Heritage from Geo-Haz-
ards, JPI 2017; STORM, Safeguarding Cultur-
al Heritage through Technical and Organisa-
tional Resources Management, H2020 2017; 
RESCULT, Increasing Resilience of Cultural 
heritage, H2020 2017; PROTECHt2save, Risk 
Assessment and sustainable protection of Cul-
tural Heritage in Changing Environment, Inter-
reg Central 2017; CHEERS, Cultural HEritagE, 
Risks and Securing activities, Interreg Alpine 
2018). Training cultural heritage staff and con-
servators to deal with first aid in an emergen-
cy situation, as well as raising the awareness 
of policy makers and governments about the 
need for national taskforces and guidelines for 
their cross-border collaboration and coordina-
tion are key issues of any initiative in the field. 
 Managers of libraries, archives, mu-
seums often have limited resources and 
are obliged to decide how to use them to 
better protect the patrimony. For instance, 
choosing between options such as increas-
ing security against theft and vandalism, 
improving maintenance to reduce water 
leaks, installing air conditioning in collec-
tion storage areas, hiring specialised pest 
management services, installing fire alarm 
and fire suppression systems, implement-
ing disaster preparedness and response 
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plans, building new storage facilities, buy-
ing “conservation quality” packaging ma-
terials, intensifying conservation and res-
toration treatments, etc.
 Thus, it is necessary to support the 
development of a common and harmonised 
approach framework to risk and disaster 
management, especially for written cultur-
al heritage; this is the main objective of the 
SAFECULT project made up by a consortium 

of 4 European Countries (Slovakia, Italy, Ro-
mania, UK) and 8 organisations: Slovak Uni-
versity of Bratislava - SK (leading partner), 
Datapower Srl – IT, I-CON – RO, National Cen-
tral Library of Florence – IT, CHIEF ETS – IT, Na-
tional Academy Library – RO, Slovak National 
Archives, SK, Birkbeck College – UK.
 The methods we have used so far to 
protect our cultural heritage, merely based 
on preservation, are no longer adequate to 

Fig. 1: SAFECULT project website: www.safecult.eu

the current complex risks and demand in-
creased security measures in a way that is 
far more sophisticated than we would like. 
To cope with the complexity of an emergen-
cy, all professionals working in the sector of 
written cultural heritage management need 
to liaise closely and learn from problems as 
they arise (closed-loop learning), drawing 
on each other’s experience and skills (peer 
feedback). It is essential to understand 
that risk management, both for prevention 
and emergency management, is not a sep-
arate topic, but rather an essential set of 
skills for a contemporary management. Di-
saster risk management involves the staff, 
the visitors, and the entire heritage sector, 
and many other activities, such as financial 
planning, classification, staff training, etc. 
 Understanding the complexity and dif-

ficulty of the mission undertaken, the SAFEC-
ULT project approach lies on a transna-
tional and multidisciplinary collaboration 
between academia and cultural institutions 
to achieve the following specific objectives:

1. Assess the current state of the disaster 
risk prevention and governance in the 
cultural institutions of the EU and the 
rest of the world.

2. Develop a European network address-
ing the issues of both disaster risk 
management and first response inter-
vention in order to foster cross-border 
cooperation and assistance. 

3. Develop courses, programs, and ma-
terials to support the education and 
training of staff working in the field of 
written heritage.
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4. Improve the key competencies and 
skills of staff (mainly archivists and 
librarians) to enable cross-border coop-
eration and assistance.

5. Establish a resident international 
course in the premises of the project 
partners to support the continuous 
education of the managers and staff of 
libraries, archives and cultural institu-
tions owning written heritage through-
out Europe.

6. Deploy a platform with materials and 
best practices for sharing and further 
improving protocols, standards, and 
procedures, to mi tigate disaster ris ks 
and manage emergencies, targeted to 
help the cultural institutions  
of Europe.

7. Build consensus amongst policy-mak-
ers and cultural institutions on the fun-
damental role and consequent benefits 
of disaster risk management, in terms 
of resources optimisa ti on while increas-
ing protection of cul tural assets.

3. Safecult project survey  
     on the status of the emergency  
     planning and disaster risk         
     management adoption in the 
     public and private cultural          
     organisations in the partner      
     countries

The first project result, the “Case study of 
disaster risk management approaches and 
the practices adopted for the first response 
to an emergency affecting the written cul-
tural heritage”, includes a critical and cate-
gorised analysis of all the relevant information 
concerning past and/or current conservation 

and mitigation actions applied to cultural 
heritage and to written cultural heritage in 
order to prevent risk and manage any kind 
of emergency. A thorough and critical review 
of the existing knowledge on climate chang-
es related to natural disasters, the existing 
technologies, tools, and systems to assess 
environmental / disaster impact on cultural 
heritage assets, and current risk management 
approaches in terms of risk prevention, emer-
gency intervention and post-event action was 
also made. The main focus was on:

• The most important EU projects and 
international studies/reports in the field 
of disaster risk management (Action A1).

• Training courses on disaster risk man-
agement. (Action A2).

