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Abstract

Cultural heritage sites represent some of the most irreplaceable resources that exist — once

a historic building collapses or an ancient tradition disappears, there is no recovering it. At

the same time, tourism has become one of the primary ways that heritage is financially

sustained, which creates a genuine tension. This report looks at how cultural heritage and

tourism development interact, focusing on Option 3: Cultural Heritage, Tourism, and

Ethical Management. It examines how heritage contributes to the identity of destinations

and their economic development, what ethical problems arise when tourism grows too fast

or prioritises profit over preservation, and what kinds of management approaches work best

for balancing these competing pressures. Evidence is drawn from published academic

research and from real-world cases including Venice, Machu Picchu, Angkor Wat, the

Alhambra, and Costa Rica. The key conclusion is that heritage tourism can generate real

benefits — economically, culturally, and socially — but only when it is actively managed

through governance structures that combine legal protection, visitor management,

community involvement, and sustainable development principles.

1. Introduction

Walking through a UNESCO World Heritage Site or watching a traditional ceremony that

has been practised for centuries, it is easy to sense that cultural heritage is about more than

tourism or economic value. It is about identity, memory, and continuity — the way

communities understand who they are and where they come from. But heritage sites also

cost money to maintain, and for many destinations, tourism has become the main way of

generating that money. The problem is that the very visitors who fund heritage conservation

also contribute to its degradation through wear, pollution, and the commercial pressures that

come with large visitor numbers (Hall & Lew, 2009).



This is not a new problem, but it has become more urgent as international tourism has

grown dramatically over recent decades. Sites like Venice, Machu Picchu, and Angkor Wat

now receive millions of visitors per year, far more than their physical fabric or surrounding

communities can comfortably absorb. The result is that heritage managers, governments,

and international bodies like UNESCO are under increasing pressure to find approaches that

preserve what makes these places valuable while still making them accessible to the public

and economically viable for the communities around them (Weaver, 2006).

This report addresses three questions: how does cultural heritage contribute to destination

identity and economic development; what ethical challenges arise in heritage tourism; and

what practical approaches can help balance conservation with accessibility and economic

benefit? The analysis draws on academic literature, international legal frameworks, and

case studies from several well-documented heritage tourism destinations.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Heritage and Tourism — A Complex Relationship

Researchers have long recognised that heritage and tourism are in a fundamentally

ambiguous relationship. Tourism provides revenue that can fund conservation, raises public

awareness of heritage value, and creates economic incentives for governments to protect

rather than develop heritage sites (Weaver, 2006). But tourism also generates physical

damage through foot traffic and vibration, creates commercial pressure to simplify and

package culture for mass audiences, and can displace local communities when property

values and rents rise in popular destinations (Hall & Lew, 2009).

The concept of carrying capacity — the idea that any site has a maximum number of

visitors it can absorb without degradation — has been central to academic discussions of

sustainable heritage tourism since at least the 1990s. But carrying capacity is not simply a



physical measurement. It also has social and psychological dimensions: when a site

becomes so crowded that visitors cannot have a meaningful experience, or when local

residents feel overrun, these are also forms of carrying capacity being exceeded

(Swarbrooke & Horner, 2007). UNESCO's World Heritage framework, established through

the 1972 Convention, was designed partly to address these issues by creating an

international standard for identifying and protecting sites of outstanding universal value

(UNESCO, 1972). But inscription on the World Heritage List can actually accelerate the

tourism pressure it is meant to help manage, since it dramatically increases a site's

international profile and visitor numbers.

2.2 Economic Value of Cultural Heritage Tourism

One of the strongest arguments for investing in heritage conservation is economic. Research

consistently shows that well-managed heritage sites attract visitors who spend more per

day, stay longer, and tend to disperse more widely into the local economy than mass-market

beach or resort tourists (UNWTO, 2020). World Heritage Site status has been shown in

multiple studies to be associated with significant increases in visitor numbers following

inscription — in some cases doubling or tripling arrivals within a few years of listing

(Weaver, 2006).

In developing country contexts, this economic dimension can be particularly significant.

Cambodia's Angkor Archaeological Park, for example, was for many years one of the

country's most important sources of foreign exchange earnings, and the revenues it

generated — though their distribution has been contested — contributed to infrastructure

development that benefited communities well beyond the immediate site area (Hall & Lew,

2009). The challenge is ensuring that these economic benefits actually reach local

communities rather than being captured by external tour operators and international hotel

chains — a pattern known as tourism leakage that has been documented extensively in the



literature (Swarbrooke & Horner, 2007).

