
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

IUCN Conservation Outlook Assessments - 
Guidelines for their application to natural 
World Heritage Sites 
 

 



2 

 

Acknowledgements  

These Guidelines were made possible through the collaborative effort of many. Particular thanks go to the 



3 

 

List of acronyms 

AZE  Alliance for Zero Extinction  
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Overview 

The purpose of these Guidelines is to provide advice on undertaking Conservation Outlook Assessments. The 
primary audiences for the Guidelines are the Site Assessors, who are being invited by IUCN to lead the 
development of site assessments, as well as the reviewers who will contribute to this process. The Guidelines will 
also be useful for anyone involved or interested in the process. These Guidelines should be read in conjunction 
with the Conservation Outlook Assessment Worksheets. As IUCN develops the Conservation Outlook assessment 
process, subsequent versions of the Guidelines may be produced.  

Background on IUCN Conservation Outlook Assessments 

�o�o   What are Conservation Outlook Assessments? IUCN Conservation Outlook Assessments are a projection 
of the potential for a site to conserve its values. This projection is based on desk-based assessments of 1) 
the state and trend of values, 2) the threats affecting those values, and 3) the effectiveness of protection 
and management. IUCN Conservation Outlook Assessments are intended to independent, accurate, 
transparent and repeatable. They are designed to be applied to natural World Heritage Sites, although the 
methodology could be adapted to apply more widely to protected areas and areas of conservation 
importance. 

�o�o   A standardized methodology: IUCN has developed a standardized methodology for desk-based 
Conservation Outlook Assessments for natural World Heritage sites, detailed in these Guidelines and the 
associated Worksheets for Conservation Outlook Assessments. . 
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Section 1: Guidelines for Conservation Outlook Assessments 

Consultation: The IUCN Assessment Coordinator contacts and consults Knowledge-holders prior to the 
assessment, requesting feedback on values, threats, and protection and management through a standard 
consultation form. The consultation process is run in coordination with the Site Assessor. The relevant protected 
area management authorities at both national and site level are also contacted, informed of the assessment 
process and invited to contribute.  

Step 1: Identifying and describing values - Worksheet 1: Published documentation, including Statements of 
Outstanding Universal Value, IUCN evaluations and other relevant information sources are reviewed to identify 
and describe a site’s World Heritage values, as well as other important biodiversity values.  

Step 2: Assessing threats - Worksheets 2(a) and 2(b): Threats are identified using a checklist to help ensure that 
assessments are comparable across sites. They are then assessed against five ratings: Very Low Threat, Low 
Threat, High Threat, Very High Threat and Data Deficient. The assessment focuses on direct threats rather than 
underlying drivers, and threats are split by whether they are current or potential.  

Step 3: Assessing protection and management – Worksheet 3: The state of 14 standardized protection and 
management topics is assessed against five ratings: Highly Effective, Effective, Some Concern, Serious Concern, 
and Data Deficient.  

Step 4: Assessing the current state and trend of values - Worksheet 4: The current state and trend of values is 
assessed against five ratings: Good, Low Concern, High Concern, Critical and Data Deficient for World Heritage 
values, and also for other important biodiversity values. Trend is assessed in relation to whether the condition of a 
value is Improving, Stable or Deteriorating over the last five years. 

Step 5: Assessing Conservation Outlook – Worksheet 5: The Conservation Outlook for the each site is projected 
on the basis of the results of Steps 1 to 4, and is assessed against five ratings: Good, Good with some concern, 
Significant Concern, Critical, and Data Deficient. 

Section 2: Guidelines for associated tables 

Step 6: Summarizing key conservation issues – Worksheet 6: The Conservation Outlook is reported in conjunction 
with a summary of key conservation issues, which are prioritized in terms of the most urgent needs for action. 

Step 7: Understanding benefits – Worksheet 7: The assessment of benefits is split into two parts. Benefits are first 
identified on the basis of a checklist. The Site Assessor then selects a short list of key benefits and describes them 
in detail, including whether these are of potential, minor or major importance to communities inside the site, 
communities outside the site and the wider community (including global).  

