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Abstract  
Urban heritage is a social construction, a selection of resources in urban contexts 
which communities hold in common and deem valuable and, therefore, are willing to 
conserve. Urban heritage can be designated under varied legal status, such as 
municipal, national and World Heritage. Urban heritage can refer to a variety of urban 
resources, such as tangible, intangible, movable, immovable, natural, cultural, digital, 
analog. Urban heritage is the product of a traditional model of resource consumption 
and production, whereby urban resources can be destroyed or forgotten, unless 
deemed valuable and/or listed as heritage. The exception is to conserve and reuse 
urban resources. Urban heritage is a notion at risk of extinction during the XXI 
century with its expanding definition, and, the further enhancement and adoption of 
more sustainable models of resource consumption and production. 
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Main Text 
Urban heritage is a social construction, a selection of resources in urban contexts, 
which communities hold in common and deem valuable and, therefore, are willing to 
conserve.  
Urban heritage can be found designated as a heritage property, and therefore, 
inscribed in one or more heritage lists by statutory authorities. Urban heritage can also 
be found unlisted, but still be deemed valuable by its communities. 
The process of selection on what urban resources to conserve over others brings 
controversy to urban heritage and its listings, as by selecting, some urban resources 
gets favored over others. Urban heritage is the product of a traditional model of 
resource consumption and production, whereby urban resources can be destroyed or 
forgotten, unless deemed valuable and/or listed as heritage. The exception is to 
conserve and reuse urban resources. 
Controversy can lead to contestation by communities, especially when faced with 
their urban heritage in danger, in reaction against threats, natural and human, 
imminent risk of extinction or destruction; and/or whenever the authorized discourse 
created around heritage listings, often rooted to one dominant culture and national 
identity, differs from their own. 
Heritage listings and urban conservation is often led by the public sector, even when 
involving the private sector, as investors and communities. It seldom involves 
communities as a whole, as is the case when selecting mayors and/or governors. 
Instead, heritage lists are primarily created by a smaller group of community 
members. Yet, roles are shifting between the public and private sector, as neoliberal 



models of governance foster the active role of the private sector to control, and even 
lead the use and conservation of urban resources towards greater resource efficiency. 
 
Major dimensions 
Urban heritage has become a global phenomenon. Heritage lists exist in most cities 
worldwide and many witness a staggering increase of properties. Cities designate and 
manage varied categories of urban heritage simultaneously (Pendlebury 2015), even 
between cities and landscapes. These designations often relate to its intellectual and 
societal context, highlighting attributes of bio- and cultural diversity, but also to the 
categories defined for heritage, available at the time of designation. 
Urban heritage can be designated under varied legal status, such as municipal, 
national and World Heritage. Only under special circumstances, such as loss of value 
or total destruction, have urban resources listed as heritage been delisted.  
Urban heritage can refer to a variety of heritage resources, such as tangible, 
intangible, movable, immovable, natural, cultural, digital, analog. Urban heritage can 
include man-made resources, i.e. the product of human skills, knowledge, and values, 
as well as, natural resources, i.e. the result of location, fauna and flora, topography 
and climate, provided they are located in urban contexts.  
Tangible heritage (or material heritage) can include immovable heritage (or built 
heritage) e.g. buildings, infrastructure and monuments, from different time periods 
and styles, sizes and formats, uses and creators. It can also include movable heritage 
(or museum collections) e.g. works of art, and artifacts, from ancient civilizations to 
today’s society. Urban heritage can include intangible heritage (or immaterial) e.g. 
ideas, events, folklore, gastronomy, music, dance, traditions and languages; and even, 
digital heritage. Urban heritage can include conservation areas (or neighborhoods, 
gardens or parks), but it can also be included within serial nominations, including 
across more than one city and country. 
 
Changes over time 
Gustavo Giovannoni is credited with the invention of the term urban heritage (Choay 
2001), having sparked the modern approach to heritage conservation, when pushing 
forward the conservation of domestic architecture, neighborhoods and their urban 
fabric (Veldpaus et al. 2013). However, as understood today, the invention of urban 
heritage as a concept goes far further back, strongly intertwined with the origins of 
urban conservation and heritage listings. Already by then, heritage resources in urban 
contexts, such as isolated monuments in urban settings and urban parks, were a target 
of conservation, only they were not yet recognized as urban heritage.  Heritage 
listings grew around museum artifacts, archaeological sites and monumental buildings 
- religious, military and noble, often in urban contexts. Heritage conservation was 
funded by its curators e.g. religious institutions, government and/or wealthy families. 
Though, soon it became clear that these heritage resources were only of value to a 
few, and that more resources were valued by experts and communities, leading to the 
democratization of heritage listings, where today not every resource is heritage, but 
could become so if communities decide accordingly. Even the distinction between 
urban, rural and natural heritage is today under question (Vizzari and Sigura 2015). 
 
Future directions in research, theory, and methodology 
Cities have come to realize urban resources are non-renewable. Together, cities and 
other human settlements worldwide share the goal to foster more sustainable urban 
development (UN 2015). To achieve it, they need to increase efficiency of resource 



use and emissions per capita by adopting more sustainable models of consumption 
and production. This includes the way cities manage their resources, including urban 
heritage. 
 
However, urban heritage and heritage planning models today are still struggling with 
this evolution, departing from a reactive model where urban conservation is the 
exception, contested and whenever deemed valuable by communities, into a proactive 
model where resources are, by rule, to be conserved as part of a broader ecosystem, 
interlinking natural, rural and urban resources. Future research is expected to further 
develop such models, but also test, compare and further enhance their 
implementation. 
Research on urban heritage tends to focus on specific cities or heritage properties. 
Whilst this approach can tailor responses to different cultural contexts and values, it 
also disables comparative analysis and evaluations, between properties, cities and 
countries, particularly with regards to shared or global practices tackling similar 
challenges, such as impacts on urban heritage and culture, due to the speed and 
complexity of urban change. Consequently, research and theory on urban heritage is 
still highly partial, strongly influenced by its context and discipline, failing to outdo 
rhetorical assumptions. To broaden research to respond to common challenges for 
urban heritage and urban sustainability, future research would need to evolve to foster 
common taxonomies and methodologies to enable interdisciplinary and international 
comparative studies, using, for example, the state-of-conservation to further define 
resource efficiency and further enhance the effectiveness of urban governance, as well 
as, the diversity in heritage-designations. This includes linking and strengthening 
relationships between different urban resources, and heritage in particular.  
The impact of urban planning and governance reforms on urban resources could be 
globally assessed and further enhanced. Global resource efficiency could be assessed 
more holistically, considering urban, rural and natural resources together, with equal 
accuracy, recurrence, and responsibility. Urban heritage is a notion at risk of 
extinction during the XXI century with its expanding definition, and, the further 
enhancement and adoption of more sustainable models of resource consumption and 
production, where conservation is no longer restricted to heritage properties alone. 
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