Report on the building of the
Pelli Tower in Seville


ICOMOS Spanish Commitee 

1. BACKGROUND AND GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS 

In January 2007, César Pelli.s design was chosen for the construction of the headquarters of the Cajasol financial institution and, since then, it has been full supported by the municipal authorities in Seville. The building is 178 metres tall and forms part of a planning project covering more than 40,000 m2 and including a high-rise office block, a business centre and an area devoted to shopping ad food-service premises. 

In view of the advances in the building of a high-rise office block by César Pelli opposite the historic city centre of Seville and given its irreversible profound impact on the city´s historic landscape and, in particular, on the three monuments of Seville included as a single block on the World Heritage List, the Spanish National Committee of ICOMOS points out that: 

The protection of items included on the World Heritage List located in Seville is not compatible with the construction of the Pelli Tower. The urban model followed in Seville during the last few years, with all its shortcomings, has complied with its responsibility to provide an appropriate context for the protection and management of the elements included on the World Heritage List. The new model inaugurated by this verticalization of the city, particularly so close to the historic city centre, not only does not protect these assets but will become an inappropriate context in which to understand, safeguard and manage them. 

Nor does the legal context for the protection of historic heritage in Spain and Andalusia ensure adequate protection of Seville.s World Heritage Sites. The Spanish National Committee of ICOMOS is profoundly concerned by this situation for two reasons. First of all because the legislation does not provide mechanisms to stop the construction of a 178-metre tall skyscraper barely a few metres away from one of the historic settings of greatest renown in Spain and in Europe. Secondly because, through not lodging any objection to this plan, a very serious precedent is being set and this will leave the cultural administration of Spain and Andalusia bereft of arguments if further proposals are put forward for skyscrapers a hundred metres from other historic settings in Spain. 

What could be argued in other cases if the law were insufficient to prevent a skyscraper in a city that, in view of its status within the World.s Heritage, should be a management benchmark for others that are not? 

Excluding the proposal (withdrawn last February) for the building of three skyscrapers designed by Santiago Calatrava in Oviedo, there has been no prior history of any action such as that proposed in the town planning of Spain since the re-establishment of democracy at such a short distance from a historic city centre or of assets entered on the World Heritage List. 

The present report poses no objection to the design by César Pelli in itself (at least, setting aside its generic inappropriateness for cities the size of Seville), but it wishes to recall that no architectural design can be considered good if it does not assume the key features, complex or otherwise, of the space in which it is to be located. Its ignoring of the urban landscape and the other properties in its immediate vicinity do not speak to the quality of this project but rather express an absolute discordance and lack of harmony with the key features of Seville.s historic landscape. In this case, as in any other, good architecture does not salvage a bad planning project. 

As for the civil society, both the party that received the largest number of votes in the last municipal elections and all of the associations consulted have declared themselves to be against the building of the Pelli Tower, as have practically all of the professionals related with the city.s heritage. 

2. COMPARISON WITH SIMILARCASES REFERRED TO UNESCO 

Although there are various cases that have given rise to the current concern of ICOMOS and UNESCO with respect to the landscaping impact on towns with assets included on the List (London, Saint Petersburg, ...), the closest cases are those of: 

a) Cologne cathedral was included on the List of World Heritage in Danger in 2004 due to a similar project for the construction of a skyscraper on the banks of the Rhine opposite the city.s historic centre and 900 metres from the spires of the cathedral, and it was only removed from the list two years later when the project was abandoned. 

b) This same year, UNESCO has pointed out the serious consequences for the declaration of the historic city of Prague arising from the construction of a skyscraper in the district of Pankrac and has called for a reduction in its height. Suffice it to say that the project was 104 metres in height (versus the 178 of the Pelli Tower) and was located more than three kilometres from the historic centre of Prague (the Pelli Tower is 1,600 metres from the Giralda atop Seville Cathedral). 

3. RECOMMENDATIONS: 

On the basis of the co-operation between UNESCO and ICOMOS indicated in point 7 of art. 13 of the Convention and pursuant to the powers attributed to ICOMOS in paragraph 35 of the Guidelines, among others, to monitoring the state of conservation of World Heritage cultural properties., the Spanish National Committee of ICOMOS makes the following recommendations: 

A. To the UNESCO.s World Heritage Committee: 

Since it is within the powers of the World Heritage Committee, in collaboration with the States Party, the said Committee is recommended to include the assets forming part of the single declaration of Seville (Cathedral, Alcázar and Archivo de Indias) on the UNESCO´s Endangered World Heritage List until such time as the proposed construction of the Pelli Tower skyscraper next to Seville´s historic centre is withdrawn. The present circumstances are as described in paragraph 9 of the Guidelines (.When a property inscribed on the World Heritage List is threatened by serious and specific dangers, the Committee considers placing it on the List of World Heritage in Danger.). In the categories of perils listed in paragraph 179 of the Guidelines, the skyscraper project would be associated with section b) .Potential danger. The property is faced with threats which could have deleterious effects on its inherent characteristics. Such threats are, for example: [...] iv) threatening effects of town planning..... 

B. To the City Council of Seville as the party responsible for the city´s planning management and the protection of its heritage: 

That it suspend the building permit for the Pelli Tower due to the irreversible impact it would have on the perception of and from the Cathedral and the Alcázar. 

That it incorporate theoretical and applied knowledge of the city´s planning so as to allow the correct protection of all its cultural values. Those in place for landscape matters are praiseworthy despite their scant scope, but they are absolutely ineffectual in the face of a building such as the one referred to in this report. 