2.3 Ethical Challenges

The ethical issues in heritage tourism are significant and have received growing attention in

both academic and practitioner circles. Over-tourism is probably the most visible problem

— the condition where visitor numbers simply exceed what a site or its surrounding

community can handle. Venice is the most frequently cited example, with around 30 million

visitors per year arriving in a city centre that was built for a fraction of that number (Hall &

Lew, 2009). The physical consequences include structural damage to buildings, wear on

stone surfaces, and humidity damage to historic interiors. The social consequences are

equally serious: the resident population of Venice's historic centre has fallen dramatically

over recent decades as short-term holiday rentals have made it impossible for ordinary

residents to afford to live there.

Cultural commodification is a related but distinct problem. This refers to the process by

which cultural practices — ceremonies, crafts, performances, traditions — get simplified

and packaged for tourist consumption in ways that strip away their original meaning or

context (Weaver, 2006). The staging of 'traditional' performances that were never actually

performed publicly, or the mass production of simplified souvenirs that bear little

resemblance to authentic craft traditions, are examples of this. The ethical concern is not

just about authenticity — it is about who benefits and who loses. When external operators

profit from cultural performances while community members receive minimal

compensation and have no say in how their traditions are represented, this is a form of

cultural exploitation (Swarbrooke & Horner, 2007).

Community exclusion from heritage governance is a third ethical issue that the literature

has highlighted. When governments or international bodies make decisions about how

heritage sites are managed and presented without genuine input from the communities who



live around them, they effectively deny those communities a voice in matters that directly

affect their lives and cultural identity (UNWTO, 2020).

2.4 Interpretation and Visitor Management

Heritage interpretation — the ways in which the significance of sites and traditions is

communicated to visitors — has been recognised as both an ethical and a management tool

(Hall & Lew, 2009). Good interpretation helps visitors understand why a site matters and

how to behave respectfully within it, which can reduce thoughtless damage. It can also offer

a platform for communities to share their own perspectives on their heritage, including

difficult or contested histories that official narratives might otherwise marginalise.

Visitor management systems have become increasingly sophisticated at well-managed

heritage sites. The Alhambra in Granada was one of the early adopters of timed entry

ticketing, which limits the number of visitors in the complex at any one time and requires

advance booking. This approach has proven effective in reducing overcrowding while

maintaining revenue (Weaver, 2006). Zoning systems — which designate areas with

different levels of access and protection — provide a spatial management tool that can

direct visitors toward more resilient parts of a site while protecting the most vulnerable

areas. Digital technologies are increasingly being used to extend heritage engagement

beyond physical visits through virtual tours and augmented reality applications, which can

help distribute demand away from the most pressured sites (UNWTO, 2020).

2.5 Legal and Governance Frameworks

International legal frameworks provide the normative foundation for heritage protection.

The 1972 UNESCO World Heritage Convention obliges signatory states to protect sites of

outstanding universal value, including through the development of management plans that

address tourism pressure (UNESCO, 1972). The 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of

the Intangible Cultural Heritage extended this protection to living cultural practices,



emphasising community custodianship as the primary safeguard. The UNWTO's Global

Code of Ethics for Tourism (1999) establishes sector-wide principles that include explicit

recognition of the rights of host communities in relation to their cultural heritage.

At the national and regional level, Costa Rica's approach to integrating conservation law

with tourism development is widely cited as a model. The country's 1998 Biodiversity Law

established a network of protected areas covering around 25 percent of national territory,

and the Certificate for Sustainable Tourism program created market incentives for operators

who meet environmental and social standards (Weaver, 2006). This combination of legal

mandate and market mechanism has been credited with helping Costa Rica build a strong

sustainable tourism brand that generates premium revenues while maintaining conservation

standards.

2.6 Gaps in Current Approaches

Despite the range of frameworks and tools available, significant gaps remain. Enforcement

capacity is a persistent problem — many of the world's most important heritage destinations

are in countries with limited administrative resources for monitoring and enforcement (Hall

& Lew, 2009). The growth of online accommodation platforms has created new sources of

tourism pressure that existing regulatory frameworks were not designed to handle. And

climate change is emerging as a major threat to heritage sites — through sea level rise,

extreme weather events, and changing visitor patterns — that existing legal frameworks are

poorly equipped to address (UNWTO, 2020).

