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The Mayor of the City of Rhodes G. Giannopoulos elected president of the Organization of World Heritage Cities

The new president of the Organization of World Heritage Cities (OWHC) is the Mayor of the City of Rhodes Mr. George Giannopoulos, who was elected at the general assembly of mayors of the 188 historic cities of the world which are members of the OWHC; the general assembly was held in Rhodes in the context of the 7th International Symposium of the Organization from 23 to 26 September 2003.

Immediately after this significant achievement for Greece, Mr. Giannopoulos stated: “I feel deeply moved and a great sense of responsibility towards the representatives of the historic cities of the world, who honored me with their vote, assigning the new Board of Directors and myself the task of continuing the mission of the Organization, in an even more decisive and dynamic manner, in the direction of promoting the values represented by the different cultures of these cities. Our aim is to ensure polymorphism, recognition, knowledge and reconciliation among the differing cultures, which will constitute the basis for a more peaceful world”.

It is noted that the Mayor of the city of Puebla, Mexico, was also a contender for the presidency of the Organization. 

Measures for the enhancement of the Medieval City

Particular Hellenic interest, within the context of the congress of scientific experts at the 7th symposium, was placed on the presentation of the Medieval City of Rhodes, which is one of the 188 historic cities of the OWHC, as a pilot city-open lab of research and education for the protection of historical heritage. The presentation spanned the entire spectrum of interventions made on the Medieval City over the past 20 years, which resulted in its dramatic transformation from a degraded and in many ways misunderstood “ghetto” into a vibrant part of the city’s life, nowadays displaying intense economic and tourist activity and attracting inhabitants as a place for their permanent residence as well as for their business activities. 

The conclusion drawn from this discussion is: education on the preservation of cultural heritage (which was the general theme of the mayors’ congress) cannot be isolated from the open lab, which is no more than the city itself, in order for it to be effective.

The Mayor of the city of Rhodes George Giannopoulos, when mentioning the future plans for the preservation of the Medieval City as a vivacious residential entity, stressed that the following initiatives of the Municipality are to be expected in due course:

· Investing in state buildings in the City, so that they may be offered at low rent to young couples. The ministry of Welfare has already accepted the Municipality’s proposal for partnership in this plan.

· Increasing the number of students studying in Rhodes and providing accommodation in specially tailored buildings in the Medieval City. The goal, as Mr. Giannopoulos pointed out, is a twofold increase in the number of students, so that they may comprise 10% of the total population.

· Supporting traditional vocations (barbershops, traditional coffee houses etc.)

· Creating additional new infrastructures, which will complement the already existing ones.

· The Municipality of Rhodes, as specifically stressed by Mr. Giannopoulos, does not desire in any way for the Medieval City to be transformed into a nightclub zone, with the biased development of entertainment centers.

It is noted that, according to research data, 20% of the tourists visiting Rhodes come to the emerald island solely for the Medieval City.

Conclusions from the Mayors’ Congress

Attention was placed on the need for further cooperation of the member-cities of the organization in a series of issues for an improved and more effective safeguarding of cultural heritage and it was decided that the following axes should be promoted:

· Exchange / mutual education programs at all levels

· Support to local networks

· Promoting the participation of citizens

· Promoting the use of new technologies (e.g. GIS)

· Promoting cooperation between developed and developing countries with the member-cities

· Investigating funding mechanisms

· Promoting measures of preparedness against natural dangers in the member-cities

· Improving the mechanisms of awareness in terms of opportunities offered by European or other international programs

· Utilizing the special knowledge of the members over the entire Organization

· Acknowledging the significance of local society as a starting point for education, training and transfer of know-how.

New programs and technologies

In the context of the scientific part of the 7th symposium, discussions were held on specialized issues pertaining to the restoration and protection of monuments from natural wear, due to the local climate conditions. Such cases mentioned are Venice and its extreme humidity, and wear caused by the crystallization of salts in the historic cities of the Mediterranean. New technologies were presented for the reproduction of materials compatible with the authentic materials, in the direction of protecting archaeological sites and historic buildings over the course of time, as well as dealing with erosion of the stones of monuments.

One such research program is BIOBRUSH, backed by European Community funding and with the participation, on the part of Greece, of the Faculty of Mining Engineering and Metallurgy and Materials Technology of the National Technical University of Athens.

The key advantage evolving from the resultant technique is the use of a completely mild treating process, which respects the details of the monument, and the avoidance of dangerous chemical substances that burden the environment and the user, substances that are widely used in conventional preservation processes.

Program for the Mediterranean

Representatives of the Ministry of Culture also presented the program “Cooperation for the salvage, preservation, restoration and enhancement of the Classical, Hellenistic and Roman monuments of the member-countries of the Mediterranean Forum”, which falls into the context of the socio-cultural section of the Mediterranean Forum and is implemented under the initiative and support of the Ministry of Culture of our country.

The main ambition is the promotion and protection of the common cultural heritage of the Mediterranean countries, which is being endangered by natural or human factors, through the development of joint action. The main vehicle for the achievement of this goal is, among others, the formation of a databank in three languages (Greek, English, French) accessible via the Internet, aiming on the one hand at the exchange of know-how and experience and the training of specialized staff, and cooperation for the elaboration of joint programs and the allocation of resources for implementation on the other.

One of the speeches that stirred the audience was that of Ms. Tesi Sali, Associate Professor of Museology at the Ionian University, with the topic: Virtual Reality in outdoor archaeological Museums as a parameter for the preservation of historical memory”. As it was stressed, it no longer suffices to view cultural heritage as an object of admiration of our ancestors’ works; instead it must lend itself as a historical process and naturally as a form of education which can offer answers to contemporary questions. 

Technology among other things enables the transformation of the static nature of museum images into a dynamic challenge. Modern technology enables all visitors to project their own perceptions, according to the background formed by their own personality and level of awareness.

Nowadays it is possible, never omitting to exercise the necessary degree of wariness, to resort to technology in order to acquire a reasonable substitute of lost reality in monuments that were lost or altered in time. In this way preservation of historical memory is achieved in a multi-faceted manner: the integrity and authenticity of the natural substance of the monuments is not damaged in any way and the historicalness of the ruins remains intact, while historical knowledge is transfused swiftly and accurately.

Youth Forum

In the context of the 7th symposium a separate Forum was held involving Youth from the historic cities of the world, who discussed and formulated their own proposals and protection programs for the “vulnerable” historic cities. The Forum took place with the participation of pupils and students from 21 historic cities, who presented action plans and interventions in the town planning of the protected sections and districts of historic cities, actions for sensitization, as well as traditional techniques for restoration – maintenance through voluntary work.

The upcoming 8th international symposium of the Organization of World Heritage Cities will be held in the city Cuzco of Peru, which contended for and won the organization at the Rhodes symposium. 


