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The Cultural Heritage for Inclusive Growth 
Collection

Cultural Heritage for Inclusive Growth (CH4IG) is a 
British Council action research programme which, 
since 2018, has been exploring how local culture 
can improve the lives of individuals around the 
world. The essays in this collection were originally 
commissioned by the British Council and Nordicity 
as independent thematic studies during the pilot 
phase of the programme. They have since been 
updated by their authors and edited for the British 
Council by Inherit.

The essays are published as part of the British 
Council’s What Works Cultural Heritage Protection 
programme, which is designed to support better 
outcomes for heritage protection and local 
communities by bringing the best available 

evidence to practitioners and other decision-
makers across the international heritage 
protection sector.

Together, the essays explore the role of cultural 
heritage in bringing about the change which is 
needed to secure a sustainable future for people 
and the planet. The collection explores the 
relationship between heritage and sustainable 
development from different geographical, topical 
and philosophical perspectives. The diverse 
essays are bound by common themes, namely 
that cultural heritage is at the heart of human 
development; that cultural relations create 
conditions in which human development can 
occur, and; that human development is enabled by 
people-centred approaches and transparent, 
accountable and participatory governance.
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Introduction
Culture is a fundamental part of the global vision 
for development. In adopting the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development in 2015, the United 
Nations General Assembly (UNGA) pledged:

… to foster intercultural understanding, 
tolerance, mutual respect and an ethic of global 
citizenship and shared responsibility. We 
acknowledge the natural and cultural diversity 
of the world and recognize that all cultures and 
civilizations can contribute to, and are crucial 
enablers of, sustainable development.1 

The UNGA reaffirmed this position in 20212  and, in 
2022, 150 UNESCO Member States adopted the 
MONDIACULT Declaration affirming culture as a 
‘global public good’ and committing to ‘a forward-
looking agenda that fully harnesses the 
transformative impact of culture for the sustainable 
development’.3  

The 2030 Agenda represents a paradigm shift in 
global development policy and is informed by a 
new understanding of the relationship between 
culture and development which took hold in the 
decades prior to its adoption. Yet this ‘cultural 
turn’ has yet to be fully realised in the 
implementation of development around the world. 
There is a need to continue advocating for culture 
and to share learning about how its development 
potential can be realised at local and international 
levels. 

The British Council is active in this regard, as the 
UK’s international organisation for cultural 
relations, and as part of its mission to support 
peace and prosperity by building connections, 
trust and understanding between people in the UK 
and countries worldwide. Through its Missing Pillar 
reports and talks,4  the British Council is making 
the case for why culture matters for sustainable 

development. In the field of cultural heritage, it 
has been providing practical support to people 
and organisations around the world through the 
Cultural Protection Fund5  and programmes such 
as Cultural Heritage for Inclusive Growth6  and Our 
Shared Cultural Heritage.7  

The essays in this collection were originally 
commissioned by the British Council as 
independent thematic studies during the pilot 
phase of Cultural Heritage for Inclusive Growth. 
They have since been updated by their authors 
and edited for the British Council by Inherit.8  The 
essays are published as part of the Cultural 
Protection Fund’s What Works programme to 
share learning and evidence on heritage and 
sustainable development. Together, the essays 
explore the role of cultural heritage in bringing 
about the change which is needed to secure a 
sustainable future for people and the planet. 

The essays in this collection explore the 
relationship between heritage and sustainable 
development from different geographical, topical 
and philosophical perspectives, and the collection 
makes a distinctive contribution to understanding 
in this field. For the authors, cultural heritage is 
not just a bounded set of objects, monuments or 
traditions of the past which have persisted into the 
present. Rather, heritage is active in the here and 
now as an inextricable part of people’s diverse 
and constantly evolving cultural lives. In the 
current context, cultural heritage can be defined 
as a collective inheritance which people wish to 
carry forward, adapt and use creatively as the 
basis of their self-determined development.  

Three overarching conclusions emerge from the 
collection as a whole:

1.	 Cultural heritage is at the heart of human 

development:

The fulfilment of people’s right to cultural life is 
an essential part of sustainable development 
because cultural life, in all its forms, is essential 
to human wellbeing and dignity. Cultural 
heritage is at the root of cultural diversity and, 
as such, it is necessary to self-determined 
development. People’s heritage shapes their 
values and sense of who they are, their 
understanding of the present and how it came 
about, and their visions of what the future 
should look like and how change should be 
achieved; it provides them with the capability 
to lead this change. 

