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Introduction

Perched high in the Peruvian Andes at an elevation of 2,430 meters, Machu Picchu is one of the 

world’s most remarkable archaeological and cultural treasures. Known as the “Lost City of the 

Incas,” it stands as a symbol of the Inca Empire’s architectural genius, engineering prowess, and 

deep connection with nature. The site is located in the Cusco Region, Urubamba Province, 

Machupicchu District of Peru, overlooking the Sacred Valley through which the Urubamba River 

flows.

Machu Picchu was inscribed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1983 under the cultural and 

natural criteria (i), (iii), and (vii), recognizing its outstanding universal value as both an 

exceptional cultural landscape and a masterpiece of human creative genius harmoniously 

integrated with its natural environment. Discovered by American explorer Hiram Bingham in 1911, 

the site had remained hidden for centuries, shielded by tropical forests and rugged mountain 

terrain.

Today, Machu Picchu is one of the most visited heritage sites in the world and a crucial symbol of 

Peru’s national identity. However, its popularity and environmental vulnerability also make it one 

of the most threatened, highlighting the pressing need for effective conservation and sustainable 

tourism management.

Outstanding Universal Value (OUV)

Machu Picchu’s Outstanding Universal Value (OUV) lies in its exceptional combination of 

cultural, historical, architectural, and natural significance. It represents the pinnacle of Incan 

civilization and its harmonious relationship with the surrounding environment.

From a cultural perspective, the site exemplifies the Incan worldview, which intertwined religion, 

astronomy, agriculture, and environmental stewardship. Machu Picchu is believed to have been a 

royal estate or ceremonial center for the Inca Emperor Pachacuti (1438–1471), reflecting the 

empire’s sophisticated socio-political organization and spiritual connection to the cosmos. The 



alignment of many structures with astronomical events — such as the solstices and equinoxes — 

demonstrates the Inca’s advanced understanding of celestial phenomena.

Architecturally, Machu Picchu is a masterpiece of stone construction. The dry-stone technique 

known as ashlar allowed builders to fit precisely cut stones together without mortar, ensuring 

seismic stability — an extraordinary achievement in a region prone to earthquakes. The Temple 

of the Sun, Intihuatana Stone, and Room of the Three Windows showcase the precision, 

symbolism, and spiritual purpose of Incan architecture.

From a natural standpoint, the site’s setting is of exceptional beauty. Nestled between the 

forested peaks of Huayna Picchu and Machu Picchu Mountain, and surrounded by subtropical 

biodiversity, it exemplifies a perfect fusion of cultural heritage with the natural environment. The 

surrounding Historic Sanctuary of Machu Picchu (32,592 hectares) hosts diverse flora and 

fauna, including several endangered species such as the spectacled bear (Tremarctos ornatus) 

and the Andean cock-of-the-rock (Rupicola peruvianus).

This interplay between human ingenuity and nature is what gives Machu Picchu its universal 

significance — a living testimony to sustainable coexistence and human adaptation to 

challenging topography.

Criteria for Inscription

Machu Picchu was inscribed under the following UNESCO World Heritage criteria:

Criterion (i): Representing a masterpiece of human creative genius

Machu Picchu demonstrates exceptional architectural and engineering skill. The precise stone 

masonry, terraced agriculture system, and complex hydraulic networks reflect a level of 

sophistication unmatched by other pre-Columbian civilizations in South America. The citadel’s 

design integrates perfectly with its natural surroundings, illustrating the Inca’s capacity for 

aesthetic and functional innovation.

Criterion (iii): Bearing a unique testimony to a cultural tradition or civilization

The site provides an unparalleled insight into the Inca civilization, which had no written language. 

Machu Picchu serves as a cultural record, preserving the Incan way of life, religious practices, 

and engineering ingenuity. It remains one of the few surviving examples of an Inca royal estate, 

providing critical evidence about the spiritual and political life of the empire before Spanish 

colonization.

Criterion (vii): Containing superlative natural phenomena or areas of exceptional natural 

beauty

Machu Picchu’s dramatic mountain landscape — with mist-covered peaks, lush valleys, and the 

meandering Urubamba River — is of outstanding aesthetic importance. The site’s natural 

environment enhances its spiritual aura, reflecting the Inca’s philosophy of harmony between 
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humans and nature. The breathtaking panorama of the citadel at sunrise, surrounded by clouds 

and greenery, embodies this extraordinary natural beauty.