• Status of the emergency planning 
and disaster risk management adop-
tion in the public and private cultural 
organisa tions in the partner countries. 
(Action A3)

In this paper, the results of Action A3 are pre-
sen ted. The A3 objective was pursued through 
the dissemination of a questionnaire con sis t-
ing of 27 questions, open and multiple choice, 
designed and structured to investigate 5 topics:

1. Participant details, i.e., type of organ-
isation, country of origin, professional 
role of respondents

2. Disaster risks affecting participants 
related to the geographical area and 
type of buildings in which their collec-
tions housed

3. History of disasters related to the geo-
graphical area and type of buildings in 
which they are housed.
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4. Studies, guidelines and reference 
regulations in force in the partici-
pants’ institutions and countries

5. Degree of internal organisation of the 
par ti ci pants in the event of an emer-
gency

The structure of the questionnaire, designed 
for maximum clarity and ease of use, was di-
vided into 2 sections:

• Demographics: 2 questions for profiling 
participants

• Questionnaire: 25 technical questions.

The questionnaire was generated in electronic 
format using the Google Form tool to ensure 

• Ease of distribution and use
• Possibility to monitor the number of 

responses in real time
• Possibility to quickly and efficiently 

analyse responses.

The survey process based on the “plan-do-
check-act” cycle was divided into 3 phases 
(Figure 2):

1. Target Mapping. A database was generat-
ed for mapping the potential participants. To 
this end, each project partner entered in the 
database contacts from their own network 
(mainly libraries and archives), identified as 
potential participants in the survey.

2. Contact of the targets. A contact letter 
template for potential participants was pre-
pared to introduce the link to the que sti-
onnaire to the potential participants. 

3. Trend monitoring. The questionnaire was 
translated into various local languages (Ital-
ian, Slovak, Romanian) to increase its attrac-
tiveness to potential participants.  Answering 
the questionnaire was boosted by promoting 

it through the official social channels of both 
SAFECULT and consortium partners. The on-
line questionnaire was active starting from 
mid-March until the end of April 2022.

The main conclusions, after analysing the 83 
answers received from institutions from 12 
European countries, are summarised below.

1. Participant details

It is worth of mention that most responses 
were from the project partners’ own coun-
tries (78.4%).  Approximately a third of re-
spondents (32.9%) hold managerial positions 
within their organisation (19.5% Middle Man-
agement, 13.4% Top Management), while the 
others are specialised professionals, most of 
them librarians, archivists, and conservators. 
76.8% of the respondents work in libraries or 
archives (40,2% libraries and 36,6% archives) 
and only 23,2% work in other types of institu-
tions owning written heritage or documenta-
ry heritage. 

2. Disaster risks affecting participants

At the time of response, more than half re-
spondents (54.2%) declared that the col-
lections have been in their current location 
for more than 50 years, 18.1% for more than 
100 years, 5.5% for more than 150 years and 
22.2% for more than 200 years. Regarding the 
risks due to the geographical position, 64.6% 

Fig. 2: Implementation of the survey process
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of the respondents are located in geograph-
ical areas with high hydrogeological and/or 
seismic risk. In fact, 46% of the respondents 
are concerned about earthquake risk and 
25% about flooding risk, while fewer than 2% 
are worried by the risks posed by buildings’ 
poor conditions.

3. History of disasters occurred  
     to participants 

More than half of the respondents (58%) re-
ported a major incident occurring at their in-
stitution in the past 100 years. Of these, 81.2% 
happened in the last 50 years, while 18.8%  
more than 50 years ago. The disasters that oc-
curred in the last 50 years were earthquakes 
(reported by 33% of respondents), floods (re-
ported by 33% of respondents), fire (reported 
by 11% of respondents) and storms (7%). The 
disasters that occurred between 50 and 100 
years ago were mainly related to the Second 
World War (reported by 18% of respondents). 
Floods (7%) and fires (3.5%) also happened.
 On the other hand, 36.6% of respon-
dents reported damage to buildings caused 
by the inadequacy of the buildings (more 
than half) and flooding. Other damage caus-
es reported were humidity and structural 
collapses (reported by 13% of respondents), 
storms and fire (reported by 10% of respon-
dents), and third parties (reported by 10% of 
respondents). It is worth of note that damage 
to buildings frequently happened in recent 
time: less than 10 years ago (reported by 58 
% of respondents), between 10 and 20 years 
ago (reported by 29 % of respondents), and 
between 20 and 50 years ago (reported by 16 
% of respondents).

We can summarise the answers as follows:

• The major concern relates to the in-
ability of the buildings to avoid or limit 
damage provoked by catastrophic nat-
ural events such as earthquakes, floods 
and tempests.

• Their structural characteristics do not 
ensure optimal conditions for preserv-
ing written heritage. The main critical 
points concern humidity and fire risks.

4. Studies, guidelines and reference 
     regulations in force in the participants’  
     institutions and countries 

Very interestingly, most of the participants 
confirmed they are much more attentive to 
the institutional recommendations and rules, 
and legislation in force, than to recommen-
dations and guidelines from the academic or 
scientific fields. In fact, only 39.8% are aware 
of studies and documents that identify and 
classify the hydrogeological risk in their area, 
while almost 69% are aware of the existence 
of legislative standards and ministerial direc-
tives regarding the prevention and manage-
ment of risks to which the artistic and cultural 
heritage is exposed. Our extensive research 
revealed that 75% of the rules, standards, and 
ministerial directives in force in various coun-
tries have specific sections dedicated to the 
prevention and management of emergencies 
for archives and libraries, or more generally to 
documentary and written heritage. However, 
55% of these official documents refer to fire 
hazard and the remaining 45% are equally 
distributed between regional, national, mu-
nicipal and public institution internal rules. 
Another critical issue arises from the lack of 
prevention plans in more than half of the sur-
veyed institutions (51%).
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5. Degree of internal organisation  
     of the participants in the event  
     of an emergency 