2.	 Cultural relations create conditions for human 
development:

Cultural relations activities bring people 
together within the space of culture and civil 
society to build relationships based on the 
principle of mutuality. They serve sustainable 
development by creating trust, understanding 
and sustained cooperation and promoting 
peace, justice and tolerance. Development 
typically involves – and can require – the 
interaction of different communities, 
organisations and institutions both from the 
local area and wider afield, including across 
national and cultural boundaries. For those 
relationships to flourish and be equitable – and 
for development to succeed and be appropriate 
to its context – a deep understanding of 
cultural differences needs to be at the centre 
of the process.

3.	 Alongside the evidence for what works, 
analysis of how it works is critical to the spread 
of good practice:

Human development is by its nature context-
specific and it cannot be assumed that 
successful examples can simply be scaled up 
and replicated elsewhere. However, analysis of 
how positive change has been achieved in 
particular circumstances can generate 
learning which is of wider relevance. Rather 
than rigidly copying particular models and 
methods, the focus should be on identifying 
the underlying principles which characterise 
successful and ethical human development 
processes.  

These points are discussed further in the overall 
conclusion to the collection, where 
recommendations are made under each heading. 
To provide the necessary background, and to 
situate the individual essays of the collection in 
their wider context, the remainder of this 
introduction explores major trends in the field of 
culture and development and introduces the 
British Council’s work in this area. 

 

1.	 UNGA, 2015, p 10

2.	 UNGA, 2021, p 2

3.	 UNESCO, 2022a, p 1

4.	 British Council & Nordicity, 2020; https://www.britishcouncil.org/arts/culture-development/our-stories/the-missing-pillar-sdgs

5.	 https://www.britishcouncil.org/arts/culture-development/cultural-protection-fund

6.	 https://www.britishcouncil.org/arts/culture-development/cultural-heritage

7.	 https://oursharedculturalheritage.org

8.	 The Institute for Heritage & Sustainable Human Development, part of the York Archaeological Trust; https://www.inherit-institute.org; https://
www.yorkarchaeologicaltrust.co.uk
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The Cultural Turn in 
Development

Over the last four decades there has been a 
‘cultural turn’ in global development policy, with 
the result that cultural sustainability has come to 
the forefront as a policy goal and culture has been 
recognised as a means to sustainable development 
more generally.9 

In the decades after the Second World War, 
multilateral institutions such as the World Bank 
and bilateral aid agencies propagated technocratic 
and neo-liberal models of international 
development through which they sought – 
paternalistically – to transform ‘backward’ or 
‘underdeveloped’ societies.10  Through formulaic, 
top-down programmes which disregarded local 
agency, culture and diversity, development 
assistance was used to impose industrialisation 
and other economic reforms. This model sought to 
universalise particular ideas of ‘modernisation’ 
which are rooted in the histories, mindsets and 
interests of the West and the Soviet Union, and 
which privilege economic growth. 

Over time, the conventional economic wisdom 
that ‘all growth is good growth’ has been 
undermined by the evidence of a widening gap 
between rich and poor.11  According to the OECD, 
‘Growth as we know it doesn’t work for all and is 
putting everyone’s wellbeing at risk’.12  Economic 
growth often has limited benefits for marginalised 
people and for those in poverty. Likewise, 
development models which produce or exacerbate 
inequalities are unsustainable.13  

The response to this need for a new model is 
‘sustainable development’. When the ideas behind 
sustainable development were first articulated in 
the 1970s and ‘80s – notably by the UN World 

Commission on Environment and Development14  
– the main concern was for environmental 
sustainability, but there was also a growing interest 
in cultural sustainability and the integration of 
cultural, social, economic and environmental 
goals.

People and countries in the so-called Global South 
played a significant role in propagating new ideas 
about development, and in the adoption of these 
ideas by the UN and others.15  For example, when 
the UN Secretary General announced the Decade 
for Culture and Development in 1987, this was in 
answer to pressure from the Group of 77 (G-77) 
‘developing’ countries. Similarly, the evolving 
ambit of UNESCO – the UN’s body for education, 
science and culture – in part reflects its expanding 
and diversifying membership, the priorities of new 
post-colonial states, and concern across the 
Global South about the challenges of rapid 
economic development. 

For their part, the UN and its agencies have 
fostered the new development agenda through 
initiatives such as the 1982 World Conference on 
Cultural Policies, the Decade for Culture and 
Development (1988-97), the World Commission on 
Culture and Development, the 1998 Stockholm 
Intergovernmental Conference on Cultural Policies 
for Sustainable Development, and the World 
Culture Reports of 1998 and 2000.16 

This growing interest in culture is part of a wider 
shift exemplified by the ‘human development’ 
approach of the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP). The UNDP ‘introduced a new 
approach for advancing human wellbeing …. [and] 
expanding the richness of human life, rather than 