Step 8: Compiling active conservation projects and project needs – Worksheet 8: The organizations and 
conservation projects active on site, as well as potential project needs, are compiled together with contact details 
if available.  

Step 9: References – Worksheet 9: All the information used in assessments is referenced so that future 
Conservation Outlook Assessments can review the previous information base. References are cited in the text of 
the assessment and also compiled in a reference table. 
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1.1 What are Conservation Outlook Assessments? 

IUCN Conservation Outlook Assessments are a projection of the potential for a natural World Heritage site to 
conserve its values over time. This projection is based on desk-based assessments of: 

�o�o   the state and trend of values; 

�o�o   the threats affecting those values; and  

�o�o   the effectiveness of protection and management. 

The Conservation Outlook Assessment framework is illustrated in Figure 1. The five Conservation Outlook 
categories against which each site is assessed are listed below. 

CONSERVATION OUTLOOK CATEGORIES AND CRITERIA 

Good: The site's values are in good condition and are likely to be maintained for the foreseeable future, provided 
that current conservation measures are maintained. 







11 

 

Information Sources 
World Heritage documentation, 

Management Plans and 
Effectiveness Evaluations and 
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Step 1: Identifying and describing values - Worksheet 1 

STEP SUMMARY 

The first step before undertaking an assessment is to identify and describe a site’s values, including World Heritage 
and other important biodiversity values (if applicable).  

World Heritage values are defined here as the natural features of a site which make up the Outstanding Universal 
Value that led to World Heritage listing. They are directly related to the criteria for which a site was inscribed. The 
World Heritage criteria for natural sites are given below in Box 1.1. ‘Other important biodiversity values’ are 
identified for sites that are listed for scenic and/or geological values, but which also have important biodiversity 
values under other international, regional or national designations.  Note that ecosystem services, spiritual values 
etc. are assessed under Step 7: Understanding Benefits. 

Note that each criterion encompasses a number of values and that these should be broken down as relevant. For 
example, criteria (x) would be broken down into ‘rare and endemic birds’, ‘rare and endemic mammals’, ‘Montane 
flora’ etc. as appropriate. 

Box 1.1: World Heritage criteria for natural sites 

Criterion (vii) contain superlative natural phenomena or areas of exceptional natural beauty and aesthetic 
importance 

Criterion (viii) be outstanding examples representing major stages of earth’s history, including the record of life, 
significant on-going geological processes in the development of landforms, or significant geomorphic or 
physiographic features 

Criterion (ix) to be outstanding examples representing significant on-going ecological and biological processes in 
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�o�o   Statements of Outstanding Universal Value (SoOUV)5 are the official public statements adopted 
by the World Heritage Committee at the time of inscription of a site on the World Heritage List. 
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e) Describing values should be provided to a good degree of detail and where possible should be as 
quantitative as possible (Worksheet 1, column 2), and should be referenced, e.g. (SoOUV, 2011). 

f) Finalizing the list of values: In order to ensure the consistent identification of values across sites, the draft 
list of values should be finalized in collaboration with the IUCN Assessment Coordinator. 
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Step 2: Assessing threats - Worksheets 2(a) and 2(b) 

STEP SUMMARY 

The assessment of threats is split into two parts - Worksheets 2(a) and 2(b): 

1. Checklist of threats (Worksheet 2(a)
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Management Effectiveness Assessments, consultation feedback, and other data sources as appropriate (see 
Annex 1 for an annotated 
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Step 3: Assessing protection and management – Worksheet 3 

STEP SUMMARY 

Protection and management is assessed against 14 standardized topics, which reflect IUCN best-practice guidance on 
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�o�o   Transboundary, transnational and serial sites: Sites that are jointly managed by two or more 
governments/institutions should be assessed as a single site, while noting any differences in 
management effectiveness between different component parts. Paragraph 114 of the Operational 
Guidelines notes that: “In the case of serial properties, a management system or mechanisms for 
ensuring the co-ordinated management of the separate components are essential.”  