Approximately a third of the institutions par-
ticipating in the survey do not have a specific 
plan for emergency or incident management, 
as seen from the following figures:

The good point is that most of those (82.5%) 
having an emergency plan also have an organ-
isational chart that assigns roles and duties to 
the internal staff in case of emergency. Anoth-
er criterion met by about 60% of the institu-
tions is the existence of teams of staff trained 
to cope with emergencies. On the other hand, 
only 20% have considered training volunteers 

Fig. 3: Source: questionnaire R1-A3

to assist their staff during emergencies. The 
survey revealed a couple of critical points. 
The first is the lack of prioritisation and clas-
sification of collections: only 40% of respon-
dents confirmed the availability of formal 
maps of their locations and a priority action 
plan clearly indicating the objects/collections 
to which priority first aid should be given.

Fig. 4: Source: questionnaire R1-A3
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The second criticism is the lack of a minimum 
stock of emergency equipment for first res pon-

se: more than 30% of the participants re por ted 
poor emergency equipment availability. 

Fig. 5: Source: questionnaire R1-A3

The figures of basic equipment shortage: fire 
extinguishers are available at 65% of respon-
dents, while only 35% declared they have 
transport boxes. In case of water damage, the 
necessary equipment is available in fewer than 
30% of institutions participating in the survey. 

 In conclusion, we can state that, many 
public and private institutions in Europe 
whose mission it is to preserve our written 
heritage would have serious deficiencies in 
their ability to cope with prevention and man-
agement of incidents (from logistics to organ-
isation and equipment). The current legisla-
tive framework only partially covers the range 
of risks they are exposed to, also due to the 
high degree of fragmentation of the regulato-
ry references they are subject to. There is no 
appropriate and shared education or training 
at the European level on risk prevention and 
disaster management. Experiences so far have 
have shown that time is lost in the early stages 
of the emergency response, leading to heavy 
consequences for the next stages dedicated 
to recovery and restoration. The document-
ed fragmentation of skills and capabilities, 
and lack of coordination at all levels (institu-

tional, national, inter-regional) demand con-
crete actions at European level to develop a 
specific, standardised, institutionalised skills 
framework for training professionals and en-
sure their preparedness to any possible emer-
gency. To this end, the SAFECULT project put 
in action a transdisciplinary team of experts 
(https://safecult.eu/team/). If you are interest-
ed in the project activities and training events 
and want to be informed about the SAFECULT 
Project progress and results, you can join us 
(https://safecult.eu/join-us/). If you are will-
ing to participate in the project’s initiatives 
and act as an external supporter to the project 
throughout its lifecycle, you can agree to the 
Stakeholder’s Manifestation of Interest. We 
will ask your valuable feedback on our activ-
ities, and you will enjoy priority participation 
in the SAFECULT training courses. 
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ABSTRACT
Conservation assesses manuscripts through their physical condition, bringing together  what re-
mains of its original materials  with evidence of its historic use.
 Restoring the illuminated book of hours, ARQDB, Ms. 3, which dates from the 15th century, 
focused on the disappearance of a significant number of illuminations and part of the text. The 
missing content, interrupting the sequence of text and image, and the modification of the text-
block from an earlier rebinding, were interpreted by the team as a critical loss with a direct impact 
on the intellectual and symbolic identity of the manuscript. With a data survey, analysis and study 
of the illuminated codex with interdisciplinary collaboration between mediaeval art historians 
and book conservators, it was possible to identify successive moments of transformation and es-
tablish a guideline for documentation, conservation, restoration and creating archival storage. 
The conscious choices and reasoned interventions sought to preserve its material characteristics 
whilst also preserving the manuscript's religious significance.
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1. Introduction
1.1. The book of hours – prayer book,   
historical manuscript and  
historical objec

Conserving heritage for future generations re-
quires an awareness and thorough knowledge 
of the object being conserved. This paper is 
the result of an interdisciplinary approach 
and we were provided specific and detailed 
information by an art historian that support-
ed the final decisions of the conservators. We 
believe that religious manuscripts (with no 
exceptions) should be considered an object 
of interdisciplinary constituent parts that re-
quire considered understanding. 
 Private prayer books, such as the book 
of hours, became very popular in the late me-
diaeval period. These manuscripts were made 
for lay people, displaying sets of prayers to 
structure time for their readers over a day, a 
year, and a lifetime. Whilst it is important to 
remember that such books followed canoni-
cal sequences copied from circulating models, 
there was nevertheless an increasing demand 
for personalised Christian devotional books. 
Books of hours often carried unique additions 
commissioned by their patrons, evident ei-
ther as iconographic choices or by devotion-
al texts. The relationship between the book 
and subsequent owners inevitably changed 
over time. Depending on individual devotion 
or personal style, successive changes may oc-
cur in its bookblock and binding features. The 
manuscripts carry with them the history of the 
change to which they were submitted, and 
soit is essential that conservation treatments 
be supported by a careful interpretation of the 
perceptual signs of use, reporting it not as ma-
terial alterations or physical damage, but as 
historical change.1

1 Correia, Inês (2011) pp. 19–23.

 The Book of Hours, ARQDB, Ms.3, is 
kept in Braga District Archive, an historical 
archive which had important mediaeval mo-
nastic funds. The conservation and resto-
ration process was carried out according to an 
agreement between the Torre do Tombo Na-
tional Archive (ANTT), Braga District Archive 
(ADB) and the Institute of Medieval Studies 
(IEM). Considering the potential wealth of in-
formation available on the book, it was essen-
tial to form a multidisciplinary team covering 
the essential areas of manuscript knowledge 
to evaluate, study and define the parameters 
for the conservation procedure and provide 
accurate information about decision-making. 
A preliminary survey was carried out and a de-
tailed intervention plan was signed in order to 
commit all the institutional parties involved.

