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Abstract

In 2024, Wrocław, Poland, hosted the first-ever conference and workshop that 

brought military forces, heritage specialists, NGOs and government officials together 

to examine the role of armed forces in safeguarding intangible cultural heritage 

(ICH) in diverse military activities. This article reflects critically on the outcomes of 

that gathering, situating them in the framework of UNESCO’s 2020 Operational 

Principles and Modalities for Safeguarding ICH in Emergencies and the 2022 and 

2025 MONDIACULT documents. While the Polish case offers fresh pathways for 

cooperation in times of global tensions and anxieties, it also reveals enduring ethical, 

operational, and legal challenges. For NGOs working in fragile or conflict-affected 

states, careful engagement with the military may now be unavoidable. But such 

engagement must be ethically principled, transparent, community-centred, and 

guarded against instrumentalization.

Introduction

In early September 2024, Wrocław’s military International Centre for Training and 

Research on Cultural Heritage in Danger convened the first-ever conference and 

workshop on Safeguarding Intangible Cultural Heritage in Military Activities. It was 

co-organized with the Polish Ministry of Defence and the UNESCO Chair on ICH 
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in Public and Global Governance at the University of Warsaw, and supported by 

several partnering institutions: National Institute of Museums, National Institute of 

Cultural Heritage, Polish Blue Shield Committee, Polish Naval Academy, Museum of 

Papermaking in Duszniki-Zdrój, and Ethnographic Museum in Wrocław.

The event brought together a rare mix of voices: Polish military officers and 

reservists, policy-makers, museum professionals, and local cultural authorities, 

together with Polish, Ukrainian and international NGO representatives. The 

event focused on exchanging experiences, analyzing and discussing aspects of 

safeguarding intangible cultural heritage, both in general and in military-specific 

contexts. The discussions addressed methods and strategies to ensure respect for 

the intangible heritage of diverse communities, groups, and individuals by the armed 

forces during military operations and in peacetime. The conference also provided an 

opportunity to explore ways to raise public awareness of the importance of intangible 

cultural heritage and to define the role and responsibilities of the armed forces in 

this area. Over 100 participants from both civilian and military sectors attended the 

event. My introductory lecture was titled “From El Condor Pasa to Ukrainian Borscht: 

The Genealogy of Safeguarding Intangible Cultural Heritage and Its Significance for 

Civil-Military Cooperation”.

Over two days, panels addressed ICH in crisis situations, the nature of military 
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traditions as living heritage, case-studies on ICH safeguarding challenges from 

conflict zones (Ukraine, Yemen, Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan) and culminated in four 

workshop groups tasked with diagnosing the state of civil-military cooperation in the 

field of ICH and recommending actionable measures to enhance it.

The urgency of the meeting was not abstract. The Russian aggression on Ukraine 

has repeatedly shown that intangible practices – such as Ukrainian borscht culture, 

inscribed into the Urgent Safeguarding List in July 2022, but also traditional art of 

decorating eggs (pysanka), inscribed into the Representative List of ICH of Humanity 

in 2024, or Safeguarding programme of kobza and wheel lyre tradition, inscribed 

in 2024 into the Register of Good Safeguarding Practices – are markers of identity 

and resilience when armed conflict results in massive killing and attacks on civilian 

population, its displacement, suppression, and attempts to erasure its independent 

status. 

At the same time, the event allowed for discussion of diverse roles of armed forces: 

militaries are increasingly present not just as protectors or destroyers of culture, but 

could also be institutional bearers of intangible heritage themselves – through their 

tradition-based ceremonies, honors, flags, banners, and rituals. The results of this 

meeting shall be first contextualised through the lenses of normative documents that 

address the role of armed forces for safeguarding ICH.

Panel Intangible 
cultural heritage 
in crisis situations 
– the context of 
war in Ukraine, 
moderated by 
dr hab. Marta 
Szuniewicz-
Stępień, 
Professor at the 
Polish Naval 
Academy, 
featured 
dr Oksana 
Humeniuk 
from the NGO 
“Around Us. UA” 
from Ukraine, 
Dr Janusz 
Radwański 
from the Folk 
Culture Museum 
in Kolbuszowa 
and Marek 
Lemiesz from 
the National 
Heritage 
Institute, 5th 
September 2024  
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UNESCO’s Operational Principles and Modalities (2020) and 
armed forces

The Operational Principles and Modalities for Safeguarding ICH in Emergencies 

were adopted by the 8th General Assembly of States Parties to the 2003 UNESCO 

Convention in 2020. The document is explicitly designed to guide States Parties 

and other stakeholders — including national and international actors — on how to 

safeguard ICH amidst armed conflict, natural disasters, and human-induced crisis. 