�o�o   Sites affected by conflict: Assessment of sites in areas subject to conflict or post-conflict situations, 
and particularly those affected by armed conflict, should take into consideration the considerable 
management and governance challenges faced by these sites and, where relevant, acknowledge the 
efforts made by management authorities as well as rangers and protected areas managers working 
in the field in these difficult and often dangerous situations.  

d) Effectiveness of protection and management in addressing threats outside the site: The assessment should 
note the ability of the protection and management system to address threats originating outside the site.  

e) Assessing the overall state of protection and management: This assessment summary should provide an 
overall picture of the site’s current protection and management and should also note: i) external threats 
beyond the control of the management authority; ii) whether the site is transboundary/transnational, or 
serial, and whether it is affected by conflict and the ensuing challenges; and iii) any protection and 
management issues relating to other important biodiversity values, where applicable. 

f) Best-practice example: Where relevant, best-practice examples should be noted in the last row of Worksheet 
3, including a short explanation of why they are considered to be best practice and key lessons learned that 
could be replicated in other sites.  
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Table 3.2: Standards for protection and management topics (Source: Managing Natural World Heritage Manual). Sites ranked ‘Effective’ or ‘Highly’ Effective should meet 
the majority of these standards.  

Standards  - to be used in assessing the 14 Protection and Management topics Links to topics covered in 
Periodic Reporting 
questionnaires 

Relationships with local people  
�ƒ�ƒ  Have the key stakeholders been identified and are they involved in site management?  
�ƒ Are indigenous people and human rights are respected? 
�ƒ�ƒ  Are traditional management practices and the involvement of Indigenous people in natural and cultural resource management is 

fostered as appropriate? 
�ƒ�ƒ  Is there a program of outreach, communication and information exchange with local communities and other key stakeholders 

using mechanisms appropriate to the stakeholders? 
�ƒ�ƒ  Do relationships with stakeholders in and around the site help facilitate effective conservation of the site’s values? 
�ƒ�ƒ  Are the needs of stakeholders addressed effectively within the management system for the site, without compromising the 

conservation of the site? If yes, are benefits provided by the World Heritage site shared equitably with local people? If not, what 
are the main conflicts with stakeholders that need to be addressed? 

�ƒ�ƒ  Is local employment fostered and are community wellbeing programs implemented where appropriate? 
�ƒ�ƒ  Are the impacts of site management on the community positive or at least neutral and stable or improving? 

 

Local people relationships 
(questions 4.3.7 to 4.3.9) 
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Standards  - to be used in assessing the 14 Protection and Management topics Links to topics covered in 
Periodic Reporting 
questionnaires 

Management system  
�ƒ Does the site have a management plan, and is it up to date and implemented? 
�ƒ Does the management plan identify values, management objectives, desired management outcomes, and key threats? 
�ƒ Is there a process for monitoring, review and adjustment during the life of the plan? 
�ƒ Is the management plan actively used to guide management? 
�ƒ Are natural resources management activities conducted to a planned work programme aimed at minimizing threats and 

protecting values, using adaptive management practices? 
�ƒ Does the planning process provide sufficient opportunity for stakeholder input? 
�ƒ Is there relevant, current and accessible information about natural values, threats, protected area use and community issues 

available to management? 
�ƒ Is there a legitimate, accepted, transparent and accountable governance framework? 
�ƒ Is ggovernance and decision-making open to scrutiny by stakeholders, with information presented in appropriate format and 

reasoning behind decisions evident? 
�ƒ Is the management system adequate to maintain the site's values? 

Management plan (section 
4.3) Management system 
(section 4.3) 

M ction 4.3) 
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Step 4: Assessing the current state and trend of values 
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Step 5: Assessing Conservation Outlook – Worksheet 5 

STEP SUMMARY 

Conservation Outlook Assessments aim to not only track the current state of natural World Heritage sites, but to 
also use the information collected in the assessment to project the sites’ longer-term ability to conserve its values. 

Definition: Conservation Outlook is a projection of the potential for a site to conserve its values. This projection is 
based on an assessment of the state and trend of values, of the threats affecting those values and of the 
effectiveness of protection and management.  