9.	 UNESCO, 2022b, p 2; Singh, 2019; 2022; see also British Council & Nordicity, 2020

10.	 Singh, 2019, pp 9-10

11.	 Antink et al, 2020, p 12; Singh, 2019, p 7, 9

12.	 http://www.oecd.org/inclusive-growth

13.	 See eg Lewis, 2018, p 7; RSA Inclusive Growth Commission, 2017, p 2; Stott, 2017

14.	 World Commission on Environment & Development, 1987

15.	 Vrdoljak & Francioni, 2020, p 4

16.	 UNESCO, 1998, 2000

17.	 https://hdr.undp.org/about-hdro

18.	 https://hdr.undp.org/data-center/human-development-index#/indicies/HDI

simply the richness of the economy in which 
human beings live’.17 The UNDP’s Human 
Development Index emphasised ‘that people and 
their capabilities should be the ultimate criteria for 
assessing the development of a country, not 
economic growth alone’.18  Culture and cultural 
diversity have a natural place at the heart of this 
people-centred way of defining and pursuing 
development.
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The cultural turn has had an increasing impact on 
UN development frameworks over time. The 1992 
Rio Declaration on Environment & Development 
recognised culture in particular terms by 
acknowledging the traditional knowledge and 
practices of Indigenous Peoples and their role in 
environmental management and development.19 
The Millennium Declaration of 2000 was broader 
in striving ‘for the full protection and promotion in 
all our countries of … cultural rights for all’.20  

The current framework – the 2030 Agenda – calls 
for transformative action to achieve prosperity, 
wellbeing, equity, peace, justice and environmental 
sustainability for all.21  It is anchored in human 
rights22  and sees the purpose of development as 
being to achieve human wellbeing and dignity, 
with the means of development being people’s 
participation, on their own terms, as agents of 
change.23 

The 2030 Agenda explicitly acknowledges the 
contribution of culture24  which, although it does 
not have a dedicated Sustainable Development 
Goal (SDG), is seen to pervade all 17 SDGs25  and is 
explicitly present in the SDG targets for 
safeguarding cultural heritage (target 11.4) and for 
education and sustainable tourism (targets 4.7, 8.9 
and 12.b).

The links between culture and development have 
also been strengthened in other policy areas, 
particularly in human rights and cultural policies.

The International Bill of Human Rights – ie the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) – 
recognises the right for everyone to take part in 
cultural life. 

Interpretation of this right has evolved over time.26 

When the UDHR was adopted in 1948, cultural 
rights were limited to the participation of individual 
citizens in the (homogenous) cultural life of the 
national community and ‘cultural life’ narrowly 
meant culture as defined by institutions, with an 
emphasis on ‘high culture’ – the performing and 
literary arts, painting, sculpture, museums and 
monuments. 

In the 1960s, with the adoption of the ICESCR and 
ICCPR, cultural rights began to be interpreted in a 
more anthropological manner. In 2009, the UN 
Committee which monitors implementation of 
the ICESCR clarified that culture is a ‘living 
process, historical,  dynamic and  evolving’ which  
encompasses:

… ways of life, language, oral and written 
literature, music and song, non-verbal 
communication, religion or belief systems, rites 
and ceremonies, sport and games, methods of 
production or technology, natural and man-
made environments, food, clothing and shelter 
and the arts, customs and traditions.27    

Over time, the distinct policy areas of cultural 
rights and development have converged. The UN 
Special Rapporteur on cultural rights, Alexandra 
Xanthaki, has recently underlined that cultural 

Culture and Sustainable 
Development in the 21st Century

19.	 UNGA, 1992, p 4

20.	 UNGA, 2000, p 7

21.	 UNGA, 2015

22.	 Xanthaki, 2021, pp 4-5

23.	 Singh, 2019, pp 17-18

24.	 UNGA, 2015, p 10

25.	 UNESCO, 2022b, p 6

26.	 See Donders, 2008; Groni, 2008; Stamatopolou, 2008

27.	 Committee on Economic, Social & Cultural Rights 2009
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rights are indispensable to development28  and the 
UN Committee on ESC Rights is working on a new 
authoritative statement on the relationships between 
those rights and sustainable development. 29

International cultural and heritage frameworks 
have also evolved as part of this broad trend. In 
the 2000s, UNESCO reached beyond its traditional 
focus on tangible heritage and redefined the 
purpose of cultural and heritage policy through 
the Convention for the Safeguarding of the 
Intangible Cultural Heritage (2003) and the 
Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the 
Diversity of Cultural Expressions (2005).30 The 
latter was the first standard-setting instrument to 
link culture and sustainable development at the 
heart of the rights and obligations of Parties.31 

At the same time, the Council of Europe brought 
forward the Convention on the Value of Cultural 

Heritage for Society (2005). This explicitly places 
heritage in the context of human rights and 
sustainable development. It has people at the 
heart of its definition of heritage, which is not a 
concrete entity but ‘resources inherited from the 
past which people identify, independently of 
ownership, as a reflection and expression of their 
constantly evolving values, beliefs, knowledge 
and traditions’. The convention introduces the 
concept of ‘heritage communities’, ie people ‘who 
value specific aspects of cultural heritage which 
they wish, within the framework of public action, to 
sustain and transmit to future generations’. 