It frames emergencies as diverse in scale and type, acknowledges that different 

stakeholders will have different capacities, and names armed forces among those 

who have an important role to play. Key provisions relevant to military involvement 

include Principle 5 and Modality 3 in the phase of “response”:

Principle 5.: National and international stakeholders involved in emergency 

management – including disaster preparedness and relief specialists, humanitarian 

actors, non-governmental organizations and armed forces – have an  important 

role to play  in safeguarding affected intangible cultural heritage and supporting 

concerned communities to draw on this heritage in preparing for and responding to 

emergencies. (UNESCO 2020).
Modality 3: Share information within and between affected States Parties and 

other stakeholders, particularly humanitarian actors, relevant non-governmental 

organizations and/or armed forces, to determine the nature and extent of the 

disruption to intangible cultural heritage and the scope for engaging it in mitigation. 

Hanna Schreiber 
and Wojciech 
Bal, Director of 
the Department 
of Education, 
Culture and 
Heritage in 
the Ministry of 
Defense discuss 
the results of 
the workshop 
conducted with 
the metaplan 
method, 5th 
September 2024 
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This is also to ensure that relief operations take full account of the existing intangible 

cultural heritage and contribute to its safeguarding.

However, because of the framework nature of the document, it is thin on concrete 

operational prescriptions in the heat of conflict: how command structures interface 

with living heritage safeguarding obligations; how military necessity might conflict 

with safeguarding ICH; what oversight and accountability mechanisms are needed 

when military operations either endanger or support viability of intangible heritage. 

These matters have to be worked out according to other international, but most of all 

national regulations, military doctrines and armed forces rules of engagement. 

MONDIACULT 2022 Declaration

In September 2022, UNESCO’s World Conference on Cultural Policies and 

Sustainable Development (MONDIACULT 2022) adopted a Declaration for Culture in 

Mexico City. The Declaration affirmed culture as a global public good and committed 

to integrating culture into sustainable development goals, peacebuilding efforts, 

and public policy across sectors. It condemned “actions that target culture in the 

context of armed conflicts and the use of cultural properties or its surroundings for 

military purposes” (par.14), expressed concerns about “the impact of contemporary 

challenges associated with the global landscape, as well as multiple, protracted and 

multidimensional crises”, including the dramatic consequences of armed conflicts 

(2nd recital in the preamble), reaffirmed “the imperative of protecting and promoting 

Discussion 
in one of the 
working groups 
on intangible 
heritage in 
civil-military 
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human rights and cultural diversity, in view of the increasing threats to culture and its 

use for purposes which are likely to expose it to destruction or damage in the context 

of armed conflicts” (5th recital in the preamble).

Calling for culture to be embedded into different policy frameworks and public 

governance — not isolated under culture ministries only, but transversal through 

climate, education, disaster risk reduction, and conflict response – the MONDIACULT 

Declaration provides political legitimacy for cross-sectoral policy. An expanded idea of 

“public good” allows for living heritage to be integrated in civil defence mechanisms, 

emergency preparedness, and even military training or response, so long as cultural 

rights and community participation are respected. This requires however active 

efforts and plans on the country level.

Insights from the Wrocław meeting: what emerged

The conference in Wrocław provided concrete examples of the relevance of these 

normative frameworks. First of all, from the Ukrainian testimonies (NGO “Around 

Us.UA”), and experiences of the Museum of Folk Culture in Kolbuszowa, located two 

hours from the Polish-Ukrainian border, to discussions of heritage suppression, the 

war illustrated how ICH becomes a frontline of identity. Loss isn’t only material – the 

loss is of transmission (e.g. because of constant targeting of the civilian population 

and resulting displacement), or of status (a tradition becomes suppressed and 

stigmatised under Russian occupation), or communal safety and confidence. The 

matter of Russian cultural imperialism and new methods for inventorying losses of 

cultural heritage within the framework of the Ukrainian Heritage Rescue Project 

2022-2024, were discussed.

Secondly, among the recurring themes were low awareness of the 2003 

Convention and its content, insufficient educational channels reaching groups 

other than the “usual suspects”, lack of concrete legal infrastructure specific to 

ICH in emergencies, under-resourced regional/provincial heritage staff. Poland, for 

example, does not yet have a legal act dedicated to ICH safeguarding, and existing 

amendments in the law on museums or on archives, are of additive nature: by adding 

“and intangible heritage” to tangible heritage.