Conservation Outlook is assessed against five ratings: Good, Good with some concerns, Significant Concern, 
Critical, and Data Deficient (see Table 5.1).  In Worksheet 5, the ‘justifications of assessment’ and assessments for 
rows 3-9 should simply be copied from Worksheets 2-4.  Only the Conservation Outlook summary and assessment 
in Worksheet 5 are new.  

Note that Worksheet 5 will constitute the assessment summary and will be available to the general public. It 
should therefore be as detailed and as self-explanatory as possible.  

CONSERVATION OUTLOOK RATINGS 

Table 5.1: Conservation Outlook ratings 

Rating Criteria 

Good 
The site's values are in good condition and are likely to be maintained for the foreseeable 
future, provided that current conservation measures are maintained.  

Good with some 
concerns 

While some concerns exist, with minor additional conservation measures the site’s values 
are likely to be essentially maintained over the long-term. 

Significant 
Concern 

The site’s values are threatened and/or may be showing signs of deterioration. Significant 
additional conservation measures are needed to maintain and/or restore 
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Section 2:  Guidelines for associated tables
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Step 6: Summarizing key conservation issues – Worksheet 6 

STEP SUMMARY 

Key conservation issues can include direct threats to a site’s values and the drivers of those threats, as well as 
issues related to management capacity and a site’s protection state. The purpose of compiling a prioritized list of 
conservation issues is to provide IUCN’s constituency, site managers and national stakeholders, and other 
stakeholders such as the World Heritage Committee with a snapshot of the challenges that need to be urgently 
addressed in order to maintain a site’s values.  

ASSESSMENT GUIDELINES 

a) Avoid making recommendations: The conservation issues identified through these assessments are not 
meant to be detailed recommendations for action.  Such recommendations will be part of the follow up to 
Conservation Outlook Assessments, but are not part of the assessment itself. The description in column 3 
of Worksheet 6 should summarize the key issues affecting a site, including whether these could be locally 
resolved by the management authority, or require the implication of the other actors such as a national 
government or the international community.   

b) Prioritize: Conservation issues should be listed according to their priority, with the most urgent and 
important issues listed first in column 2.  

c) Note the scale of conservation issues: The scale of conservation issues should be indicated in column 4, 
i.e. local, national, regional or global. 

d) For transboundary/transnational sites: The country/countries that the conservation issue is relevant to 
should be noted. 
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Step 7: Understanding benefits – Worksheet 7 

STEP SUMMARY 

To date, there has been no systematic attempt to collect information on the benefits of natural World Heritage 
sites. Although this reports primary focus is conservation state, trend and outlook, its development provides an 
opportunity to collect additional information on the benefits of natural World Heritage sites. 

The collection of information on benefits is split into two parts: 

1. Identify benefits using the checklist (Worksheet 7(a)): Benefits are identified using a checklist based on 
the benefit categories identified in the WWF Protected Areas Benefits Assessment Tool. The site assessor 
should mark the benefits that are present and those that could reasonably be assumed to be present but 
for which there is 
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d) Link between values and benefits: Benefits are typically linked to values, but for the purposes of this 
assessment they are treated separately, e.g. ecosystem services are likely to be linked to World Heritage 
values under criterion (ix).  

e) Intangible benefits: Assessors should identify not only tangible benefits, but also intangible ones related 
to cultural values, e.g. for sacred sites.  

f) Intrinsic benefits: It is important to note that the number of benefits does not necessarily equate to 
increased importance of a site, and that all sites have an intrinsic benefit that is not necessarily related to 
human use.  

g) Feedback on maximizing benefits: Site Assessors are encouraged to provide feedback on how benefits 
could be increased and maximized without jeopardizing the values of the site. 
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Step 9: References – Worksheet 9 

STEP SUMMARY 

All information used in assessments is referenced for transparency and so that future assessments can review the 
previous information base. Information sources should be clearly referenced within the ‘description’ column in the 
case of Worksheet 1, and in the ‘justification for assessment’ columns in Worksheets 2, 3 and 4, e.g. (Smith, 2009). 
References should be compiled in Worksheet 9. 

