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Heritage Management at the Local Level: 
Heritage Communities and Role of Local Authorities1

Abstract: Heritage management at the local level benefits heritage properties and 
serves the public interest. By using comparative and interpretative analyses, we argue 
for the use of the “heritage community” term in current heritage management, and 
analyse what this expression brings for the role of local authorities. We upgrade this 
definition with attributes that characterize heritage communities. The paper presents 
the evolution of the concept of participatory heritage management in the context of 
the Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World Heritage Convention. 
It tests the relevance of the participatory approach in the heritage field against the 
theory of social systems. Conclusions comprise principles defining the role of local 
authorities in facilitating direct participation of heritage communities in heritage ma-
nagement.
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Introduction

The primary concern of the paper is to determine how the concept of heritage 
community has changed in legal documents and what are the consequences of 
those changes regarding the shared responsibilities between local government 
bodies and civic groups. The paper intends to give an overview of the rela-
tionship between local authorities and groups of people that cherish heritage 
in the territory under the local authority’s jurisdiction or have other interests 
in heritage management. We will take a more theoretical perspective based on 
international legal standards and some interdisciplinary research. We deal with 
the importance of heritage communities as key stakeholders and the role of local 
authorities in participatory heritage management. 

1 The short version of the paper was presented at the ICOMOS ICLAFI symposium 
and annual meeting in Gaziantep, Turkey, 23 October 2019.
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The notion of local authorities is almost self-explanatory: this is a form of 
government, usually elected according to democratic principles and operating at 
the lowest level of territorial organisation of a state to serve the public interest. 
The European Charter of Local Self-Government outlines guiding standards for 
their role and organisation. We quote the Charter because, to our knowledge, 
there is no universally valid instrument defining local authority. The Charter 
states: “Public responsibilities shall generally be exercised, in preference, by 
those authorities which are closest to the citizen.” (Council of Europe 1985, 
Article 4)

The notion of the “heritage community” needs additional explanation. In 
academic circles, the term sometimes denotes heritage protection experts (for 
example, Ripp and Rodwell 2015). ICOMOS doctrinal texts use different words 
related to “community” in the sense of group(s) of people interested in heritage. 
The following table, which is not exhaustive, gives some examples of terminol-
ogy from the last 25 years. 

Table 1. ICOMOS doctrinal texts – examples of “community” terminology, 
Jelka Pirkovič

Year of 
adoption

ICOMOS Document Location of 
the wording

Terms used

1994 Nara Document on Authenticity Para 8 cultural community
2002 Ethical Commitment Statement 

for ICOMOS Members
Preamble Local communities, communities 

active in conservation.
2005 Xi‘an Declaration on the 

Conservation of the Settings of 
Heritage Structures, Sites and 
Areas

Para 4

Para 11

Local and associated 
communities,
Local, interdisciplinary and 
international communities.

2008 Charter for Interpretation 
and Presentation of Cultural 
Heritage Sites

Principle 4

Principle 6

Local residents and associated 
communities.
Host and associated communities.

2008 Charter of Cultural Routes Para 6 Local communities.
2017 Delhi Declaration on Heritage 

and Democracy
Appeal no 2 Local, interdisciplinary and 

international communities.
2017 Resolution 19GA 2017/20 Communities of interest, local 

communities, multi-cultural, 
mono-cultural and indigenous 
communities.

2017 Resolution 19GA 2017/30 Cultural heritage community.
2018 ADCOM Buenos Aires 

Declaration on Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights

Background, 
Para 4

Heritage communities.

We see that the variation in the terminology is considerable, not to speak 
about other ICOMOS documents, reports, and studies. Another important ob-
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servation is that in the latest doctrinal texts – those adopted from 2017 on, the 
terminology tends towards the term “(cultural) heritage community.” Later, we 
will give arguments for the term “heritage community” and hopefully, contrib-
ute to a more consistent terminology. 

The third theme of this paper is participatory heritage management. Research 
and studies dealing with participatory management of heritage properties have 
become more and more abundant since the turn of the centuries. Citizens’ partic-
ipation in public matters is a cornerstone of democracy since the antiquity, and it 
is a value in itself of every modern society. Because of the inadequacies in rep-
resentational democracies in cases where participation is limited to voting, new 
ideas about the direct involvement of citizens have emerged. Half a century ago, 
Sherry Arnstein (1969) presented a model of public participation in the form of 
a ladder illustrating stages in powers people had in decision-making. Arnstein’s 
visualisation is a good starting point for our discussion that follows below.

