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Sustainable Preservation of Historic Cities Between Reality & The Future
(Shibam Hadhramout: A Case Study)

Sulaiman Mohammed Said Al-Tamimi

Abstract

This study seeks to examine the current state of sustainable heritage preservation in historic cities through
a case study of Shibam, Hadhramout—recognized as a unique example of vertical earthen architecture
and a UNESCO World Heritage Site. The research is grounded in a central problem: the growing
environmental, social, economic, and institutional challenges confronting preservation efforts, alongside
the need to develop a comprehensive and sustainable model aligned with international standards,
particularly those of UNESCO and ICOMOS. The researcher employed a comparative descriptive—
analytical methodology, drawing on field data, official reports, and international documentation, in
addition to analyzing preservation projects implemented over the past five decades. These projects were
evaluated across four key dimensions: cultural, social, economic, and environmental. The findings
indicate that Shibam has made notable progress in sustaining its preservation initiatives—especially in
maintaining architectural authenticity, empowering local artisans, and stimulating the local economy.
However, significant gaps persist in areas related to climate adaptation, sustainable financing, and
institutional capacity. The study found that “cash-for-work” projects and restoration programs in
partnership with UNESCO and ALIPH have been successful models of conservation management, but
they remain short-term and do not address long-term strategic challenges. The study recommends the
need to adopt an integrated vision for sustainable preservation, based on effective governance, community
participation, the use of modern technologies, and the development of climate adaptation plans, to ensure
the protection of heritage and preserve Shibam'’s identity for future generations.

Keywords: Urban conservation, sustainable development, Shibam Hadramout, international standards,
climate change.
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