As part of its wider work on culture and cultural 
heritage, the Council of Europe has developed an 
Indicator Framework on Culture and Democracy 
(IFCD) to map trends in access to culture and 
participation in cultural life.32 

The Relationship Between 
Cultural Heritage and 
Sustainable Development
In development contexts, cultural heritage is often discussed in terms of its utility for particular social, 
environmental and especially economic ends. This is an important consideration, and cultural heritage 
has acknowledged value in relation to each of the 17 SDGs,33  but it’s worth stressing that heritage has 
potential for sustainable development in two other senses: as a core part of the purpose of development 
and as a means of self-determined human development. 

Cultural Heritage and the Purpose of Development

The purpose of development – as articulated by 
the UNDP and the 2030 Agenda – is to promote 
human well-being and dignity; in contrast 
‘development divorced from its human or cultural 
context is growth without a soul.’34 

Well-being and dignity are experienced 
subjectively and their meaning varies according to 
people’s diverse ways of life; ways of seeing the 
world; knowledge and practices; institutions; 
social systems; and relationships with the natural 
world. If this cultural diversity is not taken into 
account, only one vision of development will 
prevail (that rooted in colonialism). In order to 
ensure that ‘no one is left behind’, there can be no 
‘one size fits all’ approach to development and it is 
vital to respond to people’s particular needs and 
circumstances, including the character of their 

cultural lives.35 

Emphasising this point, UN Special Rapporteur, 
Alexandra Xanthaki, has stated that, in order to 
achieve the radical social and economic 
transformation which is needed to tackle the root 
causes of poverty and inequality, it is necessary to 
acknowledge the historical violation of cultural 
rights in the name of development and to respect 
alternative visions for development which express 
the cultural diversity of humanity.36  

In this light, nurturing cultural diversity and cultural 
heritage is indispensable to human development. 
Heritage is not just an instrumental means of 
achieving other goals – be they economic, social 
or environmental – it is an end in itself as part of 
the fulfilment of people’s right to cultural life.

Cultural Heritage and the Conditions for Development

The human development approach looks to people 
as the source of their own development and seeks 
to expand their capabilities and freedoms, focusing 
on what they can be and what they can do. From 
this perspective, as an enabler of development, 
cultural heritage is more than a means to particular 

ends; it enhances people’s capabilities in a much 
deeper and broader sense. 

Highlighting the importance of heritage 
encourages people and institutions to look beyond 
the immediate future and place themselves within 

33.	 UNGA, 2021, p 6; Labadi et al, 2021; British Council & Nordicity, 2020

34.	 World Commission on Culture & Development, 1995, p 15

35.	 See eg Antink, et al, 2020, pp 122-4; Xanthaki, 2022

36.	 Xanthaki, 2022, pp 8-9

28.	 Xanthaki, 2021, pp 4-6, 24

29.	 https://www.ohchr.org/en/treaty-bodies/cescr/general-comment-sustainable-development-and-international-covenant-economic-social-
and-cultural

30.	 See Scovazzi, 2019, Blake, 2020; Vrdoljak & Francioni, 2020

31.	 British Council & Nordicity, 2020, p 11; Xanthaki, 2021, p 6

32.	 https://www.coe.int/en/web/culture-and-heritage/indicators-culture-and-democracy

CPF-funded ‘Protecting the Cultural Heritage 
of Palestinians living in the South Hebron Hills’ 
project; interview with youth researcher. 

Photograph © Coventry University
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longer narratives of what has been received from 
past generations and what will be left to future 
generations. Taking heritage as a starting point for 
change is a means of promoting culturally diverse 
visions of development, enabling people to 
imagine where they might go from here, on the 
basis of where they have come from. Placing 
heritage at the heart of development helps to 
promote other ways of understanding and living 
within the world. It empowers people to bring 
forward alternatives to the development models 
which focus on economic growth in isolation; 
alternatives which are needed to end poverty and 
tackle rising inequalities, realise human wellbeing 
and dignity for all, and respond to the deep harm 
which has been caused to nature and the climate.

When it comes to realising their diverse visions for 
development, ‘heritage communities’ around the 
world have inherited manifold skills, knowledge 
and material resources which they can deploy for 
the common good. Cultural heritage also enables 
community-led development as a source of the 
necessary social capital, collective confidence 
and common interest. It can contribute towards 
creating the fundamental conditions for human 
development – conditions such as inclusion, self-
determination, peace, trust and cooperation.  