Heritage Community

As we reveal in the introduction, ICOMOS doctrinal texts lack a descrip-
tion of what the term “community” means in the context of heritage protec-
tion. The same is true for UNESCO heritage conventions and recommendations 

Fig. 1. Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation, cc Competendo, 
http://competendo.net/en/File:Ladder-of-participation_small.png#filelinks
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 (UNESCO 2003, 2018, 121).2 Let us consider two recent international studies. 
The first quotation indicates one of the main challenges in defining the relation-
ship between a community and heritage: 

“There is also the problem that cultural rights, as human rights, have both a 
collective and individual dimension. As rights with a collective dimension, they 
may come into conflict with individual human rights or individual perceptions of 
human rights... To what extent should (the state) enforce individual rights even in 
relation to religious, ethnic, and cultural communities?” (Logan 2007, 44)

The debate over the conflicts between different human rights lies beyond the 
scope of this paper. From the previous quotation, we can deduct that commu-
nities implicated in heritage are composed of individuals who may have their 
concern and interest regarding heritage. At the same time, they form a group 
with which they (partially) share their identity. As we know, heritage as a part of 
human culture and traditions is a crucial factor in identity building (UNESCO 
2003, Article 2.1).

The second quotation argues the following: 

“Community is considered to be placed at the core of conservation. Heritage 
is not self-evident, with intrinsic/inherent values … it is people/stakeholder gro-
ups that ascribe (subjective) values to it and define heritage, and thus heritage is 
seen as an extrinsic and social process.” (Poulios 2014, 21) 

Stakeholder groups are not identical to heritage communities; they comprise 
of legal and physical persons with interest that use heritage, and by using it, 
they benefit or harm heritage. The study further defines different communities 
according to their physical proximity to a heritage site, and functional relation to 
it: the core community lives in the heritage site, and living represents the prin-
cipal relation; broader communities are associated with the site mainly through 
different uses, and conservation community provides expert guidance and assis-
tance to the core community (Poulios 2014, 21). 

The concept of three communities brings us closer to the definition with 
one reservation: it does not solve the challenge of the intersection of individ-
ual and collective heritage rights. To name only one usual conflict that arises 
when different interests of some core community members are not following 
what “…strengthens core community’s identity, pride, self-esteem, structure, 
and well-being.” (Poulios 2014, 21)

2 Although the UNESCO 2003 Convention consistently utilizes the expression 
“communities, groups and individuals”, the term refers to “practitioners and bearers” 
who play a specific role in safeguarding intangible heritage, as explained in UNESCO 
2018, footnote 5, p. 121. 
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The Council of Europe’s Framework Convention on the Value of Cultural 
Heritage for Society gives an elegant and encompassing solution to the defini-
tion of heritage communities. The definition goes: 

“[...] a heritage community consists of people who value specific aspects 
of cultural heritage which they wish, within the framework of public action, to 
sustain and transmit to future generations”; and further on: “The (State) Par-
ties undertake to… take into consideration the value attached by each heritage 
community to the cultural heritage with which it identifies.” (Council of Europe 
2005a, Articles 2b, 12b)

Attributes of the heritage community that the definition implies are: 

– Heritage community consists of persons that share values of the same heritage. In 
interaction with others, an individual adheres to a community (Council of Europe 
2005b, 6).

– That also means that adherence to a community depends on individual members’ 
deliberate decision. Personal adherence to heritage values also solves the questi-
on of individual non-heritage related rights superseding the collective ones.

– Its locality in a heritage site nor the expert knowledge does not define the herita-
ge community. Ethical commitment to heritage is the only qualification.

Fig. 2. Living Heritage Approach: the triple community concept, cc Ioannis Poulius 2014, 
https://www.ubiquitypress.com/site/books/m/10.5334/bak/
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– The deliberate decision of an individual and the heritage community to sustain 
heritage they place value on leads them to engage in its continuation and perpe-
tuation of heritage knowledge.

– Heritage values are a common feature of elements of the physical environment 
and expressions unrespectable of the categorization introduced by experts who 
divide heritage in tangible and intangible, natural and cultural, movable and im-
movable.

– Individuals and heritage communities contribute to the future of heritage within 
the public interest, which confines undertakings related to family heritage to the 
private interest sphere. 

We describe the difference between the private and public interest in the 
table below.

