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The United Nations has declared 2017 the Year of Sustainable Tourism for Development in recognition 

of tourism’s mass global appeal and the billions of dollars it generates annually. But UNESCO—

particularly in its World Heritage Convention—has had a notably ambivalent and evolving relationship 

with tourism, despite what can be considered its complicity in fostering mass travel. What implications, 

then, does this Year of Sustainable Tourism have for World Heritage practitioners and how can the 

heritage values of responsible use and stewardship of culture—in all of its forms—fit in with the 

promotion of tourism development? Are tourism, development, and world heritage mutually 

incompatible? The talk will link the conference’s four main themes of world heritage and communities, 

special interest groups, education and tourism by examining the ways in which world heritage 

practitioners can engage with tourism to communicate sustainability values to a diversity of audiences. 

First, it will outline contemporary conceptions of sustainability, focusing on culture—what the UN has 

called its “third pillar” (the others being economic and environmental sustainability). Second, it will 

discuss how sustainability increasingly fits into UNESCO’s World Heritage Program, placing the World 

Heritage Convention into perspective with other heritage-centered initiatives by UNESCO (including the 

2003 Intangible Heritage Convention and the more recent “Creative Cities Network”).  Problematizing 

sustainability practices in tourism and heritage conservation, it argues that the World Heritage 

Convention has different audiences, and thus employs a different form of communication, than these 

newer initiatives, which, in turn, engages with sustainability and tourism in different ways. Indeed, 

although in 1972 sustainability was not the buzzword it is now,  the 1972 World Heritage Convention 

was born of a number of sustainability-related impetuses to use and preserve cultural heritage for 

future generations, in order to foster the long-term goal of “peace in the minds of men” at the 

grassroots level. Third, by way of conclusion, it will argue that, rather than seeing tourism as anathema 

to heritage conservation, we should see it as a main vehicle for communicating heritage values—if done 

correctly. This includes a shift towards more effectively empowering local stakeholders to educate 

tourists by better articulating the meanings of their heritage property, as well as the particularities of 

conservation. 
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