That it assume, understand, respect and disseminate the precepts of the UNESCO and its reference texts for the management of heritage in general and World Heritage in particular. 

That it comply with the stipulations foreseen in paragraph 172 of the Guidelines in connection with technical following: .The World Heritage Committee invites the States Parties to the Convention to inform the Committee, through the Secretariat, of their intention to undertake or to authorize in an area protected under the Convention major restorations or new constructions which may affect the outstanding universal value of the property. Notice should be given as soon as possible (for instance, before drafting basic documents for specific projects) and before making any decisions that would be difficult to reverse, so that the Committee may assist in seeking appropriate solutions to ensure that the outstanding universal value of the property is fully preserved.. 

That it complete the special plans for the protection of the historic setting, especially in the area closest to the assets included on the World Heritage List. 

C. To the Andalusian Regional Government.s Culture Department as the party responsible in this territory for the protection of heritage and, within this, the World Heritage located within its confines: 

Those responsible for the Culture Department and, in general, the Regional Government of Andalusia are requested to act clearly and decisively in the face of a proposal such as the construction of the Pelli Tower. The passivity shown during the months when the project was being processed clearly illustrates the inhibition of the body with the maximum responsibility for Andalusian cultural heritage in the face of the worst aggressions announced against the historic heritage of Spain since the birth of the democratic regime. All hesitations and indecisions generate uncertainty among citizens and institutions within the Region and doubts elsewhere regarding the awareness, management ability and lack of commitment with respect to the basic principles of heritage management, particularly World Heritage. 

The Culture Department cannot justify such inhibition by sheltering behind a context of changes in heritage legislation and the scant resources derived for the protection of the landscape. The lack of ambitions in this regard is evident in the recent creation of a law that is stillborn and obsolete in landscape terms (an expression it avoids) and can in any case be used to avoid aspects that hinder and generate visual contamination such as cables, advertising or mobile telephony antennae (always easily reversible) rather than to resolve once and for all the truly serious problems affecting the landscape of Andalusia (difficult to reverse) that is the fruit of the cultural heritage of this Region, the most valuable and, at the same time, the most lacking in protection and impacted in recent years. So far, it has been the tourist resorts on the coast, the industrialized farmland and the metropolitan areas without strong government (Granada, Seville, Cordoba, among many others) that have suffered the effects of uncontrolled planning (both legal and illegal). Now it is also the turn of the city centres and their former historic landscapes. The Pelli Tower is also a symbol that opens the door to greater verticalization of Andalusia.s main city, to the trivialization of its landscape and to the start of the abandonment of the model of a historic European city. 

It is recommended, should no better formula be found, that the Consejería de Cultura should urgently set up a protective zone around Seville.s historic town centre that would incorporate, at least, the scope of the construction of the Pelli Tower, such a sensitive area for the proper visualization of the historic town centre. This would evidence, at the very least, the Consejería.s will to protect the historic landscape of Seville. 

The Consejería de Cultura should, if it is not done by Cajasol or the City Council, commission independent specialists to produce an urgent study of the impact on the cultural landscape of the construction of the Pelli Tower. 

The Consejería de Cultura is reminded, as was the City Council, that the surroundings of the Cathedral and the Archivo de Indias do not enjoy any special plans for their protection (23 years after the enactment of Spain.s Historic Heritage Act) and the area will be one of the last to receive this level of protection within the Seville historic city centre. 

D. To the Ministry of Culture of the Government of Spain: 

The Government of Spain, through its Ministry of Culture, must adopt a clear and determined position in favour of the correct protection of Seville.s assets entered on the World Heritage List. Although the powers regarding heritage have been devolved to the R egional Governments, it is the central government that is recognized as the State Party in connection with the fulfilment of the UNESCO Convention; therefore, it is responsible vis-à-vis this body for the negative impacts and threats affecting the World heritage sites in Spain. 

E. A Cajasol (institution promotingthe project): 

This Committee recommends that Cajasol meditate on the importance of its architectural proposals. Cajasol is no ordinary financial institution, but rather, because of its social and cultural vocation, it must stand as a reference for society as a whole. If it preaches sustainability and a fair and balanced development model, it must also adopt consistent formulas when it comes to putting up buildings that are going to reflect the image of the institution. As a result, we also urge Cajasol to renounce its plans for the Pelli Tower and, in a spirit of the most absolute modernity, to opt for a building, should it choose to maintain the same location, better aligned with its setting and without impacts on the historic town centre and Seville.s assets entered on the World Heritage List. The project cannot be justified by sheltering behind permits allowed under the current planning regulations to erect a building of such impact. 

Cajasol has a commitment with the society and the culture of Andalusia and this must go further than allowing a general design that, at least in the sector concerning us, includes an inappropriate proposal that does not respect a city with the values of Seville. It also wishes to point out to Cajasol that interventions, particularly with such powerful construction works, in the cities of Andalusia, and Seville is one of the most outstanding examples, cannot ignore heritage considerations. A competition inviting designs from the world.s best architects may well give rise to a good architectural project, but it may overlook, as in this case, the key elements of the city.s heritage. We therefore advise it to incorporate additional professionals into the choice of emblematic projects: obviously the architects are essential (what other profession has supported more than this one the protection of urban heritage in the last century and a half?), but not enough for proposals that, as in this case, may change the model of a city and represent an attack against its image and, above all, for the management of its World Heritage. Madrid, November 25th, 2008 The Chair of the Spanish Committee of ICOMOS Signed: Mª Rosa Suárez-Inclán Ducassi
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