Table 2. Difference between the private and public interest 
in heritage, Jelka Pirkovič

Private interest Public interest
Focused on individual needs Focused on community needs 
Serving individual, non-heritage rights Striking balance between individual and 

collective rights
Emphasising use and instrumental values Striking balance between intrinsic, 

instrumental, and institutional values
Addressing consumers Addressing citizens
Short-term orientation adapted to production/
consumption cycle

Long-term orientation adapted to the heritage 
life cycle

Meeting private and market interest Meeting public interest
Benefiting (global) market Benefiting local and heritage communities

Participatory Heritage Management 

Our knowledge about the significance of direct heritage participation derives 
from good practices, developed mostly at the local levels and in areas where 
problems touch people’s lives what motivates them (Roberts 2003).3 Heritage 
management is undoubtedly one of such problem areas, mainly because it inter-
sects with spatial planning, environment protection, and, what in recent years 
occupies us, climate change, not to speak about social issues, indigenous peo-
ples’ and minorities’ heritage. Heritage is rooted in its territory, and heritage 
communities carry on heritage knowledge. Attachment to the place also means 
that we cannot disrupt the localization of heritage without damaging or uproot-
ing heritage.

3 The paper gives an overview of direct citizens’ participation and an associated 
theoretical model.
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A textual analysis of the series of Operational Guidelines adopted since 1976 
reveals the evolution of the concept of participatory heritage management. The 
version adopted in 1994 introduced cultural landscapes as a separate heritage 
category. In the recommendation concerning cultural landscapes nomination, 
the need for broader participation was mentioned: “The nomination should be 
prepared in collaboration with and the full approval of local communities.” 
(UNESCO 1994, para 41) 

The 1999 version of the Operational Guidelines went a step further: a sepa-
rate paragraph was added to the chapter on advice about the preparation of all 
nominations: 

“Participation of local people in the nomination process is essential to make 
them feel a shared responsibility with the State Party in the maintenance of the 
site.” (UNESCO 1999, para 14) The quotation is indicative because it explains 
briefly why the participatory approach is significant for heritage management. 

The Operational Guidelines of 2005 fully embraced the concept of participation: 

“States Parties to the Convention are encouraged to ensure the participation 
of a wide variety of stakeholders, including site managers, local and regional 
governments, local communities, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and 
other interested parties and partners in the identification, nomination and prote-
ction of World Heritage properties” (UNESCO 2005, para 12).4 

State Parties are expected to involve relevant actors in the cycle of heritage 
management, not limiting it solely to the nomination. The section dealing with 
the management system also advises on the participatory approach aiming at 
securing long-term management (UNESCO 2005, para 108-118).

A well-known follower of Niklas Luhmann’s influential theory of social sys-
tems, Kristof Van Assche, published an article on the challenges of the inclusion 
of heritage in spatial planning (Van Assche and Duineveld 2013). The central 
claim is that there are no universal recipes on how to guarantee the success of 
heritage planning. In doing so, we better take into consideration a broad diver-
sity of perspectives. In further elaboration of different aspects, the article points 
out some concerns that are valid for heritage management, as well. It is easy to 
see analogies between spatial planning and heritage management; both systems 
depend on a variety of perspectives because the multiplicity of interpretations, 
interests, and attachments cannot be reduced to one solution. The best solutions 
are the adaptable ones. 

“Participation can increase flexibility and adaptation, but it also poses a risk, 
since it can undermine a political order based on delegation of power without offe-
ring the same quality of checks and balances.” (van Assche and Duineveld 2013, 6)

4 A similar recommendation refers to nominations to the Tentative list, paragraph 64. 
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We can draw the following conclusion: the greatest danger in heritage man-
agement is when it remains limited to heritage concerns. In Luhmann’s terms, 
heritage tends to be a self-referential system, sticking to its perspective, termi-
nology, and procedures. It is hard to envisage significant shifts in regulatory 
framework because dominant systems such as the legal and economic ones, 
through their power, easily override a plea for changes that come from marginal 
systems such as the heritage one. System-specific codes make communication 
between systems problematic. In this way, economic and legal systems prevent 
marginal systems from introducing change on how dominant systems function, 
while the latter have the power to impose their rules on marginal ones. In other 
words, it takes time and effort for marginal systems to induct change. The great 
advantage of the heritage system lies in the fact that it offers a doorway to her-
itage knowledge.

The Role of Local Authorities 
in Heritage Communities’ Participation

As a framework for clarifying the role of local authorities in enabling and ac-
tively supporting direct participation of heritage communities in public affairs, 
we take twelve principles of good governance at a local level as a starting point 
(Council of Europe 2008). The principles draw on the above mentioned Euro-
pean Charter of Local Self-Government and refer mainly to the general issues 
of local self-governing autonomy and services. From the twelve principles, we 
adapt five to clarify the role of local authorities in heritage management. 

