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Abstract. This paper focuses on the issues of governance and participation of World Heritage sites. 
It inquiries how decision-making structures to locally managed World Heritage sites may encompass 
public participation. Through an in-depth qualitative approach, the paper analyses the World Her-
itage Arab-Norman Palermo and the Cathedral Churches of Cefalù and Monreale serial site (Italy). 
By examining the participatory dynamics that occurred during the creation and development of the 
selected World Heritage serial site, this paper reveals three coexisting forms of participation in WH-
site decisions: inter-institutional agreement, social aggregation, and multi-actor collaboration. The 
main findings suggest that although formal decision-making arenas may be participative weakly, 
the unpacking of participatory practices in urban spaces uncovers a vibrant scene, as it emerges 
from the Cassaro Alto and Danisinni districts in the city of Palermo. 
Key words: World Heritage, participatory governance, decision-making, Palermo.

1. INTRODUCTION

The alignment of the World Heritage (WH) program (Labadi, 2007; Meskell, 
2013) with the sustainable development agenda (UNESCO, 2015) is conferring 
increasing relevance to the issue of participation in the governance of WH sites 
(Li et al., 2020; Rosetti et al., 2022). As the policy acknowledges, this novel 
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orientation implies the involvement of several stakeholders (Millar, 2006), add-
ing complexity to decision-making processes concerning the management of WH 
sites. This paper aims to reveal some of the forms that such complexity could 
take. More specifically, it focuses on participatory practices occurring during the 
creation and development of the WH Arab-Norman Palermo and the Cathedral 
Churches of Cefalù and Monreale serial site (Italy). It is structured as follows: the 
first part deals with the theoretical background; the second highlights the research 
gap; the third discusses the adopted methodology; the fourth illustrates the most 
relevant findings emerging from the fieldwork; and, lastly, the fifth part concerns 
general reflections for fostering further investigations on the topic.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The paper leverages two academic streams concerning both the global mechanism 
ruling the WH program and the topic of participatory governance in political, so-
cial science, and heritage studies debates.

Considering the definition of regimes as “social institutions that influence the 
behavior of states within an issue area” (Levy et al., 1995), the first section reviews 
the principles and mechanisms found at the base of the international WH program, 
including the more recent alignment with the UN 2030 Agenda and the 17 Sus-
tainable Development Goals (UNESCO, 2015). Generally speaking, the notion of 
a regime as a precursor of global governance (Stokke, 1997) attempted to re-po-
sition the debate on international politics from idealism to realism, querying the 
effects and constraints produced on state behaviours. From this perspective, since 
its foundation in 1972 by the UNESCO General Conference, the WH regime can 
be interpreted as a formal global arena to guide state parties in creating and pre-
serving cultural and natural WH sites of Outstanding Universal Value (OUV), un-
der agreed standards (Ferrucci, 2012; Schmitt, 2015; Bogandy et al., 2010). The 
WH regime exerts its influence on state parties through tools of persuasive and 
soft powers, such as listing and delisting mechanisms, and confers to every state 
the autonomy for undertaking any decision depending on national socio-political 
contexts, the nature of the site, and administrative traditions. This flexibility is 
reinforced by the principle of state sovereignty within the convention concerning 
the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage (UNESCO, 1972). The 
latter confers a certain degree of autonomy to state parties, allowing them to adapt 
international regulations established by the WH regime to national socio-political 
contexts, depending on a site’s nature and administrative traditions. Furthermore, 
state parties are crucial mediators between multi-scalar relations that distinguish 
the WH regime (Wang, 2019; Bogandy et al., 2010, p. 753). They select heritage 
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sites from the national Tentative List to compete for the WH nomination and can 
decentralise responsibilities concerning the protection and enhancement of WH 
sites to other entities acting at the territorial level of the WH site (Coombe and 
Weiss, 2015, pp. 43–49). 

In a nutshell, the principle of state sovereignty can determine a two-fold effect: 
the heterogeneity of local governance structures responsible for managing a WH 
site and the dependency on the WH regime’s success in achieving protection and 
sustainable development objectives for WH sites from local strategies.

The second part of the theoretical section deepens the concept of participatory 
governance. Despite the vastness of meticulous literature emerging, the establishing 
of an exact definition of participatory governance is still challenging both in theory 
and in practice (Bevir, 2007; Fischer, 2006, 2010, 2012; Fung and Wright, 2001; 
Gustafson and Hertting, 2017; Heinelt, 2010). As highlighted in Bevir’s definition, 
the expression itself hybridises the two terms governance and participation.