2. Manuscript presentation
2.1. The book of hours, ARQDB Ms.3 

The Portuguese Inventory of Illuminated Co-
dices (Cepeda, 2001)2 gives us only brief in-
formation about the manuscript, without 
identifying its use or indicating the texts and 
iconographic information from miniatures. It 
was essential that we began by recording the 
core elements of the manuscript, as shown in 
Table 1. For this task we referred to the Getty 
Vocabulary Program (Harping, 2022)3.
 The catalogue file provided general 
information about the manuscript, including 
information regarding its material features 
and basic conservation condition. Neverthe-
less, to study the set of texts and miniatures in 
order to determine the existence of possible 
similarities or dissimilarities within the medi-
aeval tradition, a more accurate observation 

2 Cepeda, Isabel Vilares (200) pp.49-50.
3 Harpring, Patrícia, Ed. (2022).
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and description were required. To understand 
the impact of material deterioration and pre-
vious interventions on the original text and 
image sequence, we had to compare its cur-
rent condition with manuscript traditions. Dif-
ferent regions or denominations have partic-

ular prayers or votive texts that were added to 
the canonical ones. Art history, with a particu-
lar knowledge of mediaeval manuscript tradi-
tions, was therefore fundamental to support 
advanced cataloguing as well as the conser-
vation considerations and methodology.

Table 1 
Catalogue file for Manuscript ARQDB – Ms.3 (2016, before restoration)
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2.2. Text and image: specific features 
concerning the manuscript’s identity

The manuscript ARQDB, Ms.3 begins with the 
Calendar (in French), an essential component 
of a book of hours and one of its identifying el-
ements and its calendar points to it as follow-
ing the custom of its region, and specifically of 
the use of Rouen (Fig.1). Its having been writ-
ten in alternate colours – gold, red and blue 
– reveals a tradition that will prevail in the 
use of Rouen until the last quarter of the 15th 
century 4. Corroborating this hypothesis, we 
also have the presence of some of the city’s 
characteristic celebrations such as Saint Au[s]
bert (Ansberto), Bishop of Rouen on the 9th 
of February; Saint Ouen (Ouien, Audoenus), 
Archbishop of Rouen on the 5th of May; Saint 
Romaing, patron Saint of Rouen, on the 17th 
of June; Saint Mellon (Mellonus) on the 22nd 
of October, I Bishop of Rouen; Saint Romain

4 Lemos, Ana (2012) p. 38.

Fig. 1 Calendar showing refer-
ence to particular celebration 
of Rouen 

(probably Romaing, Romani) patron Saint of 
Rouen on the 23rd of October; Saint Laurens 
(Laurentis) on the 14th of November; Saint Ma-
clou (Maclovius) on the 15th of November and 
Saint Ursin (Ursini) on the 30th of December. 
The Immaculate Conception celebration "La 
Conception de Notre-Dame" is noticeable on 
the 8th of December, in gold writing, as is the 
practice in the calendars in the use of Rouen5. 
 The text that follows is the four books 
of the Gospel and it is between f.12 and f.13 
where we find the first material loss (Fig. 2). 
The text corresponding to the beginning of 
the Gospel according to Saint John is miss-
ing, where the image of this Saint Evangelist 
would be expected. Then, following tradi-
tion, we have two prayers to the Virgin Mary 
– Obsecro te (ff.16-19) and O Intemerata (ff.19-
20v) – both of which were very popular at the 
time and appear in almost all books of hours.  
These two devotions are complete and begin  

5 It is noted, however, that some of the specific charac-
teristics of the Rouen calendars are not present here, 
such as the case of Saint Godard (Gildard), Bishop of 
Rouen on 8 June, Saint Michiel on 16 October, etc.

Fig. 1: Calendar showing reference to particu-
lar celebration of Rouen 
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with decorated initials that use four and three lines of text ruling, respectively6.

Fig. 2: First presumed loss of image, usually St. John Evangelist. Less common is the presence of  
the symbol of the four Evangelists, the Tetramorph. 

On folio 22, the text begins the Office of Our 
Lady or Hours of the Virgin (ff. 22-55v). This ex-
cerpt forms the central nucleus of the book of 
hours and is at the basis of its denomination: as 
a general standard, the eight canonical hours 
of the office go along with the corresponding 
illuminated scene. This iconographic program 
includes fundamental themes from the Life of 
the Virgin Mary and the Childhood of Christ, 
following a common formula to all the books 
of hours (with very few variations).

6 One aspect stands out, which although not essential 
in this specific case to support restoration of the manu-
script, contributes to studying its provenance and date: 
this is the use of blue-grey acanthus leaves on a pink or 
blue background, to draw the body of the ornate initials 
opening the two prayers to the Virgin Mary, used partic-
ularly in Rouen, where they are recurrent in the work of 
the Master of l’Échevinage de Rouen and his successors, 
from 1480.