Inclusion

The UN General Assembly has pledged, in the 
2030 Agenda, ‘that no one will be left behind’ and 
stated that ‘all human beings can fulfil their 
potential in dignity and equality and in a healthy 
environment’, with the emphasis on the needs of 
the poorest and most vulnerable.37  

Culture is ‘a driving force towards a more inclusive 
world’38  and an equitable means of including 
people in the process of development and its 
benefits. The British Council and its partners have 
championed this perspective through their work 
on heritage and inclusive growth.39 To this end, 
they have adopted a people-centred approach, 

working with and for people, paying particular 
attention to those who have been marginalised, 
and supporting people to use their own resources 
and capabilities – their cultural inheritance and 
identity – to pursue development which meets 
their own needs and aspirations. 

Self-determination

For development to be sustainable, it must be self-
determined and community-led.40  The principle of 
equitable and empowered participation in the 
economy and society, in cultural life and in the 
processes, decisions and benefits of development 
runs through the 2030 Agenda as well as current 
human rights and cultural frameworks. 

Culture and self determination go hand-in-hand. 
Self-determined development is change which 
aligns with people’s aspirations, ways of life and 
ways of seeing the world.41  Culture is an asset 
which exists within all communities and places, 
affording possibilities for all and enabling people 
to bring their own resources to bear in solving 
problems relating to their circumstances.42 

In adopting a people-centred approach, the British 
Council recognises that: 

… it’s important that the challenges that are 
being addressed are mutually identified by the 
people facing them, and any subsequent 
solutions are co-created and delivered.  This 
promotes individual agency, and ensures that 
socially and politically excluded groups/
individuals have the opportunity to participate 
in, and benefit from, the decisions and changes 
that affect their lives.43 

In implementing this approach through its Cultural 
Heritage for Inclusive Growth programme, the 
British Council has supported locally-led initiatives 
in which those closest to their heritage identify 
their goals and how best to address them.44 

Peace, trust and cooperation

The 2030 Agenda has peace as one of its cross-
cutting principles and it promotes partnership 
between countries, stakeholders and people as a 
means of enabling sustainable development.45  For 
UNESCO, cultural relations are important to 
achieving these conditions of cooperation and 
peace:

In this more fragmented and volatile world … 
multilateral dialogue is needed more than ever 
before to address issues that transcend national 
borders … What culture has to bring, in that 
context, is its power to bridge people and 
countries, offering more inclusive, participative 
and collaborative patterns, to foster mutual 
understanding and forge a renewed paradigm 
for multilateralism, which places human dignity 
at its heart.46 

This is a point which the British Council has also 
voiced, and which it has made real through its 
heritage programmes.47 

Cultural relations activities are conducted by state 
and/or non-state actors. They bring people, 
organisations and institutions together within the 
space of culture and civil society for reciprocal 
interactions which cross national and cultural 
boundaries. The outcomes include better mutual 
understanding; greater connectivity; more and 
deeper relationships; mutually beneficial 
transactions; and enhanced, sustained dialogue 
between people and cultures, shaped through 
engagement and attraction rather than coercion. 48 

The cultural relations approach to development 
seeks to establish people-to-people relationships 
based on trust, cooperation and mutual benefit 
over the long term, making it well suited to tackling 
global challenges which require sustained effort 
and genuine collaboration.49 

The value of a cultural relations approach to 
heritage lies in its ability to connect the protection, 
promotion and reimagining of heritage, on the one 

hand, with communities and their development, on 
the other.50 This approach shifts the focus from 
formulaic procedures to processes which are 
more attuned to the values, beliefs and practices 
of the participating communities and social 
groups.51 It provides pathways to transcending the 
paternalism of past development paradigms and 
supporting inclusion and self-determination.52 

37.	 UNGA, 2015, pp 1-2

38.	 UNESCO, 2022b, p 11

39.	 Lewis et al, 2018; Antink et al,

40.	 Xanthaki, 2022, pp 8-9

41.	 Xanthaki, 2022, pp 8-9

42.	 Singh, 2022, pp 7-8

43.	 British Council, 2022

44.	 Lewis et al, 2018, p 11

45.	 UNGA, 2015, p 2

46.	 UNESCO, 2022b, p 3

47.	 Lewis et al, 2018, p 4

48.	 Ian Thomas, British Council, personal communication

49.	 Ian Thomas, British Council, personal communication

50.	 Singh et al, 2021, p 38

51.	 Ian Thomas, British Council, personal communication

52.	 Singh, 2022, p 4
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While there is broad, high-level recognition of the 
significance of cultural heritage for development, 
there are challenges to overcome in putting the 
principles into practice around the world.