Fair participation

The principle of fair participation in heritage management builds on human 
dignity, the freedoms of expression, assembly and association, and, in the first 
place on heritage rights (Council of Europe 2005, Article 1)5 which derive from 
the right of everybody to take part in cultural life (United Nations 1966, Arti-
cle 15).6 Fair participation at the level near to people’s needs and expectations 
builds mutual respect, civic trust and pride, sense of belonging, and resilience of 
communities to aversive forces of globalisation.

5 “The Parties to this Convention agree to recognise that rights relating to cultural 
heritage are inherent in the right to participate in cultural life, as defined in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights.”

6 “State parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone... to take 
part in cultural life.” 
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Ethical conduct 

Other rights could be, according to the law, partially limited if heritage as 
a public good is placed before individual interest. So, the heritage community 
and the public have access to heritage and interact with it. Local authorities 
should get a legally binding responsibility to protect the everyday heritage 
that heritage communities appreciate in their territories. Participatory heritage 
management represents a way to assure public physical, intellectual, or virtual 
access to heritage. 

Innovation and openness to change 

The participatory approach should enable a multiplicity of interpretation 
to express themselves, and though this process, stakeholders can negotiate the 
commonly acceptable solutions (Van Assche and Duineveld 2013, 5-6). In lo-
cal heritage management, the rules governing it should encourage adaptation to 
change and not penalize it. 

Sustainability and long-term orientation

Traditional cultures understood a community as an assembly of ancestors, 
present and future generations. Similarly, 230 years ago, Edmund Burke under-
stood liberal societies as opposed to the one that the French revolution tried to 
establish, as a partnership between the living, the unborn, and the dead (Scruton 
2014, location 700-701). The modern concept of sustainability developed in the 
1987 Brundtland Report, concerned only present and future generations. When 
the culture as the fourth sustainability pillar is accepted, the full span of hu-
manity gets involved. If local authorities understand the historical, cultural, and 
social complexities from which sustainability can draw its force, a sustainable 
and resilient future is achievable. 

We need to mention the ICOMOS position towards the implementation of 
UN Sustainability goals, where the “localization” of sustainability represents 
the “file rouge” of interaction with places, citizens, and local decision-mak-
ing processes (ICOMOS 2017a, 5). Before that, World Heritage Convention 
member states also adopted a sustainability policy (UNESCO 2015). Moreover, 
sustainability principles in implementing the World Heritage Convention were 
incorporated into the Operational Guidelines at the World Heritage Committee 
2019 General Assembly in Baku.



JELKA PIRKOVIČ838

Issues in Ethnology and Anthropology, n. s. Vol. 15 Is. 3 (2020)

Cultural diversity and social cohesion
Local authorities and citizens should treat cultural diversity as an asset. Lo-

cal authorities’ role is to ensure, according to the principle of fair participation 
and in respect of diverse heritage communities, that everybody can get involved 
in heritage identification, study, interpretation, protection, conservation, and 
presentation, and participate in the debate on heritage challenges (Council of 
Europe 2005, Article 12a).

Considering the principles mentioned above, states to authorities should 
build an adequate legal, organisational, and financial framework so that partic-
ipatory heritage management at the local level can flourish. Local authorities 
should, within their remit, take practical steps in implementing it. 

The purpose of these principles is that their application strengthens the dem-
ocratic legitimacy of local authorities and, at the same time, makes them allies 
with the heritage communities to work together in the public interest.

We conclude our presentation with one task heritage communities should 
take care of besides being committed to heritage and contribute to its continua-
tion. Within their public action, they should build a safe social space for every 
individual to feel welcome and included. The trust between members is indis-
pensable for collaborative leadership, creativity, and collective goal-oriented 
action. The shared effort of local authorities and heritage communities guaran-
tees that civil participation in political decision-making is effective and benefits 
heritage.
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Upravljanje nasleđem na lokalnom nivou:
baštinske zajednice i uloga lokalne uprave 