Thirdly, the workshop groups found no standardized procedures or communication 

channels for preserving ICH during emergencies between military and civilian bodies. 

Military actors are usually not trained on ICH, cultural ministries are not frequent 

parts of emergency drills and strategic documents do not mention intangible 

heritage in operational planning. However, as noted in the keynote lecture, the 

topic of local customs and traditions that shall be respected is already rooted in 

NATO training under the term of “cultural awareness”.  NATO doctrine on CIMIC 
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– civil-military cooperation (as of June 2025) –  directly involves it, when pointing 

to a “comprehensive approach”: “Applying a comprehensive approach requires 

commanders, their headquarters, and forces to understand friendly, neutral, adverse, 

and potentially hostile non-military actors’ motivations, culture, and principles. To 

promote unity of purpose, they have to invest in building trust and relationships 

with friendly and neutral non-military actors based on cultural awareness, 

attempting to find common goals, being transparent, open, and consistent with their 

communication” (Section 2. CIMIC principles). 

Comparable civil–military cooperation concepts exist beyond NATO and its 

member states, although in many countries under different names, structures 

and purposes. This cooperation is also required by the Article 7(2) of the 1954 

Hague Convention which states: “The High Contracting Parties undertake to 

plan or establish in peace-time, within their armed forces, services or specialist 

personnel whose purpose will be to secure respect for cultural property “…and to 

co-operate with the civilian authorities responsible for safeguarding it” (UNESCO 

1954). To address this matter, on the 16th of May 2025, the first UNESCO Civil-

Military Alliance Forum was established. The Forum is aimed at being a platform 

for various stakeholders to explore good practices in civil-military cooperation at 

the international and national levels, share knowledge on advanced technologies, 

and advocate for the establishment of specialized military units for the protection 

of cultural property. However, it does not speak about intangible heritage. This 

demonstrates that while NATO currently provides the most formalised framework, 

the idea of structured relations between armed forces and civilian actors is a global 

practice, though with varying degrees of focus on cultural or heritage dimensions, 

and (as of now) not referring directly to the 2003 Convention. Therefore, there is 

a need to explore existing terminology to demonstrate the relevance and actual 

presence of ICH.

Fourthly, Polish officers and scholars insisted that many practices internal to 

the armed forces – ceremonies around the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, rituals of 

flags and banners, knowledge, skills, symbols tied to unit identity – are themselves 

intangible heritage. They are not yet formally inventoried as such, but they are inter-

generationally transmitted and matter deeply for morale, identity, discipline in the 

army, and for public memory. The recognition of the elements of ICH among military 

traditions could provide a good ground for rooting the concept of ICH and raising 

awareness about it in the armed forces, and finally result in its better safeguarding 

during armed conflict. Only by being aware of the meaning and value of our own 

identity-based traditions, are we ready to understand the meaning and value of 

the traditions of others. This interrelationship between cultural awareness as an 

indispensable starting point for cross-cultural awareness is well developed in the 

literature on the role of culture and cultural education in military structures and 

operations.
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Concrete recommendations discussed among the Wrocław meeting participants 

were twofold: general recommendations for all sectors and specific ones for civil-

military cooperation. Broad policy reform, inter-ministerial coordination, legal 

adaptation, broader education, ICH digitisation, and support for “last bearers” 

of traditions were mentioned as those of a general character. In the civil-military 

domain, key actions recommended include embedding living heritage in military 

training, creating more comprehensive heritage liaison roles, compiling risk inventories 

with safeguarding measures and plans for emergencies, developing manuals for 

operational planners, and integrating living heritage considerations into strategic 

documents, such as national security strategy.

What tensions and risks must NGOs take into account?

While the Polish case shows promising openings, several tensions emerge that 

NGOs working in ICH must not ignore. Frameworks like the ICH Convention and its 

Operational Directives, Ethical Principles for the Safeguarding of the Intangible 

Cultural Heritage (UNESCO 2015), Operational Principles and Modalities and 

MONDIACULT Declaration insist on community primacy: those who live traditions, 

carry them forward, decide what matters. Military organisations are inherently 

hierarchical, and security logic privileges command, obedience, and centralised 

control. NGOs must ensure mechanisms for obtaining free, prior, informed consent 

from communities for any actions, advocate transparent decision-making, and real 

Group picture of 
all participants 
of the first 
conference and 
a workshop 
on intangible 
cultural heritage 
in military 
activities, 
International 
Centre for 
Training and 
Research on 
Cultural Heritage 
in Danger. 
Wrocław, 4-5th 
September 2024 
© Staff Sgt. Rafał 
Łebkowski
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community control over how their heritage is safeguarded in civil-military cooperation.