Together, these criteria justify Machu Picchu’s inclusion as a mixed (cultural and natural) World 

Heritage Site of unparalleled universal value.

Authenticity and Integrity of the Site

The authenticity of Machu Picchu is exceptionally high, as much of its layout, materials, and 

craftsmanship remain intact. Archaeological evidence confirms that the structures visible today 

are largely original, built using traditional Inca techniques. The use of local granite and 

adherence to natural contours preserve the site’s authenticity of materials, design, and setting.

However, authenticity is increasingly challenged by modern interventions — such as restoration 

efforts that risk over-reconstruction — and the pressures of mass tourism. Efforts to maintain 

authenticity focus on using traditional materials and techniques during conservation and 

restoration work.

The integrity of the site encompasses both its physical and contextual wholeness. Machu Picchu 

retains its key attributes: the terraced agricultural zones, urban sectors, ceremonial temples, and 

surrounding natural landscape. Yet, its integrity faces threats from environmental degradation, 

landslides, invasive species, and the rapid expansion of tourism infrastructure.

UNESCO has periodically expressed concerns about the site’s carrying capacity and the 

potential for irreversible damage. The Peruvian government has responded with management 

plans that regulate visitor flow and establish buffer zones. Maintaining the balance between 

access and preservation is central to safeguarding the site’s integrity.

Conservation Strategy

Main Threats/Risks

Machu Picchu faces multiple conservation challenges, including:

Overtourism: With more than 1.5 million annual visitors, the site experiences physical 

wear, trail erosion, and damage to structures.

Environmental Degradation: Deforestation, landslides, and flash floods caused by heavy 

rainfall threaten the stability of terraces and pathways.

Urban Development: The nearby town of Aguas Calientes has expanded rapidly to 

accommodate tourists, putting pressure on local resources and waste management 

systems.

Climate Change: Increased rainfall variability and rising temperatures pose long-term risks 

to both the site’s structures and its biodiversity.

Unregulated Access: Unauthorized hiking trails and informal tourism activities outside 

designated zones have created uncontrolled impacts on fragile ecosystems.



Risk Factor Matrix

Threat Likelihood Impact 

Severity

Risk Level Notes
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Mitigation Actions

Visitor Management System: Implement strict visitor caps based on carrying capacity 

studies. Introduce timed ticketing, mandatory guided tours, and digital monitoring systems 

to control crowding.

Sustainable Tourism Initiatives: Promote alternative routes (e.g., Choquequirao Trek) to 

disperse tourist flow. Encourage eco-friendly accommodations and train local guides in 

conservation ethics.

Environmental Protection: Stabilize slopes using native vegetation, improve drainage 

systems, and prohibit new construction in sensitive areas.

Community Engagement: Empower local communities through heritage-based tourism 

enterprises, ensuring that conservation generates social and economic benefits.

Climate Adaptation Strategies: Conduct geotechnical studies, monitor rainfall patterns, 

and design early warning systems for landslides.

International Collaboration: Strengthen partnerships between Peru’s Ministry of Culture, 

UNESCO, and international conservation organizations to provide technical support and 

funding.

These strategies aim to balance preservation with sustainable use, ensuring that Machu Picchu 

remains a living heritage rather than a deteriorating relic.

Conclusion

Machu Picchu embodies the genius of the Inca civilization and the profound unity between 

humanity and nature. Its Outstanding Universal Value lies not only in its architectural brilliance 

but also in its ability to inspire awe and reflection on humankind’s relationship with the 

environment.

However, the site’s very popularity threatens its future. Overtourism, environmental pressures, 

and urban encroachment continue to test its resilience. Effective conservation requires an 

integrated approach — one that combines scientific research, community participation, 

sustainable tourism, and global cooperation.

Preserving Machu Picchu is not merely about protecting ancient stones; it is about safeguarding 

a cultural and ecological legacy that speaks to the creativity, spirituality, and adaptability of 

humankind. Ensuring its protection for future generations honors the wisdom of the Inca and 

affirms the shared responsibility of the global community to sustain the world’s cultural and 

natural heritage.

 


