
 
 

50 Years World Heritage Convention: Shared Responsibility – Conflict & 

Reconciliation 

Think Tank Commodification 

March 11, 2021 at 9.30 a.m. – 16.00 p.m. (CET Berlin) 

 
Versailles Waiting Cue © screenpunk (2013) 

Summaries of Presentations and Discussions 

The Think Tank on “Commodification” examined the impacts of this process in relation to World 

Heritage, a context in which commodification occurred through tourism, economic development or 

the nomination procedure. Varied cases showed that commodification can have damaging impacts on 

heritage sites and values and it is necessary to understand better the implications. Notwithstanding 

the negative impacts, the discussions also considered whether certain commodification of heritage is 

inevitable. Furthermore, it reflected on examples where positive effects for the local inhabitants were 

noted, yet not without emphasizing that the values of the site not be compromised. Eight 

presentations were shared and discussed and they were followed by a roundtable discussion. The 

presentations included cases from Latin American, African, Arab, Asian and European countries, with 

this providing a comprehensive overview of the impacts of commodification around the world.  

The need to involve communities was often noted as a basic condition. One presenter showed that the 

commodification of tangible heritage disconnects it from the intangible values attached to it by the 

community, prompting the need for a holistic understanding of heritage. Another presenter argued 

for an inclusive management approach, which considers the needs of local communities and 

landowners. This was necessary because conflicts are often triggered by discrepancies between 

traditional management systems and local needs, on the one hand, and the government and scientific 

experts and economic needs, including through tourism, on the other hand. However, as shown by 

another presenter, it is possible to avoid the commodification of heritage values, since the local 

community can share their culture with the tourists in a way that fosters both safeguarding and 

economic benefits. A positive example was given by yet another author, who showed how an 

integrated management approach, involving a variety of stakeholders, was applied in a rehabilitation 

project, which enhanced the living standards of local residents, while contributing to heritage 



 
 

preservation and sustainable environmental development. These cases stood out as positive examples 

that could inspire other sites. 

Further presentations discussed other types of conflicts and proposed solutions. One speaker engaged 

with conflicts concerning land use and territorial and natural resource management in large-scale 

projects, which had destructive impacts on the environment and affected the local population. She 

also reflected on how the development pressures, which inevitably led to commodification of heritage, 

could be addressed from a post-materialistic perspective. Another presenter proposed a scalar 

approach in order to achieve a more differentiated understanding of commodification impacts. 

Applying such an approach revealed correlations between commodification, poverty reduction and 

biodiversity conservation and it could be beneficial for improved policy-making. Illicit trade as a distinct 

form of commodification was another example presented at the Think Tank. As the speaker reported, 

only few artefacts possessed a verifiable provenance, prompting the need to strengthen legal trade 

and consumer protection, and enhance monitoring, inspections and executive oversight. 

Commodification may occur also due to political interests, as illustrated by another presenter with the 

case of a geological park. Although the site has low touristic potential and the local population does 

not understand its high scientific values, commodification still occurred along political lines and the 

different interests concerning either protection or development.  