Militaries may also see living heritage primarily as symbolic capital: valuable for 

legitimation, morale, recruiting support, or winning “hearts and minds.” While that 

is not always negative, it can lead to selective recognition or even suppression of 

traditions that seem uncomfortable or challenge military unity or state authority. 

NGOs need to guard against ICH being instrumentalised in ways that silence dissent 

or marginalize minority traditions, even in the army. The example discussed by military 

personnel was the religious diversity within the Polish Armed Forces, including Muslim 

Orthodox, Jewish and other faiths, and challenges related to their visibility and 

acknowledgement vis-a-vis the dominant Catholic denomination. 

The existing operational frameworks assign roles but not rights and obligations: 

they ask for information sharing, access to inventories, but offer little or no 

enforcement for ICH safeguarding in situations of armed conflict – as is in the Polish 

case right now. When hostilities occur, state parties’ obligations under ICH law will 

intersect and sometimes conflict with international humanitarian law (IHL), military 

necessity, and security doctrines, because states are often unclear about how to 

fulfil ICH obligations during hostilities or occupation. NGOs and other ICH partners 

must press for clearer legal norms and for oversight mechanisms to ensure military 

compliance with living heritage protection in emergencies.

Presenting 
the results of 
a workshop 
conducted 
with metaplan 
method by the 
representatives 
of the one of the 
working groups, 
5th September 
2024 © Staff 
Sgt. Rafał 
Łebkowski
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It was also acknowledged that, even where good will for cooperation is present, 

resources are often not. Heritage staff, regional offices, and funding are weak. 

Sustained transmission of ICH requires long time frames while military deployments 

or emergencies are episodic. Without ongoing training, legal structures, educational 

programmes, NGOs’ and states’ efforts risk being symbolic or simply ignored.

Recommendations and implications for NGOs: what can we do?

Drawing from Wrocław’s workshop findings, and the wider policy texts, I would like to 

suggest some key options for NGO actions in this field.

1. We need advocacy for legal frameworks

Push for national laws or procedural regulations that explicitly integrate 

safeguarding of intangible heritage into emergency legislation, civil protection policy, 

military doctrine and national security strategies. Where such laws already exist, 

ensure they include procedures to handle intangible heritage, such as: inventories, risk 

mapping, and heritage liaison points (that would cover not only cultural property, as is 

usually the case, but also living heritage) in military command structures.

2. We need civil-military cooperation, mutual understanding and awareness

NGOs can partner with cultural ministries, military academies and heritage 

institutions to provide training and materials that explain the ICH Convention, 

the Operational Principles in Emergencies, and the importance of living heritage 

safeguarding in conflict settings. Awareness raising and training should reach 

and connect, if possible, all actors including representatives of armed forces, local 

communities, policy-makers and NGOs, as important cultural brokers.

3. We need to engage in creating dedicated safeguarding measures for emergencies 

Map at the national and regional level the ICH elements that are most vulnerable 

in emergencies, incorporating community input to create concrete plans and 

procedures that will effectively safeguard ICH during an emergency. Ensure that there 

are mechanisms to track the impacts of military operations on intangible heritage, to 

report threats and to enable cooperation. Advocate that military operations respect 

not only physical safety but also the cultural rights of communities.

4. We need to support sustained collaboration before conflict hits

Identify pilot projects where civil-military cooperation over ICH can be tried in non-

crisis settings (joint training, emergency preparedness planning with living heritage 

components). These help to build trust, clarify roles, and reveal unforeseen issues. 

Collaboration should ideally be further institutionalised (not ad hoc), so expectations, 

responsibilities and resources are stable.
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5. We need to be aware of ethical boundaries

We need clarity on what NGOs will and will not do. NGOs should define, in writing, 

their ‘red lines’, for example: refusing cooperation if military operations violate 

cultural rights, or if cooperation leads to abuse for the sake of propaganda or cultural 

misappropriation. We must be guardians of commitment to community consultation, 

transparency and the avoidance of exploitation of living heritage for political or 

military purposes. The Ethical Principles for Safeguarding ICH (2015) must guide our 

actions.

