
 
 

1 

 

50 Years World Heritage Convention: Shared Responsibility – Conflict & 

Reconciliation 

Think Tank Global Governance 

March 4, 2021 at 15.00 – 17.30 p.m. (CET Berlin) 

 
Vienna Austria international Center Building © Pixabay (2012) 

Summary of Presentations and Discussions 

The Think Tank on Global Governance focused on the interference of politics in the World Heritage 

system. The participants engaged with questions concerning the future of the Convention and how 

best to address the governance issues that the World Heritage system is facing. It was important to 

reflect on questions of global governance, which has become increasingly acknowledged in political 

and social sciences, since it implies a pluralization of actors. This is very relevant in the World Heritage 

context. The Think Tank consisted in several introductory statements by experts in the field, 

presentations of research papers and of a study project by master’s students of World Heritage 

Studies, and two rounds of discussions and inputs from further experts.   

In their introductory statements, the experts highlighted that the World Heritage Convention, although 

known as an instrument for the recognition of heritage and of World Heritage properties, is also an 

intergovernmental instrument. It follows a top-down approach led by States Parties and it is a closed 

system with limited effectiveness. They criticized that often the process ends with the nomination of 

a property to the World Heritage List, which is prioritized over protection; the continuing influence of 

Eurocentrism; and the weak role of the civil society, who is not recognized as an actor and given a 

stand in the World Heritage system. Insights were given also on the activities and relevance of the 

World Heritage Watch as the first platform for people to raise their voice in World Heritage matters 

and to include local organizations. As governments come and go, but heritage stays, civil society 

movements are utterly important, as the long-term maintenance of heritage cannot be done without 

the structured interest of the civil society. These views were enforced and supplemented by a group 

of master’s students. They carried out a study project, following the question of how civil society could 

influence the heritage system and how initiatives, such as the World Heritage Watch and 

OurWorldHeritage, could change it. 
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Five research papers were further presented and discussed in this Think Tank. They included reflections 

on how the goals set out at the 40th anniversary of the World Heritage Convention have been achieved 

and how; the impacts of the colonial rule on heritage practices in Africa today; the challenges triggered 

by the use of digital technology for heritage protection; and issues concerning the governance of 

natural World Heritage sites. The discussion that followed was framed around four keywords, i.e. 

communities, conservation, conflict, and civil society; and one main conclusion emerged, i.e. while 

everyone should be responsible for World Heritage, the system had to be changed from within. The 

system had a weak institutional memory and it started being seen as an “old”, mid-century 

organization. As a result, some choose to bypass UNESCO and start their own agencies and projects, 

which gives them the freedom to work more with the communities. Additionally, there was a 

disconnection between high-level governance and the local level and often the States Parties did not 

communicate the information further to site managers. That is why place-based governance and civil 

society play a huge role in conservation. 