 According to the use of Rouen7, it is 
usual for the Office of the Holy Cross and the 
Office of the Holy Spirit intercalate the Office of 
Our Lady. 
 On Table 2 we verify significant materi-
al loss with a great impact on text and icono-
graphic sequence, particularly on miniatures 
designated to each canonical hour.
 This is followed by the Litany of the 
Saints (ff.56-58), a set of prayers arising from 
the intercession for the dead or for the sal-
vation of the souls. They reflect the religious 
nature of medieval man who consigned his 
memoriae to protective saints. They general-
ly open with the prayer dedicated to the Holy 
Trinity - as it is the case of this manuscript 

7 Made possible cf. ipsis verbis with the book of hours 
IL42 available from the BNP (National Library of Portu-
gal), also in the use of Rouen.
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Table 2 
Office of the Virgin Mary with reference to missing text and expected canonical images.
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(f.56) - followed by a prayer to Saint Nicholas 
(f.56), Saint Catherine (f.56v), Saint Michael 
(f.56v), Saint Peter (f.57), Saint Barbara (f.57v) 
and finally Saint Margaret (f.58). 
 Then comes the penitential Psalms 
(ff.59-68) expressing human pain and aware-
ness of sins committed, reflecting at the same 
time the hope for pardon and the Saints’ Lit-
any (ff.68-72). The text shows it to be com-
plete, opening with an unusual miniature of 
a penitent David in the presence of a figure 
representing David and Goliath in the bottom 
margin8. Regarding the Litany of the Saints, 
characteristic saints of the Rouen region were 
not invoked.
 The following text is of the Office of 
the Dead (ff.72v-92). The commemoration of 
death involves one of the most sensitive ar-
eas of culture and mentality at the end of the 
Middle Ages, with profound implications in vi-
sual representation and aesthetic expression. 
Some loss is noticeable with gaps in text con-
tinuity between f.72v and f.73, between f.92v 
and f.92. 
 The manuscript ends with two prayers 
in French: Les .xv. joies de nostre dame (ff.93-
96) with loss of text, and the complete text of 
Les sept requêtes à nostre seigneur (ff.96-98). 
The missing text, from the first pray - “Doulce 
dame de miséricorde, mère de pitié, fontaine 
de tous biens, qui portastes ”- suggests that it 
would have received a miniature of Pietá, or 
the Virgin and Child, or the Virgin in prayer, or 
the Virgin surrounded by angels, usually in-
cluded to open that prayer text.
 From the collation diagram which pro-
ceeded the codicological analysis (Fig.1), it 

8 Iconographic analysis of this miniature in particular 
will be part of the detailed study of this book of hours 
made by the art historian Ana Lemos (soon to be pub-
lished). 

was concluded that the texts of the different 
Offices are markedly incomplete and most of 
the miniatures opening each canonical Hour 
of the Office of the Virgin are missing. 

3. Conservation perspectives      
     and methodology
3.1. The book conservator faces eviden ce  
         and loss

We repeatedly faced a paradigmatic question: 
what to do when part of the text and images 
are missing?
 In the particular case of bound manu-
scripts, it is necessary to identify the materials 
and binding techniques used during the me-
diaeval period, or any other temporal context. 
The correlation of bookbinding techniques 
with the environment where they were pro-
duced and material traditions leads to a more 
accurate observation and perception of the 
meaning and function manuscripts had with 
their users. When analysing such a particu-
lar manuscript as a Book of Hours, attention 

Fig. 3: Collation diagram showing in red  
the position of missing folios.
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to fine detail and subtle traces is extremely 
important to assess and identify its features, 
some of which may help to relate it to simi-
lar manuscripts. The present interdisciplinary 
strategy aims to return the textual identity of 
this prayer book that had been partially lost 
over time, mainly due to historical rebinding 
and the loss of a considerable number of illus-
trations.  
 Joining the art historian’s study is that 
of the conservator, whose role is to identify 
and characterise the materials and techniques 
used to produce the codex, identify traces of 
any transformations that have occurred, addi-
tions, repairs, losses, etc., and finally identify 
the condition of all the parts analysed. The 
combined information from both art histori-
an and conservator - by crossing textual and 
material data with a chronological line of per-
ceptive transformations - will support overall 
understanding and further decision-making. 

3.2. Stratigraphic approach9 and state  
         of conservation 

By proposing an integrated response and a 
stratigraphic analysis, we propose the identi-
fication and characterization of codicological 
components, valuing binding interventions 
and rebinding as successive temporal connec-
tions. (Tab.3)
 Codicological components are select-
ed as Chronological Indicators (CI), because 
they generally show variable typologies 
throughout time and they can be associat-
ed in order to represent Stratigraphic Units 
(SU)10. The SU are defined by their function 