Connecting to global momentum

The Wrocław case does not stand alone. Across the world, stakeholders increasingly 

view culture as an axis of social resilience, peace, security and human rights. The 

framing of culture as a global  public good in the MONDIACULT  documents of 

2022 and 2025, and their emphasis on transversal policy towards culture, cultural 

rights and heritage in crisis, give international legitimacy to those pushing for civil-

military cooperation in ICH safeguarding. The MONDIACULT Declaration and the 

MONDIACULT Outcome Document 2025 can serve as a resource in advocacy: when 

States commit at the multilateral level to integrate culture into disaster risk reduction, 

security and sustainable development, NGOs can point to those commitments when 

pressing for national policies, budget allocations, and involvement in civil-military 

cooperation mechanisms that also take living heritage into account.

Keynote lecture 
by Hanna 
Schreiber, From 
El Condor Pasa 
to Ukrainian 
Borscht. 
Genealogy of the 
Safeguarding of 
the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage 
and its relevance 
for civil-military 
cooperation, 
4th September 
2024.  © Staff 
Sgt. Rafał 
Łebkowski
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The Operational Principles of 2020 similarly provide normative content: they 

speak of armed forces and others as possible stakeholders; they stress community 

primacy, call for risk assessment and preparedness, and demand information sharing. 

However, both MONDIACULT documents and the Operational Principles leave much 

under-specified. The Polish first meeting, then, is valuable as an early exemplar 

and the identified matters are instructive. For NGOs, the path forward is neither to 

romanticise nor to demonise militaries. Rather, it is to build ethical, operational, legally 

aware partnerships that place communities and their traditions at the centre, that 

resist instrumentalization, insist on accountability, prepare and rehearse before crisis; 

and that draw on policy frameworks like the 2020 Operational Principles and the 

MONDIACULT documents for legitimacy and leverage.

Practical takeaway:  
Why and how to engage as an NGO in cooperation with the military

Why?
In emergencies, the military is often among the first responders: securing territory, 
facilitating displacement logistics, coordinating relief, and safeguarding communities 
under threat. For many communities, intangible heritage offers vital anchors in times 
of stress and tension — for their mental health, dignity, communal memory and social 
cohesion. NGOs engaged in living heritage work need to recognize that, without 
cooperation with those who control security and logistics, many living heritage elements 
become impossible to safeguard or to employ as a tool of community resilience. 
Cooperation offers the chance to have living heritage included in emergency planning, 
to minimise negative impacts of armed conflicts, and to foster community resilience 
with dignity. NGOs should not hide in an “ivory tower” ignoring the practicalities of 
emergencies that include armed forces.

How?
Start with defining common ground and an invitation for cooperation to relevant units 
and/or military training centres: build trust and shared awareness through establishing 
channels for dialogue, training, and joint workshops well before crisis or conflict hits. Reflect 
on the potential of establishing cultural or heritage liaison focal points or advisors within 
military structures, and get acquainted with the “military language” and specifics. Insist 
on community primacy and discuss developing practical tools: “living heritage-emergency 
checklists” for military operations and safeguarding measures dedicated to ICH in 
emergencies. Remember that armed forces are usually well and continuously trained and 
find ways of integrating the topic of living heritage into their training programmes, possibly 
through the topic of civil-military cooperation and cultural awareness. Remain aware of 
ethical risks but also open for dialogue and mutual understanding.
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Résumé

En 2024, Wrocław, en Pologne, a accueilli la toute première conférence-atelier 

réunissant forces armées, spécialistes du patrimoine, ONG et représentants 

gouvernementaux afin d’examiner le rôle des forces armées dans la sauvegarde du 

patrimoine culturel immatériel (PCI) au cours de diverses activités militaires.

Cet article propose une réflexion critique sur les résultats de cette rencontre, en les 

situant dans le cadre des Principes et modalités opérationnels pour la sauvegarde du 

PCI en situation d’urgence de l’UNESCO (2020) et de la Déclaration MONDIACULT 

(2022). Si le cas polonais ouvre de nouvelles voies de coopération en période 

de tensions et d’incertitudes mondiales, il révèle également des défis éthiques, 

opérationnels et juridiques persistants.

Pour les ONG intervenant dans des États fragiles ou affectés par des conflits, un 

engagement prudent avec les forces armées peut désormais s’avérer inévitable. 

Toutefois, un tel engagement doit être fondé sur des principes clairs, être transparent, 

centré sur les communautés et protégé de toute instrumentalisation.
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