Početna tačka ovog teksta je da je terminologija kojom se označavaju grupe 
ljudi koje neguju određeno nasleđe u ključnim tekstovima u ovoj oblasti veoma 
nekonzistentna. Ovde je analizirana serija povelja i drugih dokumenata ICO-
MOS-a u kojima je termin „zajednica“ upotrebljen sa različitim kvalifikatorima. 
Okvirna konvencija Saveta Evrope o vrednosti kulturnog nasleđa za društvo de-
finiše naziv „kulturna zajednica“ koji pokriva sva prethodna različita značenja. 
Definicija dodaje značajnu razliku u odnosu na prethodne, utoliko što se navodi 
da je osnovna uloga kulturne zajednice da čuva i prenosi nasleđe na sledeće 
generacije u okviru javne akcije. Ako određena grupa ljudi želi da ispuni ovu 
ulogu, ona može u potpunosti da učestvuje u upravljanju nasleđem.
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Participativno upravljanje nasleđem uvek se odvija na teritoriji na kojoj je 
locirano samo nasleđe. Dakle, od ključnog značaja je teritorijalna dimenzija 
samog nasleđa i znanja s njim u vezi koje zajednica prenosi. Kratka tekstual-
na analiza serije UNESCO-vih operativnih smernica usvojenih 1976. godine 
ukazuje na evoluciju koncepta participativnog upravljanja nasleđem. Od 2005. 
godine svi nivoi državne uprave ohrabruju se da obezbede učešće različitih in-
teresnih grupa u identifikaciji, nominaciji i zaštiti nasleđa. 

Što se tiče lokalnih uprava, predlaže se da participacija baštinskih zajednica 
na lokalnom nivu predstavlja suštinu demokratskog procesa donošenja odluka. 
Kako bi se ilustrovala uloga lokalne uprave u omogućavanju i aktivnom podsti-
canju direktne participacije baštinskih zajednica u javnim poslovima, razrađeni 
su sledeći principi dobrog upravljanja na lokalnom nivou, definisani Evropskom 
poveljom o lokalnoj samoupravi: ravnopravna participacija, etičko ponašanje, 
inovacija i otvorenost za promene, održivost i orijenacija na dugoročne projek-
te, kao i kulturni diverzitet i društvena kohezija. Smisao ovih principa jeste u 
tome da njihova primena ojačava demokratski legitimitet lokalne uprave i, u isto 
vreme, stvara savezničke veze sa baštinskim zajednicama, sa kojima zajedno 
radi u javnom interesu.

Ključne reči: upravljanje nasleđem, baštinske zajednice, participacija, lokalna 
uprava

Gestion de l’héritage au niveau local : 
communautés patrimoniales et rôle de la collectivité locale

Ce texte part de la position que la terminologie qui désigne les groupes de 
gens soignant l’héritage individuel est assez irrégulière dans les textes clés de ce 
domaine. On a analysé une série de chartes et d’autres documents d’ICOMOS où 
le terme « communauté » est employé avec les qualificatifs différents. Conven-
tion-cadre du Conseil de l’Europe sur la valeur du patrimoine culturel pour la 
société définit le terme « communauté patrimoniale » couvrant toutes les signifi-
cations précédentes différentes. Cette définition ajoute une différence importante 
par rapport aux autres puisqu’elle signale que le rôle fondamental de la com-
munauté patrimoniale est de maintenir et transmettre l’héritage aux générations 
futures dans le cadre de l’action publique. Si un certain groupe de gens désire 
remplir ce rôle, il peut pleinement participer dans la gestion de l’héritage. 

La gestion participative de l’héritage se déroule toujours sur le territoire où 
l’héritage se trouve. Donc, la plus grande importance est attribuée à la dimen-
sion territoriale de l’héritage lui-même et de la connaissance connexe transmise 
par la communauté. Une brève analyse textuelle d’une série de lignes directrices 
opérationnelles de l’UNESCO adoptées en 1976 témoigne de l’évolution du 
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concept de la gestion participative de l’héritage. Depuis 2005 tous les niveaux 
d’administration de l’État sont encouragés d’assurer la participation de diffé-
rentes parties prenantes dans l’identification, la nomination et la protection de 
l’héritage. 

Quant aux collectivités locales, on soutient que la participation des com-
munautés patrimoniales au niveau local présente l’essence du processus démo-
cratique de la prise de décisions. Pour illustrer le rôle de la collectivité locale 
dans l’action de rendre possible et dans l’incitation active à la participation di-
recte des communautés patrimoniales dans les affaires publiques, les principes 
suivants de bonne gestion au niveau local, définis par la Charte européenne 
de l’autonomie locale, ont été développés : participation équitable, comporte-
ment éthique, innovation et ouverture au changement, développement durable 
et orientation vers les projets à long terme ainsi que la diversité culturelle et la 
cohésion sociale. L’objectif de ces principes est contenu dans le fait que leur 
application renforce la légitimité démocratique de la collectivité locale en créant 
en même temps des liens d’alliés avec les communautés patrimoniales avec les-
quelles elle travaille dans l’intérêt public.

Mots-clés : gestion de l’héritage, communautés patrimoniales, participation, 
collectivité locale
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