9 Correia, Inês (2017), pp. 83-104. Correia, Inês; Pires, 
Diana (2021), p.119-136.
10 We adopted an archaeological concept - Stratigra-
phy - to describe temporal transformations on monu-
ments. A Stratigraphic Unit, SU, is a continuous layer 
(homogeneous or heterogeneous) of a monument’s 

in the overall assembly and may be classified 
according to their homogeneity and typology. 
The description of the textblock - as the pri-
mary vehicle for the text - represents a brief 
codicological composition and illustrates the 
book construction. Then, structure as a func-
tional layer, with impact on cohesion, consis-
tence and organisation of all codicological 
units (or quires), is divided into the the prima-
ry protection, represented by endleaves and 
boards, and the secondary protection repre-
sented by the cover material and furnishings 
— hereby understood as a set of components 
that establish the codices’ appearance.11 Ta-
ble 3 illustrates a summary of all the data 
gathered after this stratigraphic analysis. 
 Within the stratigraphic unit of the 
textblock we define the volume and its con-
tent. The manuscript is made from parch-
ment, with 16 quires (101 collated folia) and 
paper endleaves, making a total of 18 quires, 
which we identified from A to R. The text was 
written with metallogallic ink, red and blue 
pigments and gold leaf.
 As concluded by the study of the text 
and image sequence, eight folios and one bi-
folio are lost, corresponding to 9 miniatures 
with excerpts of related text. Nevertheless, 
the remaining textblock is in good condition 
and the local, minor losses of writing inks and 
pigments do not affect the general reading.
 The structure unit is divided into 
Sewing and Support, Endband, Reinforce-
ments, Fixing of the Boards and Spine. The 
sewing was compromised by local disruption 
of leather supports along the spine as well as 
along the joins to the upper board. 

constructive system. More information at BOATO (2004), 
p.301; GENOVEZ (2012), p.37.
11 Correia, Inês (2017), p.86.
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Within the stratigraphic unit of protection, 
we analysed the boards and the endpapers. 
The boards are made of oak (identified from 
a radial cut), 5 mm thick and showing traces 
of previous xylophagous activity. The various 
cuts and perforations visible on the outside of 
the leather covering did not reveal the impact 
of insect damage on the wooden boards. On 
disassembling the binding, it was possible to 
assess the extent of insect activity over both 
boards, especially the back board, where the 
bottom left corner was completely hollow and 
fragmented. The cohesion and stability of the 
codex was at greater risk of breaking than we 
had initially expected. 

Table 3 
Stratigraphic Study of the ARQDB, Ms.3. Column a) presents physical condition with four levels: 1 – 
undamaged; 2 - slightly damaged; 3 – damaged; 4 - heavily damaged. Column b) presents alterable 
conditions of chronological indicators: P (primitive), S (substituted), R (restored) and D (disappeared). 

 The endpapers formed of two paper 
bifolios are made from mechanical paste pa-
per. The watermark found on the paper, por-
traying a hand in a position of blessing, can 
give us some indication of when the rebinding 
took place, possibly the end of the 17th cen-
tury or at the beginning of the 18th century. A 
very similar watermark to this one was found 
on a German database12, which indicates doc-
umentation for the year 1568, suggesting that 
the watermarked paper is not contemporary 
with the Rouen book of hours. On the other 

12 Wasserzeichen-Informationssystem [consultada a 31 
de Maio de 2022], em http://www.wasserzeichen-online.
de/wzis/detailansicht.php?id=88194
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hand, observing the decorative style on the 
leather covering, which appears to post-date 
the textblock, we can presume that most of 
the binding, from its structural to protective 
units, are not original but probably inserted 
during, or after, its historic textblock alter-
ations and changes.
 To assess the damage for each of the 
stratigraphic unit, we used numerical cate-
gories to denote condition, from levels 1 to 
4. Level 1 indicates the absence (or not sig-
nificant) damage, 2 indicates a visible level 
of decay that does not endanger the overall 
stability, 3 indicates variable or progressive 
damage affecting up to 50% of the material, 
with considerable impact on stability and re-
quiring careful handling, and 4 indicates vari-
able and progressive damage affecting over 
than 50% of the material, with severe impact 
on the support and/or structure and signify-
ing thatthe object should not be handled.
 The importance of stratigraphic anal-
ysis to improve damage assessment is the 
accurate mapping of each aspect of the man-

uscript and its impact on other stratigraphic 
units. As a constructed and dynamic system, 
the bound manuscript is a complex object: the 
function and efficiency of each element influ-
ences overall stability. Often, the first glance 
showing relative good condition will can only 
be fully assessed  using stratigraphic analysis
 The correlation between the strati-
graphic units and their conservation condi-
tion  made it possible to reach conclusions 
about the existence of (at least) two instanc-
es of material/structural change. Despite the 
disappearance of several folios with text and/
or miniatures and the general re-dimension-
ing of the pages, the textblock is largely un-
changed from its original state.
 We can conclude the codex had been 
rebound as, on examining the bookblock,  
some earlier perforations were found along 
the spine. Nevertheless, reinforcements in 
parchment, supports in pigskin and a simple 
endband with thread of a single colour were 
evident and in accordance with binding tradi-
tions from the 15th or 16th century.

Fig. 4, Fig. 5 and Fig. 6: Picturing the structural vulnerability and inner material features that facil-
itated recognition of an earlier binding. 
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 Aspects of the binding’s protective 
elements (i.e. its covering material, boards, 
and endpapers) corroborate the date pro-
posed for this binding, the 17th century or 
beginning of the 18th century. These are the 
replacements or modifications such as the 
boards of very fine wood, the decoration on 
the cover, the rounded spine with a shoulder 
and the endpapers.
 In total, we locate two moments of 
transformation, the first being the initial and 
binding contemporary with the production 
of the codex in the 15th century. The second 
is a subsequent rebinding in the 17th century, 
which survives today. Considering these alter-
ations, we believe that some original binding 
features were lost.
 A textblock’s stability is compromised 
by sewing and joint failure. Even if a general 
visual assessment would consider that con-
servation state was not critical, stratigraphic 
analysis gives us detailed analysis of how each 
codological element’s instability impacts oth-
er areas of the binding.. We should expect a 
very low mechanical response of the overall 
assembly and conclude that the manuscript is 
under very critical condition.

