Old and New Towns of Edinburgh World Heritage Site: Statement of
Outstanding Universal Value

Adopted by UNESCO World Heritage Committee Thirty-seventh session, Phnom Penh,
Cambodia, June 2013

http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/728

Property Old and New Towns of Edinburgh
State Party United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland
Id. N° 728rev

Date of inscription 1995

Brief synthesis

The remarkable juxtaposition of two clearly articulated urban planning phenomena. The
contrast between the organic medieval Old Town and the planned Georgian New Town of
Edinburgh, Scotland, provides a clarity of urban structure unrivalled in Europe. The
juxtaposition of these two distinctive townscapes, each of exceptional historic and
architectural interest, which are linked across the landscape divide, the "great arena" of Sir
Walter Scott's Waverley Valley, by the urban viaduct, North Bridge, and by the Mound,
creates the outstanding urban landscape.

The Old Town stretches along a high ridge from the Castle on its dramatically situated rock
down to the Palace of Holyrood. Its form reflects the burgage plots of the Canongate,
founded as an "abbatial burgh" dependent on the Abbey of Holyrood, and the national
tradition of building tall on the narrow "tofts" or plots separated by lanes or "closes" which
created some of the world's tallest buildings of their age, the dramatic, robust, and
distinctive tenement buildings. It contains many 16th and 17th century merchants' and
nobles' houses such as the early 17" century restored mansion house of Gladstone's Land
which rises to six storeys, and important early public buildings such as the Canongate
Tolbooth and St Giles Cathedral.

The Old Town is characterized by the survival of the little-altered medieval "fishbone" street
pattern of narrow closes, wynds, and courts leading off the spine formed by the High Street,
the broadest, longest street in the Old Town, with a sense of enclosed space derived from
its width, the height of the buildings lining it, and the small scale of any breaks between
them.

The New Town, constructed between 1767 and 1890 as a collection of seven new towns on
the glacial plain to the north of the Old Town, is framed and articulated by an uncommonly
high concentration of planned ensembles of ashlar-faced, world-class, neo-classical

buildings, associated with renowned architects, including John and Robert Adam (1728-92),
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Sir William Chambers (1723-96), and William Playfair (1790-1857). Contained and integrated
with the townscape are gardens, designed to take full advantage of the topography, while
forming an extensive system of private and public open spaces. The New Town is integrated
with large green spaces. It covers a very large area of 3,288 ha, is consistent to an unrivalled
degree, and survives virtually intact.

Some of the finest public and commercial monuments of the New-classical revival in Europe
survive in the city, reflecting its continuing status as the capital of Scotland since 1437, and a
major centre of thought and learning in the 18th century Age of Enlightenment, with its
close cultural and political links with mainland Europe.

The successive planned extensions from the first New Town, and the high quality of the
architecture, set standards for Scotland and beyond, and exerted a major influence on the
development of urban architecture and town planning throughout Europe.

The dramatic topography of the Old Town combined with the planned alignments of key
buildings in both the Old and the New Town, results in spectacular views and panoramas
and an iconic skyline.

The renewal and revival of the Old Town in the late 19th century, and the adaptation of the
distinctive Baronial style of building for use in an urban environment, influenced the
development of conservation policies for urban environments.

Criterion (ii): The successive planned extensions of the New Town, and the high quality of its
architecture, set standards for Scotland and beyond, and exerted a major influence on the
development of urban architecture and town planning throughout Europe, in the 18th and
19th centuries.

Criterion (iv): The Old and New Towns together form a dramatic reflection of significant
changes in European urban planning, from the inward looking, defensive walled medieval
city of royal palaces, abbeys and organically developed burgage plots in the Old Town,
through the expansive formal Enlightenment planning of the 18th and 19th centuries in the
New Town, to the 19th century rediscovery and revival of the Old Town with its adaptation
of a distinctive Baronial style of architecture in an urban setting.

Integrity

The property encompasses significant town-planning components, including layout,
buildings, open spaces and views, that demonstrate the distinctiveness between the organic
growth of the Old Town and the planned terraces and squares of the New Town with the
wide landscaped valley between. Overall the property forms a remarkably consistent and
coherent entity which has developed and adapted over time. It has largely preserved its
skyline and extensive views in and out of the property, although as with any modern, living
city these have altered and developed over time, while preserving the key attributes of



Outstanding Universal Value within the property. The vulnerability of the skyline and the
views in and out of the property has been addressed by the introduction of a Skyline Policy.

Authenticity

The level of authenticity in Edinburgh is high. Individually the high-quality buildings of all
dates have been conserved to a high standard and the layout of streets and squares
maintain their intactness. The property also continues to retain its historic role as the
administrative and cultural capital of Scotland, while remaining a vibrant economic centre.

Protection and management requirements

World Heritage properties in Scotland are protected through the following legislation. The
Town and Country Planning (Scotland) Act 1997 and The Planning etc. (Scotland) Act 2006
provide a framework for local and regional planning policy and act as the principal primary
legislation guiding planning and development in Scotland. Additionally, individual buildings,
monuments and areas of special archaeological or historic interest are designated and
protected under The Planning (Listed Building and Conservation Areas) (Scotland) Act 1997
and the 1979 Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act. The Old Town, New Town,
Dean Village and West End Conservation Areas provide adequate protection by covering the
majority of the World Heritage property, whilst around 75% of buildings within the property
are category A, B or C listed buildings.

The Scottish Historic Environment Policy (SHEP) is the primary policy guidance on the
protection and management of the historic environment in Scotland. Scottish Planning
Policy (SPP) sits alongside the SHEP and includes the Government’s national planning policy
on the historic environment. It provides for the protection of World Heritage properties by
considering the impact of development on the Outstanding Universal Value, authenticity
and integrity. Local policies specifically protecting the property are contained within The
City of Edinburgh Local Plan and cite the Management Plan as a material consideration for
decisions on planning matters. The immediate setting of the property is protected by a
Skyline Policy that has been adopted by City of Edinburgh Council. This defines key views
across the city with the aim of providing planning control that will safeguard them. This
control of tall buildings that might impact on the city centre provides appropriate protection
to the setting of the property, safeguarding its world-renown silhouette and views from the
property outwards to such crucial topographic features as Arthur’s Seat and the Firth of
Forth. The Skyline policy combined with existing listed buildings and conservation area
designations provides a comprehensive and sophisticated tool to protect the Outstanding
Universal Value of the property. This method of protection is being monitored on an
ongoing basis.

Management of the property is indirectly influenced by a large number of organisations,
communities and interest groups. The Management Plan was the subject of detailed
stakeholder engagement, the results of which informed its vision, objectives and actions.



The property is a living capital city centre. It has a rich cultural and intellectual life, which is
part of its Outstanding Universal Value and which is vital to sustain. This rich cultural life, in
such a magnificent setting, attracts tourists in great numbers. An Edinburgh Tourism
Strategy acknowledges the value of World Heritage status in its strategic priorities for
managing a world class city.

Historic Scotland and the City of Edinburgh Council work closely on the management of the
property. Edinburgh World Heritage was established by the City of Edinburgh Council and
Historic Scotland through a merger between the Edinburgh New Town Conservation
Committee and the Edinburgh Old Town Renewal Trust. Its role includes promoting the
property, grant dispersal and community engagement across the property. It is also a key
partner in the execution of the Management Plan. The World Heritage Site Co-ordinator is
responsible for coordinating the implementation of the Management Plan.