REFERENCE GUIDELINES 

References should be listed alphabetically and follow the Harvard system, also known as the author–date system 
which is structured as follows: author(s), date, title, place of publication, publisher (this is the standard IUCN 
format). Where possible URLs for documents available online should be included.  (Note: If referencing grey 
literature and websites please give the year that the data was compiled if possible) 

�o�o   Books: Pomeroy, R.S., Park, J.E. and Watson, L.M. (2004). How is your MPA doing? A Guidebook of Natural 

and Social Indicators for Evaluating Marine Protected Areas Management Effectiveness. Gland, 
Switzerland and Cambridge, UK: IUCN.  

�o�o   Chapter or extract from a b/TTa2ur ( –(–

 

�o�o   
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Glossary  
 

�o�o   Boundary: For natural 
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�o�o   Integrity is a specific term used in the World Heritage Convention.  It is described in the Operational 
Guidelines as “...a measure of the wholeness and intactness of the natural and/or cultural heritage and its 
values. Examining the conditions of integrity, therefore requires assessing the extent to which the site: a) 
includes all elements necessary to express its OUV; b) is of adequate size to ensure the complete 
representation of the features and processes which convey the site’s significance; c) suffers from adverse 
effects of development and/or neglect” (Paragraph 88). 

�o�o   Management effectiveness: The assessment of how well the protected area is being managed - primarily 
the extent to which it is protecting values and achieving goals and objectives.  

�o�o   Management plan: An explicit set of rules governing how to apply the principles and framework of 
natural resource management in a given area. This plan may be adapted to various changes in the natural 
and social environment, or upon the basis of new information about how a system functions. (Source: 
Hockings et al., 2006, p.xiii) 

�o�o   Other important biodiversity values: Other important biodiversity values’ are typically identified for sites 
that are listed for geological and/or scenic values, but which also have important biodiversity values, 
including those identified under international, regional and national designations such as Ramsar, KBA, 
IBA, IPA, AZE, Natura 2000 etc. 

�o�o   Outstanding Universal Value is a specific term used in the World Heritage Convention, and is defined as 
"...natural significance which is so exceptional as to transcend national boundaries and to be of common 
importance for present and future generations of all humanity. As such, the permanent protection of this 
heritage is of the highest importance to the international community as a whole.”  (Source, Operational 
Guidelines, see Figure 2) 
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Annex 1: Annotated list of information sources  

Note: Most of the information sources below are available via IUCN’s online World Heritage document library, 
unless other indications are provided.  

�o�o   Confidential Consultation Forms: These are standard forms in English, French or Spanish containing 
feedback from Knowledge-holders on the state of values, threats and protection and management. These 
forms are strictly confidential and are only accessible to IUCN’s World Heritage Program and the Site 
Assessors, on the basis of a confidentiality agreement.  

�o�o   Designation information: Many World Heritage sites are also designated at Ramsar sites7 or Biosphere 
Reserves under UNESCO’s MAB program8. The IUCN Assessment Coordinator can provide support on 
obtaining this information.  

�o�o   GIS and remote sensing imagery: Depending on availability, remote sensing imagery can be used to 
assess level and rate of forest loss, encroachment, and the occurrence of mines, dams and/or roads in and 
around a site. GIS datasets can be used to cross reference existing ecological datasets with 

http://ramsar.wetlands.org/Database/AbouttheRamsarSitesDatabase/tabid/812/language/en-US/Default.aspx
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/natural-sciences/environment/ecological-sciences/biosphere-reserves/mab/
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/secretariat/offices/iucnmed/iucn_med_programme/species/key_biodiversity_areas/
http://www.birdlife.org/action/science/sites/
http://www.zeroextinction.org/
http://www.worldwildlife.org/science/ecoregions/item1847.html
http://www.unep-wcmc.org/world-heritage-information-sheets_271.html


http://whc.unesco.org/
http://www.protectedplanet.net/
http://www.protectedplanet.net/
http://www.wdpa.org/ME/