While the term governance, in its generic connotation, signals a shift from cen-
tralised steering of society by the state to decentralisation of power among a plu-
rality of actors (Peters and Pierre, 1998), the adjective participatory emphasises 
the need to encourage citizen engagement within decisional processes. As stated 
by Fisher (2010, p. 2): “Participatory governance is a variant or subset of govern-
ance theory that puts emphasis on democratic engagement, in particular through 
deliberative practices […] governance, as such, tends to refer to a new space for 
decision – making, but does not, in and of itself, indicate the kinds of politics 
that take place within them […]”  (see also Fischer, 2006, 2012). According to 
the definition, participatory governance represents a valid response to the dem-
ocratic deficit of representative political systems. This system expands the range 
of actions of citizens who, apart from voting for political representatives, can be 
directly involved in solving social problems, in the delivery of public services, 
and in more equitable forms of economic and social development (Fisher, 2010, 
p. 3). The author has also stressed how participatory governance is grounded on 
specific principles and methods, such as “fairer distribution of political power and 
resources”, and methods, from the “establishment of new partnerships to greater 
accountability” (Fischer, 2012, p. 2). It can follow diverse patterns, from top-
down actions by policymakers to bottom-up processes implemented by civil soci-
ety (Gustafson and Hertting, 2017). 

In the field of heritage studies, participation is considered a crucial condition 
to ensure good and fair forms of governance both for tangible and intangible cul-
tural heritage (Li et al., 2020). The Convention on the Value of Cultural Heritage 
for Society (CoE, 2005) in the European context has already affirmed the impor-
tance of interpreting cultural heritage as a common good, socially constructed, 
and considering the active participation of civil society decision-making levels 
a pillar for the process of heritage democratisation. Concerning the WH program, 
participatory governance deals with balanced participation of a wide variety of 
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stakeholders and rights holders (UNESCO, 2019) and is indicated as a precon-
dition for inclusive and sustainable management of a WH site in the long term. 
However, policy documents tend to idealise its effects, overlooking the issue of 
divergent interests among multiple actors and the risk of obtaining reverse out-
comes such as the de-responsibiliation of the political class instead of a shared 
responsibilisation of civil society or new impetus for exclusion rather than inclu-
sion (Fischer, 2012). In order to overcome this weakness, recent studies have sug-
gested looking in greater detail at the local “pragmatics” of participatory practices 
(Beeksma and De Cesari, 2019), understanding how the who, why, and how take 
part in the process. Applying a similar approach to the study of a WH site could 
unveil how the participation of wider public evolves and interfaces with technical 
experts and political forces required by the WH Convention at several institutional 
levels: international, national, regional, and local.

3. RESEARCH GAP

When referring to the issue of governance within the framework of the WH Conven-
tion, attention is often turned towards the mechanism that regulates the WH regime 
at the global level. This interest has mostly led to research on power relations be-
tween the General Assembly of State Parties, the WH Committee, and Advisory bod-
ies (Schmitt, 2015), and on the risk of political manipulation of the WH List (Meskell, 
2013). Instead, few investigations focus on the governance structures created at the 
local level to manage a WH site and on how they can encompass forms of public par-
ticipation (Ercole, 2017), often coming from the bottom and closely intertwined with 
strategies of territorial development (Pettenati, 2019). This paper aims to contribute to 
filling this gap, understanding how activities directly and indirectly tied to WH sites 
may reshape interactions among local institutions, civil society, and further players, 
generating mutable spaces for collaborations or further grounds of contestation within 
local socio-economic and political systems. For this purpose, the research refers to the 
conceptualisation of participatory governance as a “performative” process (Turnhout 
et al., 2010), which refers to the knowledge, interests, and needs of the involved actor, 
which emerge and evolve during the participation process itself.

3.1. Approach and methods

The paper discusses some findings related to the WH Arab-Norman Palermo 
and the Cathedral Churches of Cefalù and Monreale serial site located in the south 
of Italy (Sicily). A serial site entails two or more unconnected areas that might ex-
tend across regional, trans-regional, and transnational boundaries (Haspel, 2013). 
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            Nominated properties;         First level buffer zone;         Second level buffer zone

Fig. 1.  National and regional maps (A) indicating both location and extension of WH Arab-Norman 
Palermo and the Cathedral Churches of Cefalù and Monreale serial site; provincial map of Palermo 

(B) showing the distribution of the seven WH properties in the city
Source: https://arabonormannaunesco.it/la-nomina/protezione-e-gestione-del-sito-unesco.html, 

modified [accessed on: 20.07.2022]

A

B

https://arabonormannaunesco.it/la-nomina/protezione-e-gestione-del-sito-unesco.html
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Fig. 2. Overview of the monuments included in the serial World Heritage Arab-Norman Palermo, the 
Cathedral Churches of Cefalù, and Monreale serial site 

Source: own work.



