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Chancellor, for those who have had the opportunity to study or reside in Durham, it 

can be easy to overlook the unique setting of this city.  The splendour of the 

cathedral and castle, can often be forgotten on a wet day when rushing across the 

Bailey to a lecture or a meeting. 

 

Although frequently unsung, there are many organisations and individuals who 

ensure that Durham’s authenticity and significance are protected for future 

generations.  Whilst at a local level, these custodians include the Cathedral Chapter 

and University and at a national level, English Heritage - the castle and cathedral are 

also protected by a higher authority. 

 

That authority is the United Nations Education, Scientific & Cultural Organisation, 

also known as UNESCO, which approved the inscription of Durham Cathedral and 

Castle on the world heritage list in 1986.  Included in the United Kingdom’s first 

tranche of inscribed sites under the World Heritage Convention, Durham joined 

Stonehenge, the Tower of London and Abraham Darby’s Iron Bridge. 

 

Within the fortieth anniversary year of that Convention, which established the 

framework for the identification of such sites of outstanding universal value, we 

honour Irina Georgieva Bokova, UNESCO Director-General, for the contribution that 

she and UNESCO make to preserving both Durham and the world’s outstanding 

cultural and natural heritage. 

 

In October 2009, Irina Bokova was elected by the UNESCO General Conference as 

the tenth Director-General of the organisation.  She is the first women to hold this 

office and her personal journal illustrates how much our world and UNESCO have 

changed and also demonstrates the enduring value that is derived from culture and 

heritage.  
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Ms Bokova was born in 1952 in Sofia, Bulgaria, into a politically-active family.  After 

attending language school in Sofia, she studied at the Moscow State Institute of 

International Relations and entered the Bulgarian diplomatic service in 1977.  

Between 1982 and 1986, she served as a member of Bulgaria’s UN permanent 

delegation in New York, before returning to Sofia to work within the country’s Foreign 

Ministry. 

 

After 1989, and the fall of the Berlin Wall, Bulgaria made the transition to democracy 

and Irina Bokova played a critical role in supporting her country’s establishment of 

new institutions and new relations.  She served as a member of the Constituent 

National Assembly, preparing Bulgaria’s new constitution between 1995 and 1997, 

and then as Minister for European Integration, laying the ground for Bulgaria’s 

accession to the European Union in 2007.  

 

Between 1997 and 2005, Ms Bokova also founded and led the European Policy 

Forum, which sought to promote Bulgaria’s engagement with Europe and explore the 

role of cultural heritage and education in the development of a new shared European 

identity.  These are core themes and core values which she continues to advocate 

and develop today in her present role. 

 

In 2005, she was appointed Bulgaria’s Ambassador to France and UNESO, joining 

UNESCO’s Executive Board in 2007 and her next milestone was appointment as 

Director-General of UNESCO in 2009.  Her manifesto has been built on her 

recognition that the international community needs to proactively respond to the 

dynamics of globalisation by ensuring that cultural diversity is both valued and 

safeguarded. 

 

In taking forward her ambitious agenda for UNESCO, Ms Bokova has identified the 

preservation and promotion of culture and heritage as critical for the fostering 

cooperation, dialogue and understanding between different countries, societies and 

faiths.  Indeed, at a recent lecture at the National Research Institute for Cultural 

Properties in Tokyo, she developed the powerful theme that ‘heritage heals’; 

contending that cultural heritage is a source of recovery and a catalyst for 

sustainable development.   
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These are themes which researchers at the University strongly support through our 

continued work on the study of the ethics of cultural heritage, conflict resolution, 

transitional justice and peace preparedness.  They are also supported by the 

University’s commitment to UNESCO initiatives, both here within our own World 

Heritage Site as well as in Nepal at Lumbini, the birthplace of the Buddha.  

 

To Conclude, in this fortieth anniversary year of the World Heritage Convention, Ms 

Bokova has demonstrated a unique understanding of this imperative matched by the 

abilities and experience to lead UNESCO’s mission in a rapidly changing world.   

 

Chancellor, I present Irina Georgieva Bokova to receive the degree of Doctor of 

Letters honoris causa. 
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