Cultural heritage and the cultural sector are 
vulnerable to the global environmental, health and 
economic crises which have exacerbated 
structural fragilities and inequalities.53 In some 
places, cultural life is also threatened by armed 
conflict, destruction, illicit trafficking and the 
violation of human rights.54 Political and social 
oppression frequently include the active 
suppression of people’s cultural identities and 
practices, violence against distinct cultural 
communities, and destruction of the tangible 
symbols and sites of cultural expression.55 
Extractive and unsustainable economic 
development is wrecking communities, livelihoods 
and ways of life through land-grabbing and land-
clearing, forced displacement and resettlement, 
and heritage destruction.56 

Even in the context of ‘sustainable development’, 
and despite the cultural turn in global development 
policy, cultural heritage is still not sufficiently 
recognised in policy and supported in practice 
and through the necessary infrastructure.

From a policy perspective, while culture is now 
embedded in global development frameworks, the 
‘cultural turn’ has yet to run its course. The 2030 
Agenda promotes three pillars of sustainable 
development – the economic, social and 
environmental – and culture is seen as a cross-
cutting enabler and contributor to development. 

This relegates culture to an instrumental role in 
achieving other development goals, rather than 
seeing cultural sustainability as an end in itself; for 
many cultural actors, culture is a ‘missing pillar’ 
which needs to be given greater prominence in 
the development agenda.57  

While many countries have culture ministries, 
institutions and cultural policy frameworks, the 
situation is variable across the different world 
regions and cultural policy tends to remain 
isolated from other policy areas.58 ‘Sustainable 
development’ strategies and interventions all too 
often reflect dominant cultural viewpoints, ignore 
cultural diversity or seek to exploit and co-opt it, 
and cause significant cultural harm in pursuing 
particular economic, social or environmental 
objectives. 

Too often development projects are not community 
led, and they rarely incorporate cultural rights.59 In 
arguing these points, Xanthaki cites the example 
of ‘fortress conservation’ programmes which 
protect nature in ways which harm local 
communities and their cultural lives, lack 
community consent and sometimes involve the 
forced displacement of people and the violent 
prevention of their return. She also cites the 
example of renewable energy development, where 
wind, solar and hydropower projects can violate 
the land, resource and cultural rights of Indigenous 
peoples and local communities.60  

Within the cultural sector there is insufficient 
adoption of the language of sustainable 
development, the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs by 

Challenges in Realising the 
Potential of Cultural Heritage 
for Sustainable Development

53.	 UNESCO, 2022a, p 2; 2022b, pp4-5

54.	 UNESCO, 2022a, p 2

55.	 Singh, 2019, pp 21-22

56.	 Xanthaki, 2022, p 18

57.	 British Council & Nordicity, 2020; Xanthaki, 2022, p 4

58.	 UNESCO, 2022b, pp 3-4

59.	 Xanthaki, 2022, p 4

60.	 Xanthaki, 2022, pp 18-19
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Cham women from Ninh Thuan province introducing traditional cuisine. Heritage of 
Future Past Viet Nam, a Cultural Heritage for Inclusive Growth project. 

Photograph © Nguyen Ngoc Hai



cultural and heritage organisations and 
practitioners.61 While there are examples of good 
practice in linking culture with development, this is 
a nascent approach and there are still many 
untapped opportunities.62 

Even where culture is at the centre of development, 
there are risks.63 For example, urban regeneration 
which draws on the historic character of a place 
can lead to gentrification and the cultural and/or 
physical dislocation of long-standing residents. In 
both urban and rural areas, efforts to promote 
cultural tourism tend to focus on tangible heritage 
attractions (severed from their heritage 
communities) or reduce living culture to a 
performance. 

There is still a tendency in many national and local 
contexts for development practice to be 
paternalistic rather than truly inclusive and 
participatory.64 In Global North-South development 
engagements the ‘history and legacy of colonialism 
are the elephants in the room’ and the international 
institutions which drive the human development 
agenda can be distant from communities, 
practitioners and realities on the ground.65 

Effective and ethical practice requires an 
appropriate infrastructure.66 Communities and 
practitioners need adequate political, financial 
and technical support and they need to inhabit 
ecosystems formed of equitable relationships with 
people, organisations and institutions in the local 
area and beyond. Barriers to heritage-led 
development include a lack of adequate and 
appropriate political buy-in, public support and 
funding; volatile economic models; insufficient 
social security in the cultural sector; the 
fragmentation of the cultural sector itself; and 
gaps in skills and knowledge.67 

To gain more support, evidence is needed for the 
contribution of culture to human development and 
the SDGs, but the relevant data has either not 
been collected or it is inconsistent and remains 
fragmented and scattered across diverse 

institutions. There is insufficient coordination 
between different public authorities and sectors, 
and a gap in the monitoring framework for the 
SDGs which does not include the necessary 
mechanisms relating to cultural contributions.68  