3. Methodology

This report uses a comparative case-based review methodology. Published academic

literature, international legal instruments, and institutional reports from UNESCO and the

UNWTO were reviewed and synthesised. Search terms included cultural heritage tourism,



over-tourism, UNESCO World Heritage, visitor management, heritage commodification,

and community participation in heritage management. Cases were selected based on their

prominence in the academic literature and their relevance to the ethical and management

questions being examined. The analysis is organised around four thematic areas: heritage as

a tourism and economic resource; ethical challenges; visitor management and

interpretation; and governance frameworks.

4. Findings

4.1 Heritage as an Economic Driver

The economic contribution of cultural heritage to destination development is well

evidenced across the case studies. Cambodia's Angkor Archaeological Park generated

significant foreign exchange revenues at its peak that were crucial to national economic

development, even as the governance arrangements around how those revenues were

managed and distributed generated controversy (Hall & Lew, 2009). Costa Rica's example

is more clearly positive — the combination of legal conservation frameworks and

sustainable tourism certification has allowed the country to position itself as a premium

destination, attracting visitors who spend more and whose presence is less damaging than

mass-market alternatives (Weaver, 2006).

The Alhambra in Granada illustrates a different model — a heritage site in a relatively

wealthy country that has used visitor management tools primarily to protect the site's

physical integrity while maintaining commercially viable visitor numbers. Its timed entry

system and advance booking requirement have become a reference point internationally for

how to manage high-demand heritage sites without simply restricting access to the point of

eliminating tourism revenue (Swarbrooke & Horner, 2007).

4.2 Over-Tourism and Its Consequences



Venice and Machu Picchu represent the clearest examples in the literature of over-tourism

at heritage sites, and both illustrate the range of consequences that unmanaged visitor

pressure creates. In Venice, the physical and social impacts have been severe and

well-documented — structural damage, resident displacement, the transformation of a

living city into what some critics describe as an open-air museum or theme park (Hall &

Lew, 2009). Multiple proposals for visitor management interventions — entry fees, caps on

cruise ship arrivals, restrictions on new tourist accommodation — have been debated over

years, but implementation has been slow and contested, partly because of the economic

dependence of many residents and businesses on tourism revenue.

Machu Picchu has been the subject of repeated UNESCO warnings about the threat to its

outstanding universal value from visitor pressure. The implementation of timed entry and

daily visitor caps has improved the situation somewhat, but the pressure from Peru's

economic dependence on the site's tourism revenues has made it difficult to enforce

restrictions as firmly as conservation assessments would recommend (Weaver, 2006).

These cases illustrate a common pattern — the political difficulty of restricting tourism at

economically dependent sites, even when the evidence for doing so is clear.

4.3 Community Participation and Cultural Commodification

The academic and practitioner literature is consistent in identifying community

participation as a critical factor in determining whether heritage tourism generates positive

or negative outcomes for host communities. Cases where communities have genuine

decision-making authority over how their heritage is managed and presented tend to

generate more equitable economic outcomes and better conservation results than cases

where governance is dominated by state agencies or commercial operators (UNWTO,

2020). The contrast between community-led ecotourism initiatives in Costa Rica — where

local cooperatives manage tourism activities and retain a significant share of revenues —



and the situation at some Asian heritage sites, where entry revenues are captured by national

government or commercial operators with little return to local communities, illustrates this

pattern clearly (Weaver, 2006).

Cultural commodification is most problematic when it happens without community consent

or benefit-sharing. The staging of simplified 'traditional' performances for tourist audiences,

or the mass production of imitation craft goods, is ethically different depending on whether

community members have chosen and control these commercial forms of cultural

expression or whether they have been imposed by external operators (Swarbrooke &

Horner, 2007).

4.4 Governance and Legal Frameworks in Practice

The governance frameworks that produce the best outcomes combine international legal

standards with national implementation capacity and community-level governance

structures. Costa Rica's model is frequently cited precisely because it achieves this

combination — the 1998 Biodiversity Law provides the legal framework, SINAC provides

the institutional capacity, and the CST certification program creates community-level

incentives for sustainable practice (Weaver, 2006). UNESCO's World Heritage framework

provides international legitimacy and some degree of external pressure, but its enforcement

mechanisms are limited — the threat of inscription on the List of World Heritage in Danger

generates reputational pressure but no binding sanctions (UNESCO, 1972).

