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Liverpool and UNESCO World Heritage status

CENTREPIECENEW HORIZONS

In the summer of 2021, Liverpool’s Maritime Mercantile City lost its status as a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site. How did that happen? And does it matter?

Background
Liverpool Maritime Mercantile City was designated a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site in 2004. It was described as ‘the supreme example of 
a commercial port at a time of Britain’s greatest global influence’. 
The UNESCO designation covers some of the city’s most famous 
landmarks, including the Liver Building, the Cunard Building, the 
Port of Liverpool Building and the Albert Dock. From the eighteenth 
to early twentieth century, Liverpool was one of the world’s most 
important ports.

The UK has about 30 UNESCO World Heritage Sites, including 
the City of Bath, Stonehenge, Iron Bridge Gorge and the Tower of 
London. The most recent addition to the list is the Slate Landscape of 
northwest Wales.

It is most unusual for World Heritage status to be lost. You 
can view the global list of UNESCO World Heritage sites here: 
www.tinyurl.com/3r4u4kn5.

The reaction in Liverpool
The loss of World Heritage status prompted mixed reactions in the city. There was a general 
sense of disappointment, but also defiance with some observers arguing that the city didn’t 
need the designation and tourists would still flock to the waterfront. The regeneration of 
Liverpool docks has been a great success. Why should the city bother about the views of this 
UNESCO committee? Many have argued that the UNESCO designation was actually a barrier to 
progress — is it more important than investing in areas that have seen decades of neglect?

Kim Johnson, a Liverpool MP, has been fiercely critical of the decision. She believes UNESCO’s 
action will now leave the city far more vulnerable to threats from developers. Her comments 
were reported in the Liverpool Echo:

UNESCO’s decision to strip our great city of Liverpool of its World Heritage status is 
stunningly counterproductive. Taken by a secret group of individuals thousands of 
miles away who last visited the city a decade ago, it does not reflect the millions of 
pounds of improvements made to dozens of listed buildings. Instead, it threatens 
to roll back the preservation of Liverpool’s history and heritage.

The port’s history is complex, encompassing both the proud hub of the industrial 
revolution as well as the shameful stain of its central role in the transatlantic slave 
trade. The community and council have worked incredibly hard to commemorate, 
recognise and reconcile these histories in this space, and the decision to revoke 
Liverpool’s World Heritage status is a massive blow to these efforts.

Property tycoons will already be salivating at the prospects of this prime real 
estate up for grabs as a result of this decision, and campaigners and community 
activists are facing the roll back of decades of work to commemorate and preserve  
our history.

There is no doubt that the loss of World Heritage Site status for Liverpool’s historic waterfront 
is a blow to the prestige of the city. It raises important questions about how to manage 
development in areas of protected heritage. All of this highlights the importance of careful 
planning and consultation so that conservation and economic recovery goals can be reconciled.

UNESCO statement: 
Wednesday 21 July 2021
The World Heritage Committee, holding its 44th session in Fuzhou 
and online, decided to delete the property ‘Liverpool — Maritime 
Mercantile City’ (UK) from the World Heritage List, ‘due to the 
irreversible loss of attributes conveying the outstanding universal 
value of the property’. The site had been placed on the List of World 
Heritage in Danger in 2012 following concerns about the proposed 
development of Liverpool Waters. The project has since gone 
ahead, along with other developments both inside the site and in its 
buffer zone. The committee considers that these constructions are 
detrimental to the site’s authenticity and integrity.

Liverpool’s historic centre and docklands were inscribed for bearing 
witness to the development of one of the world’s major trading 
centres in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The site also 
illustrated pioneering developments in modern dock technology, 
transport systems and port management. Any deletion from the 
World Heritage List is a loss to the international community and to 
the internationally shared values and commitments under the World 
Heritage Convention.

After the Elbe Valley in Dresden (Germany) and the Arabian Oryx 
Sanctuary (Oman), Liverpool is only the third property to lose its 
World Heritage status. You can read the UNESCO news item here: 
www.tinyurl.com/pkzes9k3.