4. Considerations  
     in decision-making  

Regarding the condition of the codex, we 
evaluated most of the elements at level 3 
(see Tab.3). On disassembling the binding, 
however, we graded some aspects, namely 
the wooden boards and sewing, at level 4. 
Whilst initially it was not considered neces-
sary to separate the covering from the wood-
en boards, we made the decision to separate 
them due to the loss of material resulting 
from insect attack and the extreme fragility of 
the channelling area.

 Decision-making in book conservation 
often relies on partly veiled information that 
becomes visible only after disassembly of the 
endleaves and covering. In our case, by ex-
posing the spine and the wooden boards we 
had to deliberate a new step in our treatment 
plan, which would be a total disbinding of the 
manuscript. Attending all the material losses 
on the bookblock and the critical condition 
of its structure, the decision would consider 
the  substitution of sewing and headbands 
and consequently deal with the collation di-
agram. As we noted in the previous chapter, 
this bound manuscript has a particular issue 
regarding the continuity of content, which 
is clearly reported on its collation diagram. 
Nevertheless, specific information about this 
manuscript content and continuity was al-
ready gathered and the conservation team 
had theoretical support to decide about in-
sertion of folios that were missing. With in-
terdisciplinary support, the insertion of the 
folios weree ethically reasonable and the con-
servation team considered they had accurate 
information to move forward with this.

4.1 Conservation treatment 

Considering the particular significance giv-
en to the textblock, as being the only strati-
graphic unit that remains from the original 
manuscript, and respecting possible differ-
ent ethical positions about insertion of miss-
ing pages, its treatment report will look like 
to be more exhaustive. Considering this, the 
conservation treatment of proceeding strati-
graphic units will be reported briefly but, we 
hope, clearly enough to allow for future refer-
ence and debate. 

4.1.1. Textblock: 1st stratigraphic unit
After disassembly of the manuscript and the 
separation of the textblock from the binding, 
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both parts could be treated separately. The 
parchment was cleaned only with a soft-bris-
tle brush to remove some dust and organic 
remains found at the joins in the quires. Only 
three bifolios (91-97, 92-96 and 98-c) needed 
occasional consolidation. Japanese paper 
with 12 g/m2 was toned with a similar colour 
to the parchment and used along with ani-
mal glue, made from parchment (Fig.7). The 
consolidated folios were dried under light 
weights, so as to keep their physical stability.

Although minimal intervention was used to 
stabilise the parchment support, it was time 
to consider the missing folios in order to re-
store the original collation. After discussion 
amongst the conservators and art historians 
involved in the project, as well as consulta-
tion with other conservators, it became clear 
that the missing folios would represent a lack 
of information to the manuscript identity. On 
the other hand, the possibility of (re)introduc-

Fig.7: Using Japanese paper  
at local consolidation.

ing a set of blank folios, easily distinguished 
by material nature, would not confuse future 
researchers or conservators and would pro-
vide a closer understanding of the original 
volume and the loss/text sequence as part of 
its changeable history.
 The blank folios were provided in 
Japanese paper of colour and weight similar 
to the original parchment and with similar 
characteristics to parchment in its texture 
(Fig. 8). Parchment glue (animal glue made 
from parchment) with pH measurement be-
tween 6.3 and 7 was produced and used for 
this purpose In order to assure direct access 
to missing content, the title of the missing text 
or miniature was written in pencil on those 
added sheets of paper, as well as continuous 
numbering (see Fig.3).

It is important to mention that on all the foli-
os preceding or following the missing minia-
tures, where there would be direct contact we 
can observe remains of blue or greenish pig-
ment. Particularly on f.35 and f.35v the blue 
pigment is clearly visible, applied in a draped 
format corresponding to a cloak. On f.43 there 
are clear remains of transferred greenish pig-

Fig.8: Addition of paper blank folio to incom-
plete parchment bifolio.

Avelar Pires, Lemos, Correia | Conservation Update 2 (2022) | p36—p54



48

ment corresponding to vegetable motifs on 
the surround of the missing miniature. In ad-
dition, there are visible remains of an aged 
adhesive applied to the margin of f.45 and f.47 
where, for a period of time, the missing folio 
may have been stuck, or even another min-
iature which will have replaced it. These are 
assumptions that cannot be confirmed, but 

comparing with similar manuscripts, we real-
ise that the traces of pigment and glue were 
crucial in proposing the position of the miss-
ing illuminated folios. Table 4 displays the 
sequence of inserted blank paper folios that 
will represent the position of the missing min-
iatures and related text.
 The manuscript was numbered in pen-

Table 4
 Page numbers and titles written in pencil on the inserted paper folios.
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cil in the upper right corner, from 1 to 98, with 
the last three folios indicated with the letters 
a, b and c. After the conservation and resto-
ration treatment, Roman numbering was add-
ed to the endpapers, from I to VIII, as well as 
the missing numbers on the added folios, as 
mentioned. In the collation diagram (Fig.3), 
inserted paper folios are identified in red and 
we can perceive the reconstitution of the re-
sulting volume as well as the original codico-
logical structure.

