The Green Belt near Mitwitz, Bavaria.
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On the Way to World
Heritage Status

Since 2024, the Green Belt has been included
on Germany’s UNESCO World Heritage Tentative
List. The submitting federal states have recom-
mended developing the nomination over the
long term as a so-called mixed site, recognising
the Green Belt’s potential in both natural and
cultural terms.

A nomination can only be submitted by
the neighbouring federal states. They prepare
the nomination dossier and decide whether
the nomination will be submitted to UNESCO,
after following an official preliminary assess-
ment and the approval by both German minis-
terial conferences responsible for education
and the environment. This process is still at an
early stage.

The BUND (Friends of the Earth Germany) “

and the German Cultural Council \
(Deutscher Kulturrat) are advocating for: \
anchoring the project equally in the ‘\

natural and cultural sectors, v

strengthening regional exchange
between stakeholders in both sectors,
informing the public about the

project and building alliances,
underlining the importance of the
Natural and Cultural Space Green Belt
as a reminder of Germany’s division,
emphasising the potential of the
natural and cultural landscape as a
space for democratic dialogue,

and highlighting the outstanding
universal value of the Natural and
Cultural Space Green Belt.

The Organisers

In December 1989, only one month after the fall
of the Iron Curtain, the Bavarian branch of
BUND (Friends of the Earth Germany) organised
the first meeting of conservationists from East
and West Germany in Hof, Bavaria. It was here
that the idea and the name “Green Belt” were
born — the first nationwide nature conservation
project in Germany. The National BUND Com-
petence Centre Green Belt, established for this
purpose, works to protect and develop this
national network of habitats through numerous
activities and projects. It also supports efforts
to achieve UNESCO World Heritage status for
the Green Belt.

The German Cultural Council is the umbrella
organisation for national cultural associations
in Germany. It brings together 285 associations
from all artistic disciplines and areas of cultural
life, including artists, cultural institutions, cultural
and media companies, cultural associations
and organisations involved in cultural education.

Together, BUND and the German Cultural
Council are promoting the nomination of the
Natural and Cultural Landscape Green Belt as
a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

Numerous regional events are taking place at
various locations along the Green Belt from
September 2025 to September 2027, creating
opportunities for local exchange and dialogue.

In addition, articles on the Green Belt
natural and cultural space regularly appear in the
German Cultural Council’s magazine “Politik &
Kultur” and on the BUND website.
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For more than forty years, the border between
NATO and the Warsaw Pact ran directly through
the middle of Germany. Natural, economic and
cultural landscapes were divided. The inner-
German border, initially provisionally marked with
wooden stakes, was gradually fortified by the
GDR. As early as 1946, Winston Churchill referred
to this division as the “Iron Curtain”. On 26th

of May 1952, the Council of Ministers of the GDR
ordered the complete sealing-off of the inner-
German border by law. The border was subse-
quently heavily fortified with metal fences, vehicle
barriers, patrol tracks, bunkers, watchtowers,
patrol strips and a restricted zone. Entire villages
were demolished as part of the GDR’s border
security system. Many people lost their homes,
numerous people died trying to escape, crossing
the border.

A globally recognised symbol of Germany’s
division is the Berlin Wall, which abruptly cut
through the city in August 1961. Families, neigh-
bourhoods, transport routes and even the
electricity supply were separated.

In East Germany, people had been opposing
oppression and repression since the 1950s.
Encouraged by glasnost and perestroika in the
Soviet Union, the protests culminated in the
Monday Demonstrations in Leipzig in 1989,
ultimately leading to the
peaceful fall of the Wall
on 9th of November 1989.
Since 3rd of October
1990, the two former
German states have been
reunited within the Federal
Republic of Germany.

Contrasting
Developments

While traditional cultural and economic ties
were severed during the division of Germany,
unique habitats developed or were preserved
within the former border strip. Endangered plant
and animal species such as common pasque-
flower, mountain arnica, mountain cornflower,
various orchid species, whinchat, lapwing and
wildcat find refuge in this landscape, which
remained largely untouched by intensive agri-
culture.

Stretching 1,378 kilometres from the Baltic
Sea to the tri-border region of Saxony, Bavaria
and the Czech Republic, the former inner-
German border forms a globally unique network
of habitats today. Parts of the Green Belt are
already under special protection as National
Natural Monuments in four federal states. As of
2025, 82 percent of the Green Belt has been
permanently protected.

As early as 2010, BUND called for the Green
Belt to be recognised as a UNESCO World
Heritage Site, emphasising its importance for
humanity. Today, many farmers help pre-
serve the valuable semi-open habitats of the
Green Belt.

Immediately after the opening of the border,
however, border posts, watchtowers and other
installations were dismantled. The first freely
elected government of the GDR in March 1990
advocated the complete removal of the border
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Since 2024, the natural and cultural landscape known
as the Green Belt has been included on Germany’s
UNESCO World Heritage Tentative List. World Heritage
status would permanently recognise and honour the
civic engagement and the peaceful revolution that ulti-
mately led finally to the German reunification in 1990.

Border patrol path towards
Point Alpha in Hesse.
Photo: Armin Kruse
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Before the start of the Monetary, Economic
and Social Union at midnight on 1July 1990, all
border controls in Berlin and along the inner-
German border ended. In September 1990, a
decision was made to sell former GDR border
facilities such as barracks, fences and other
infrastructure, and in the same month Defence
Minister Rainer Eppelmann signed the order to
dissolve the GDR border troops. The dismantling
of the border installations was intended to
symbolise the overcoming of division.

However, it soon became clear that the
remaining structures represent important sites
of remembrance. Relicts such as the border
patrol track, watchtowers, bunkers and barrier
systems are now partly protected as historical
monuments on the eastern side of the former
border. On the western side, however, former
observation facilities, signs and restricted
zones are often no longer visible or are difficult
to identify.

In addition, border museums and memorial
sites convey the history of division as well as
the peaceful overcoming of the border. Many of
these places of remembrance were initiated
by local citizens.
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The Green Belt is not only Noah's Ark
for flora and fauna, but also a place
that reminds us of democracy, freedom

infrastructure. Many people on both sides of
the border no longer wished to be reminded of
the division through these structures.

East German watch tower between
Hoyersburg and Jahrsau in Saxony-
Anhalt. Photo: Dieter Damschen

and peace in our country and through-
out Europe.
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West German Border Control near Hinfeld in Hesse,
February 1960. Source: Border museum Schifflersgrund