Digital tools — virtual tours, augmented reality, digital interpretation platforms — are

increasingly being used as supplements to physical site visits, and there is evidence that

well-designed digital heritage experiences can reduce pressure on physical sites while

extending access to audiences who cannot travel (UNWTO, 2020). This is an area where

practice is moving faster than formal governance frameworks, and there is scope for more

systematic integration of digital heritage strategies into site management plans.



5. Discussion

What comes through from both the literature and the case studies is that heritage tourism is

not inherently good or bad for the places and communities involved — it depends almost

entirely on how it is managed. Venice and Machu Picchu show what happens when

management fails to keep pace with demand: physical damage, community displacement,

and a degradation of the very qualities that made the sites worth visiting in the first place.

Costa Rica and the Alhambra show that effective management is possible, and that the tools

to do it — visitor caps, zoning, certification, community governance — exist and work

when implemented seriously.

The ethical dimension cannot be separated from the governance dimension. The question of

who benefits from heritage tourism, who bears the costs, and who has a voice in how it is

managed is fundamentally a question about justice and power. Academic literature

consistently shows that the most sustainable outcomes — for heritage conservation and for

communities — come from governance models that give communities genuine authority

rather than token consultation (Hall & Lew, 2009).

The limitations of international legal frameworks are real but should not be overstated. The

UNESCO conventions provide important normative foundations and generate reputational

pressures that do influence state behaviour. What they cannot do is substitute for national

political will and administrative capacity. For most heritage sites in developing countries,

the binding constraint on better management is not the absence of legal standards but the

absence of resources and political commitment to implement them (Weaver, 2006).

International support for capacity building in heritage governance is therefore as important

as any further development of legal frameworks.

6. Conclusion



Cultural heritage tourism can be a powerful force for good — economically, culturally, and

socially — but only when the governance systems around it are strong enough to keep

tourism within the limits that heritage conservation requires. The evidence reviewed in this

report points consistently toward an integrated approach that combines legal protection,

community governance, visitor management tools, interpretation strategies, and

sustainability incentives as the most effective model.

The cases of Venice and Machu Picchu show the consequences of failing to manage

tourism effectively, and they are worth taking seriously as cautionary examples even for

destinations that are not yet at crisis point. Costa Rica and the Alhambra show that better

management is achievable, and that the tools exist — what is often missing is the political

will to use them firmly enough.

For heritage managers and policymakers, the practical recommendation is to take

community participation seriously as a governance principle rather than a procedural box to

tick, to invest in visitor management systems before pressure reaches crisis levels, and to

use digital tools strategically to distribute heritage engagement beyond the most pressured

physical sites (UNWTO, 2020). Heritage, once lost, cannot be recovered — and the tourism

that depends on it will disappear with it.
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8. Appendices

Appendix A: Heritage Tourism Management Tools

Tool How It Works Example Effectiveness

Timed Entry
Ticketing

Limits visitors per
time slot; requires
advance booking

Alhambra, Spain High — reduces crowding;
maintains revenue

Visitor Quotas Hard cap on daily
or annual visitors

Machu Picchu, Peru Moderate — politically
difficult to enforce strictly

Zoning Systems Different access
rules for different
site areas

Angkor Wat, Cambodia Good when enforced;
protects most sensitive areas

CST Certification Market incentive
for sustainable
practice

Costa Rica Strong — links market
rewards to conservation performance

Digital Heritage Virtual tours;
AR; digital
interpretation

Various global sites Growing — reduces physical
pressure; extends access

Appendix B: Case Studies Summary

Site Country Main Challenge Management Response Current Status

Venice Italy Over-tourism;
resident displacement

Ongoing debate on
entry fees & cruise
ship restrictions

Unresolved — resident
population continues
to decline

Machu Picchu Peru Visitor numbers
exceed capacity;
site erosion

Timed entry;
daily visitor caps;
circulation routes

Improving but fragile
— revenue dependency
remains a constraint

Angkor Wat Cambodia Mass tourism
pressure on ancient
temple structures

UNESCO zoning;
revenue sharing
discussions

Mixed — conservation
funding gaps persist

Alhambra Spain Peak-period
overcrowding

Advance timed
entry ticketing
system

Effective — widely
cited as best practice
model

Costa Rica Costa Rica Balancing conservation
with tourism growth

Biodiversity Law;
SINAC; CST
certification

Positive — strong
sustainable tourism
brand achieved