4.1.2. Structure: 2nd stratigraphic unit
Once the textblock was stabilised and laid 
out in line with the collation diagram, it was 
resewn, ensuring its sewing and headbands 
replicated the same materials and techniques 
of its 17th/18th century rebinding. To ensure 
the strength and stability of the board at-
tachments, intervention was needed to im-
prove the poor physical condition of wooden 
boards. The insect channels were consolidat-
ed with Paraloid B72® diluted in ethanol and 
acetone (2:1) at 5 % and 10 % in successive 
applications, with the help of a syringe. One 
of the most fragile corners was filled in and re-
constituted with water-based wooden paste 
of the Axton® brand, mixing two tones: dark 
oak and medium oak in a proportion of 1:2. 
This mixture was applied with the help of a 
spatula and probe. Finally, the filling was lev-
elled with sandpaper.

4.1.3. Protection: 3rd stratigraphic unit
The wooden boards were weighed before and 
after our intervention, finding an increase and 
approximation of its weight, which greatly 
benefited the codex’s stability and cohesion. 
After consolidating and filling in the wood-
en boards it was found that the left board of 
the codex, which had weighed 32.97 g, ended 
up weighing 37.83 g; the right board also in-

creased in weight from 27.05 g to 38.57 g. This 
meant that the two wooden boards ended up 
with a very similar weight, which should be 
closer to their original state (prior to the xy-
lophagous attack). Even so, to ensure their 
mechanical resistance, both the boards were 
reinforced along the joint area to strength-
en them to receive the lacing of new leather 
supports. Japanese paper was used, on both 
the front and back of the boards, pasted with 
starch glue.

4.1.4. Covering: 4th stratigraphic unit
With the bookblock sewn and attached to its 
wooden boards, the next step was to apply 
the leather covering. It was decided to create 
a new full leather cover to place underneath 
the original one. The alternative would be to 
create partial filling in under the original cov-
ering, both along the edges and other frail ar-
eas. However, due to their extent, the applica-
tion of a full skin will ensure a more reliable 
covering, giving the object better mechanical 
response and stability.
 A natural coloured sheepskin dyed, in 
keeping with the original covering, with ani-
lines (dark brown, mid-brown and black). The 
original leather cover was cleaned on the in-
side, removing some remains of adhesive, with 
a cotton bud moistened with tepid distilled 
water. On the outside, superficial cleaning was 
carried out with an ionic solution of distilled 
water and carboximetilcelulose 13. The original 
covering was slowly pasted with starch.
 After treatment, the manuscript was 
left in a preservation box of a larger size in 
order to store not only the codex but also the 

13 HALLEBEEK, P. B. - Guidelines for the Conservation of 
Leather and Parchment Book Bindings. Chapter 5. Proce-
dures and formulas for the conservation of leather book-
bindings and the treatment of specific kinds of damage. 
ICN, Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 1997, pp. 45.

Avelar Pires, Lemos, Correia | Conservation Update 2 (2022) | p36—p54



50

materials that could not be reused during the 
conservation and restoration treatment. 

5. Final considerations and           
     (some) conclusions

Despite the pertinent debate over the mean-
ing of lost text and images in mediaeval 
books, the insertion of blank paper folios 
is not a unanimous conservation solution. 
Indeed, it is common to find lack of text se-
quence in bound manuscripts, but the inser-
tion of folios in place of missing ones is not 
a common procedure to find in bibliography. 
During this project, we realised how difficult it 
was to decide the adequate ethical position; 
conservation procedures tend to be discrete 
and minimal for the structural and physical 
condition, but the interdisciplinary approach 
tends to enlarge the perspective of the inter-
vention itself. Different and complementa-
ry considerations should then be balanced. 
Even if the impact of missing folios is evident, 
with relative loss of meaning, it is imperious 
to evaluate the impact of binding disassem-
bly. In this present case, two main reasons 
were connected to justify decision-making: 
the reliable and specialised support to identi-
fy missing contents, and the exposed vulnera-
bility of binding compounds such as wooden 
boards (from protection SU, Fig.9) and sew-
ing materials (from structure SU). 
 Looking at Table 5, where stratigraph-
ic analysis was revised to report the resulting 
change from the present intervention, atten-
tion should be given to the impact of the de-
cision-making on chronological indicators. 
Using colour hues, one can observe how it 
is decoded in successive temporal changes. 
Book Conservators may use this tool to have 
visual report of their conservation interven-
tions, contributing to historical information 

Fig. 9: Wooden boards before and after con-
servation treatment

on manuscript catalogues and archive/li-
brary databases. At last, but not least, con-
servation condition was visible improved 
with higher conservation level for most of the 
codicological materials; column a) reports 
the evaluation of physical condition after 
conservation procedures.
 To achieve suitable results it was there-
fore significant to use stratigraphic methodol-
ogy. It was, in fact, useful for both disciplinary 
views to have an overview of the correlation of 
all codicological elements, their chronological 
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Table 5 
Stratigraphic Study of the ARQDB, Ms.3 after treatment. 

correspondence and state of conservation. The 
Book of Hours, ARQDB, Ms.3, is now physically 
and structurally stable for handling, exhibition, 
reproduction and research (Fig. 10 and Fig. 11). 

To future book conservators or other scholars, 
the detailed intervention report is also avail-
able at the District Archive of Braga (PT). 
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Fig. 10 and Fig. 11 show the results of conservation treatment and the box projected to storage de 
manuscript and all the remaining fragments, which were not viable to maintain.
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