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Definitions
Cultural heritage = physical artefacts with cultural, historic, artistic, aesthetic,
symbolic, ethnological, anthropological, scientific, social… significance and
intangible attributes of a group or society (UNESCO)

Hybrid threats = type of threat that combines conventional, irregular and
asymmetric activities in time and space (NATO)

• Include non-military tactics for destabilizing adversaries: propaganda,
deception, sabotage, trolling, disinformation, cyber-attacks…

• In a grey area: just below the threshold of armed conflict

• Speed, synchronisation and coordination, ambiguity

• Actions oriented towards enemy vulnerabilities



Relevance of cultural heritage

Social importance 

• Collective sentiments, attitudes and perceived value of the object/place 

• Identity building 

• → Underlying symbolic/sacred dimension 

• Important for nation states 

Economic importance 

• Tourism 

• Territorial attractiveness



Destruction

Looting

Smuggling

…

Undermine cultural 
roots

Assault on dignity and 
identity

Sow fear 

Disrupt social cohesion 
and possible resistance 

…

Cognitive warfare
Heritage-security 

nexus 
How is cultural heritage targeted?



How can CH be leveraged as a hybrid threat?
Militarily

• Strategic attacks to undermine opponents, demonstrate power, erase identity 

Politically

• Exploitation of cultural sites to justify territorial claims or political agendas, propaganda

Economically

• Illicit trade of cultural artefacts, lasting economic impacts  

Socially

• Fear, division within societies, undermining social coherence, conflict escalation



Afghanistan – Bamiyan Buddhas Armenia/Azerbaijan – Nagorno-Karabach Myanmar – Rohingya

Examples

Also: Ukraine, South China Sea, Mali, Syria/Iraq, Gaza/West Bank…



Closing remarks

Definitional debate 

• NATO – EU 

• UNESCO

• ICC - Ahmad Al Faqi Al Mahdi

• Intelligence: information-driven approach

Countering the threat



Thank you for 
your attention! 

Mathias Desmet 

Academic assistant 

PhD researcher 

Ghent University, Belgium 



Bibliography
De Baaij, J. (2023, 27 augustus). De drie grootste vernielingen van IS in Syrië en Irak.
KunstVensters. https://kunstvensters.com/2016/10/13/de-drie-grootste-vernielingen-van-is-in-syrie-en-irak/

Hybrid CoE. (2024, 24 januari). Hybrid threats as a concept - Hybrid CoE - The European Centre of Excellence for Countering Hybrid
Threats. Hybrid CoE - The European Centre Of Excellence For Countering Hybrid Threats. https://www.hybridcoe.fi/hybrid-threats-as-a-
phenomenon/

Kostakis, I., Lolos, S. Uncovering the impact of cultural heritage on economic growth: empirical evidence from Greek regions, 2000–
2019. Ann Reg Sci (2024). https://doi.org/10.1007/s00168-024-01280-3

Kurin, R. (2022, 22 februari). Because It Can Help Preserve Cultural Heritage Important for Understanding and Social Benefit — Why
Social Science? Why Social Science? Geraadpleegd op 19 september 2024, van https://www.whysocialscience.com/blog/2022/2/22/because-
it-can-help-preserve-cultural-heritage-important-for-understanding-and-social-benefit

Mekonnen, H., Bires, Z. & Berhanu, K. Practices and challenges of cultural heritage conservation in historical and religious heritage sites:
evidence from North Shoa Zone, Amhara Region, Ethiopia. Herit Sci 10, 172 (2022). https://doi.org/10.1186/s40494-022-00802-6

Rosén, F. (2023). NATO and Cultural Property: A Hybrid Threat Perspective. PRISM, 10(3), 44–58. https://www.jstor.org/stable/48743422

Rosén, F. NATO and Cultural Property: Embracing New Challenges in the Era of Identity Wars; Nordic Center for Cultural Heritage and
Armed Conflict: Copenhagen, Denmark, 2017; ISBN 978-87-970264-0-3.

NATO. (z.d.). Countering hybrid threats. NATO. Geraadpleegd 25 september 2024, van
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_156338.html

NATO Review—Hybrid Warfare – New Threats, Complexity, and ‘Trust’ as the Antidote. (2021, november 30). NATO Review.
https://www.nato.int/docu/review/articles/2021/11/30/hybrid-warfare-new-threats-complexity-and-trust-as-the-antidote/index.html

Treverton, G. F. (2018). Addressing hybrid threats. Swedish Defence University.

https://kunstvensters.com/2016/10/13/de-drie-grootste-vernielingen-van-is-in-syrie-en-irak/
https://www.hybridcoe.fi/hybrid-threats-as-a-phenomenon/
https://www.hybridcoe.fi/hybrid-threats-as-a-phenomenon/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00168-024-01280-3
https://www.whysocialscience.com/blog/2022/2/22/because-it-can-help-preserve-cultural-heritage-important-for-understanding-and-social-benefit
https://www.whysocialscience.com/blog/2022/2/22/because-it-can-help-preserve-cultural-heritage-important-for-understanding-and-social-benefit
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40494-022-00802-6
https://www.jstor.org/stable/48743422
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_156338.html
https://www.nato.int/docu/review/articles/2021/11/30/hybrid-warfare-new-threats-complexity-and-trust-as-the-antidote/index.html

	Slide 1: Cultural heritage  as a hybrid threat
	Slajd 2
	Slide 3: Definitions
	Slide 4: Relevance of cultural heritage
	Slide 5: How is cultural heritage targeted?
	Slide 6: How can CH be leveraged as a hybrid threat?
	Slide 7: Examples
	Slide 8: Closing remarks
	Slide 9: Thank you for your attention! 
	Slide 10: Bibliography 

