
Preventive conservation of monuments and sites. 

There is an increasing interest for preventive conservation in the field of the built heritage.  While the 

concept has been mentioned in earlier times, those dealing with the conservation of objects have 

gained more experience with it.  It is obvious, as in museums and in storage places it is easier to 

control the conditions in which those objects are conserved than is the case of controlling the 

environmental conditions of preservation of historic buildings, archaeological sites, not to speak 

about historic ensembles as cities. But maybe if we understand “environment” in case of the built 

fabric in a different way  -including the society that lives with and in it, often on a daily basis- we may 

find the tools to develop preventive conservation also in this field. 

The preventive conservation concept and its implementation for architectural conservation is going 

through a fast evolution, building upon theoretical reflections and on good practices that can be seen 

in different regions in the world. 

The PRECOM3OS Unesco chair on preventive conservation, monitoring and maintenance of 

monuments and sites at the Raymond Lemaire International Center for Conservation (K.U.Leuven) 

welcomes gatherings as this conference on planned conservation of XXth Century Architectural 

Heritage as it helps to identify practices and theory development in this particular field. 

The Unesco chair has been inaugurated in March 2009 at the Raymond Lemaire International Center 

for Conservation at the K.U.Leuven resulting from a close collaboration with Monumentenwacht 

Vlaanderen and the University of Cuenca in Ecuador.  It builds upon a network of institutes and 

partners that amongst others resulted from a European Project “Seminars on preventive 

conservation and maintenance of the architectural heritage (SPRECOMAH)” in which different 

experiences and practices in Europe have been exchanged and have been systematized. The 

PRECOMOS network on preventive conservation has widened the initiative worldwide.  Yet at two 

occasions various partners of the network met.  The next PRECOMOS meeting is addressing the Latin-

American audience at the occasion of the South inauguration of the UNESCO chair in Cuenca 

(Ecuador) at the end of November this year. Next meetings are being planned in Africa and Asia.  The 

initiators and partners hope that such gatherings will help to develop local and sustainable 

preservation strategies based on the principles of monitoring and maintenance of which also the 

preservation of the increasing number of World Heritage Sites can benefit.  The PRECOMOS website 

(precomos.org) has been created as an exchange platform to exchange and share relevant 

experiences and knowledge in the field. It includes an exchange platform for PhD students who are 

actually carrying out research on the topic.   

The colleagues at the Politecnico di Milano developed the concept of “planned conservation” as a 

way to understand the preventive nature of heritage care.  It seems obvious that interventions 

should be planned properly but it is more interesting to understand which tools and which conditions 

can make this work.  They are not limited to strict analytical procedures and methods but – and I 

think that is very innovative- it includes the connection between society and heritage care itself.  

Regional policies at the appropriate level -close to the general public and involving them as much as 

possible in the process- has been identified of great importance to the success of preventive 

conservation.  This is also what we learned from practices as “Monumentenwacht”. 

http://www.precomos.org/


As innovative is the way how “planned conservation” is related to creativity.  We are invited to 

perceive preservation as an action of creation.  It is not a mainstream way of considering heritage 

preservation but once we accept that the process of preservation is at least as important as the final 

outcome; that connection with society is at least as important as the physical preservation of the 

materials, than we may understand that heritage preservation contributes to development and 

creation.  In my opinion this concept was yet present in the Venice Charter, but may not always be 

understood properly; by the way, also maintenance was mentioned in this charter. 

Since the sixties of the last century, the scope of the built heritage has also widened, towards 

amongst others, the buildings and sites conceived and realized in the twentieth century and that 

today have identified heritage values.  Their particularities require specialists and practitioners in 

conservation to deal with them properly.  Through their younger age they are particularly interesting 

to study as it is obvious that there is more continuity between their creation and the way we deal 

with them today as heritage.  So maybe we can learn from how we continue using them, adapting 

them and maintaining them in a planned way with respect for their heritage values. 

As holder of the UNESCO chair and initiator with many others of the PRECOMOS network, I am very 

pleased with this thematic meeting on preventive conservation addressing XXth Century Architectural 

Heritage.  The contributions at the conference help to create the body of knowledge to develop 

proper conservation strategies for those buildings and sites from a preventive conservation 

perspective. I am confident that the organizers will use the PRECOMOS network to transfer those 

valuable contributions worldwide.    

 

Prof. K. Van Balen, UNESCO Chair holder on Preventive Conservation, Maintenance and Monitoring 

of Monuments and Sites 

October 2009  