61.	 British Council & Nordicity, 2020, p 40; Labadi et al, 2021, pp 14-15

62.	 Antink et al, 2020, p 98

63.	 Xanthaki, 2022, pp 17-18, 21-22

64.	 Antink et al, 2020, p 20; Singh, 2022, p 9; Xanthaki, 2022, pp 20-21

65.	 Singh, 2019, pp 12-13, 18

66.	 ngh, 2019, p 23; 2022, p 9

67.	 UNESCO, 2022b, pp 8-9; Lewis et al, 2018, p 20

68.	 UNESCO, 2022b, p 10; Xanthaki, 2022, pp 13-14; British Council & Nordicity, 2020, p 13

The Movement for Change
Responding to some of the challenges outlined 
above, there has been a long-running campaign to 
integrate culture more fully in the global 
development agenda. 

In the run up to the adoption of the 2030 Agenda, 
United Cities & Local Governments and several 
international civil society organisations 
campaigned under the banner #culture2015goal. 
After 2015, the campaign evolved into 
#culture2030goal.69 

UNESCO has also been active on this front. At the 
2022 MONDIACULT World Conference on Cultural 
Policies and Sustainable Development, culture 
ministers from 150 UNESCO Member States called 
on the UN Secretary General ‘to firmly anchor 
culture as a global public good, and to integrate it 
as a specific goal in its own right in the development 
agenda beyond 2030.’70 This comes after the UN 
General Assembly decided in 2021 to consider the 
contribution of culture to sustainable development 
in the follow-up and review framework of the 2030 
Agenda71 and it follows UNESCO’s long-running 
efforts to raise awareness, for example through 
the Culture|2030 Indicators.72 

Since 2015, the British Council has been a 
prominent voice in this field, making a distinctive 
contribution which is rooted in the organisation’s 
cultural relations mission. 

The British Council’s work is guided by the UK’s 
international development strategy, which 
prioritises attainment of the SDGs and identifies 
culture (including cultural heritage) as one of the 

UK’s soft power strengths.73  

Within this strategic context, as a non-departmental 
public body, the British Council works at arm’s 
length from government to support peace and 
prosperity by building connections, understanding 
and trust between people in the UK and countries 
worldwide.74 In the arts and culture, it promotes 
cultural exchange, the growth of the creative 
economy and cultural responses to global 
challenges.75 In relation to the latter, its work:

… focuses on the transformative power of arts 
and culture. It protects and nurtures valued 
cultural heritage, supporting environmentally 
sustainable development and well-being. It 
creates opportunities for people, institutions 
and communities to connect and respond to 
challenges with local impact and global 
relevance.76 

The British Council has been promoting 
understanding of the significance of culture for 
sustainable development through its Missing Pillar 
reports and talks77 and through publications on 
Culture and International Development,78 Soft 
Power and Cultural Relations Approaches in 
International Heritage Protection,79 The Cultural 
Relations of Negotiating Development80 and, jointly 
with EUNIC and IfA, on The Cultural Dimension of 
Sustainable Development.81   

The British Council’s contribution to the field is 
distinguished by two particular features of its 
work, as outlined in a recent submission to the 
UN.82  The first of these is the cultural relations 

69.	 https://culture2030goal.net

70.	 UNESCO, 2022a, p 7

71.	 UNGA, 2021, p 7

72.	 https://whc.unesco.org/en/culture2030indicators

73.	 UK Government, 2021; FCDO, 2022

74.	 https://www.britishcouncil.org/about-us/our-strategy

75.	 British Council, 2022a, p 14

76.	 British Council, 2022a, p 17

77.	 British Council & Nordicity, 2020; https://www.britishcouncil.org/arts/culture-development/our-stories/missing-pillar-talks

78.	 Singh, 2019

79.	 Singh et al, 2021

80.	 Singh, 2022

81.	 Lamonica, 2021

82.	 British Council, 2022b
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approach:

Taking a cultural relations approach to 
development shifts the focus from a formulaic 
approach to … mutual processes based on local 
contexts … [it] supports values of openness, 
tolerance and mutual respect, and lends itself 
to a people-centred approach … This cultural 
relations approach recognizes local contexts 
and needs, and values arts, culture and heritage 
for sustainable development.

The second is the organisation’s capacity – through 
its global network of offices and its connections to 
embedded civil society organisations – to work 
directly with people around the world to bring 
about practical change. This is achieved through 

programmes such as the Cultural Protection Fund, 
Cultural Heritage for Inclusive Growth and Our 
Shared Cultural Heritage.

The Cultural Protection Fund83 (CPF) was launched 
in 2016 and is led by the British Council in 
partnership with the UK Department of Culture, 
Media and Sport. It supports efforts to protect 
cultural heritage from risks relating to conflict, 
instability, climate change and related disasters, 
while delivering social and economic outcomes 
for local communities. The programme has 
supported projects in the Middle East and in North 
and East Africa. Projects must include meaningful 
involvement of the local community and be led by 
or involve local partners.

83.	 https://www.britishcouncil.org/arts/culture-development/cultural-protection-fund

CPF-funded boat building project, cane canoe on the water.  

Photograph © Safina Projects

Cultural Heritage for Inclusive Growth (CH4IG)84 is 
an action research programme which, since 2018, 
has been exploring ways in which local culture can 
improve the lives of individuals around the world. 
During the pilot phase of the programme, the 
British Council supported communities in 
Colombia, Kenya and Vietnam to safeguard their 
heritage, develop their economies and improve 
social welfare. The projects are community- and 

people-led and devised and managed with local 
partners. Through CH4IG, the British Council has 
also contributed to broader learning about cultural 
heritage and inclusive growth, including by 
commissioning the essays in this collection, 
publishing the reports Cultural Heritage for 
Inclusive Growth85 and Heritage for Inclusive 
Growth (with the RSA)86 and running a peer and 
collaborative learning project. 

84.	 https://www.britishcouncil.org/arts/culture-development/cultural-heritage

85.	 Lewis et al, 2018

86.	 Antink et al, 2020
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Chao Tayiana Maina, from African Digital Heritage, at the 
National Museums of Kenya during a session titled Digitising 
Artefacts in 3D. #CultureGrows in Kenya, a Cultural Heritage 
for Inclusive Growth project.

Photograph © Mutanu Kyany’a
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Our Shared Cultural Heritage (OSCH)87 experiments 
with new ways for museums and heritage 
organisations to work better for young people. 
The project is led by people aged 11-25 and looks 
at how museums and heritage organisations can 
become more relevant and engaging places to 
explore identity, connect with others and create 
new opportunities for young people. The 
programme concentrates on young people from 
the South Asian diaspora in the UK and in India, 
Pakistan and Bangladesh. It is managed by the 
British Council in partnership with Glasgow Life, 
Manchester Museum and UK Youth, funded by the 
National Lottery Heritage Fund, and works in 
collaboration with museums, youth and heritage 
organisations in India, Pakistan and Bangladesh.

The British Council’s advocacy around cultural 
heritage and sustainable development is rooted in 
its practical collaborations with partners around 
the world. This practice is generating learning and 
evidence which the British Council shares more 
widely. As part of this aim, the Cultural Protection 
Fund is delivering a new What Works Cultural 
Heritage Protection programme designed to 
support better outcomes for heritage protection 
and local communities by bringing the best 
available evidence to practitioners and other 
decision makers across the international heritage 
protection sector. The programme is sharing and 
translating research, decision-making approaches, 
best practices and lessons learned and is 
promoting further collaboration, all contributing to 
more coordinated impact across the heritage and 
development sectors. 

The What Works programme is looking at four 
overarching evidence themes relating to 
International Cultural Heritage Protection, ie 
sustainable development, climate change, the 
cultural relations approach, and approaches to 
evaluation and research. In these areas, the British 
Council is funding Research and Policy Fellowships; 
providing evaluation training and support; 
investing in a data storytelling platform to 
empower community voices and inform inclusive 
decision-making; delivering a peer and 
collaborative learning programme; undertaking a 
systematic international review of the evidence 
and research on cultural heritage protection and 
climate change; sharing thought leadership 
through publications (including this essay 
collection), events and other means; and running 
an international What Works learning gathering. 

The essays in this collection were commissioned 
by the British Council during the pilot phase of 
Cultural Heritage for Inclusive Growth and are 
published as part of the What Works programme, 
contributing to the body of evidence and research 
on cultural heritage and sustainable development. 

The essays are presented in three groups, the first 
of which explores ideas relating to heritage and 
sustainable development from different 
perspectives, but with a shared grounding in the 
human development approach. The essays in the 
second group bridge between higher-level 
concepts and practice on the ground by exploring 
principles and approaches which can guide action 
in diverse contexts. The essays in the third group 
present case studies from different countries. 
Finally, a general conclusion identifies common 
threads which run through the collection and 
presents recommendations relating to the 
overarching findings: that cultural heritage is at 
the heart of human development; cultural relations 
create conditions for human development; and, 
alongside the evidence for what works, analysis of 
how it works is critical to the spread of good 
practice.

87.	 https://oursharedculturalheritage.org/
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Our Shared Cultural Heritage Youth Board member exploring 
Puthia Palace, Rajshahi. 

Photograph ©Juliet Dean
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To find out more about the Cultural Heritage for Inclusive Growth Collection, please visit:
https://www.britishcouncil.org/research-insight/cultural-heritage-inclusive-growth-essay-collection
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