85Unveiling forms of participation in the governance of UNESCO World Heritage sites

Normally, governance structures for WH serial sites present a higher level of or-
ganisationaling and operational complexity (Wang, 2019), which, by reflection, 
influences participatory processes. This mainly occurs due to a wider geograph-
ical extension, the encompassing of diverse legal frameworks, and the incorpo-
ration of heterogeneous ownerships and management systems related to multiple 
heritage properties. Out of a total of 55 WH sites in Italy, about 13 are serial sites 
of various extent and nature. The selected serial site gathers nine buildings, six of 
which are monumental catholic churches and cathedrals, considered sophisticat-
ed expressions of multicultural Western-Islamic-Byzantine syncretism (Andaloro 
et al., 2018). It extends between three different municipalities (Palermo, Cefalù, 
and Monreale) with a prevalent concentration of buildings in the city of Palermo 
(seven out of nine) (Fig. 1 and 2).

The investigation is grounded on a qualitative and constructivist approach 
(Creswell, 2009; Yin, 2003). It interprets reality as a changing social construction 
and has enabled the researchers to tackle participant perspectives through a wide 
repertoire of methods (such as interviews and field observations). Furthermore, it 
embraces a spatial conceptualisation of participatory processes (Cornwall, 2002, 
2008; Lefebvre, 1991), by recognising the relevance of grasping interactions of 
individuals in the physical sites where they unfold and uncovering participation’s 
social space, intended as “the outcome of a sequence and set of operations” (Lefe-
bvre, 1991, p. 73). The findings presented in this paper are part of a broader doc-
toral program, the research design of which has been articulated into three main 
steps from 2019 to 2021. The collected qualitative material has been extrapolated 
from multiple sources. Parts of this material already existed (such as official doc-
uments, minutes of meetings, etc.) while an additional part is being constructed 
through the interactions between the researcher and the investigated reality (Yin, 
2003), by including a total of 34 semi-structured interviews, 6 informal meetings 
with both officials and local actors, and non-participant observations. 

3.2. Main findings

The empirical investigation concerning the in-depth analysis of a single case study 
(Yin, 2003) highlights three interesting perspectives to tackle the topic of partici-
patory governance for WH sites:

1. Participation as a regulated form of inter-institutional collaboration;
2. Participation as a spontaneous form of social cohesion among actors oper-

ating in the same urban area;
3. Participation as a new form of collaborative interactions between actors 

operating in different sectors.
The first perspective emerges from the analysis of the governance structure 

established for managing the WH Arab-Norman serial site. The structure appears 
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articulated due to the fragmented ownership and scattered managerial responsibil-
ities among a plethora of authorities and organisations. It mainly consists of a per-
manent Steering Committee (SC) that collects representatives from over ten dif-
ferent authorities (public administrations, regional boards, national government, 
etc.); an Operational Structure (OS) in charge of guaranteeing the implementation 
of the WH management plan activities; and the religious authorities who par-
ticipate on the SC to supervise the religious functions. Such an arrangement is 
requested by WH Advisory bodies (ICOMOS) and follows the national guidelines 
provided by the Italian Ministry of Culture and Tourism. Other than formally re-
sponding to an international requirement, this structure comprises collaborative 
relations between national, regional, and local authorities who actively participat-
ed in preparing the WH nomination. In terms of participation, such relations were 
significantly extended from 2011 to 2013 during the development of the manage-
ment plan of the WH serial site. At that time, some decision stages were opened 
to further local actors belonging to the third sector and civil society, spreading 
awareness regarding the significance of the WH status. 

Namely, the Sicily World Heritage Foundation and the Regional Council of 
Cultural Heritage and Sicilian Identity, working as promoting entities of the can-
didacy, arranged 4 decisional arenas differentiated by subject (Andaloro et al., 
2018, pp. 14–26). The first arena dealt with technical decisions such as the defi-
nition of the Buffer Zones system (Andaloro et al., 2018, pp. 56–80); the state of 
conservation and risk factors of the heritage properties; and the requalification and 
protection measures to be conducted. Advisors of the scientific-technical commit-
tee were the main participants. 

The second arena aimed to define the objectives and activities of the 4 action 
strategies included in the WH management plan, i.e., knowledge, protection and 
conservation, social and cultural enhancement, and communication and promo-
tion (Ernst and Young, 2006). Participants included institutional players, experts 
from the scientific-technical committee and several representatives of cultural and 
economic associations operating in the three municipalities.

The third and fourth arenas covered the WH site governance topic, gathering 
representatives of regional officials, local authorities (mainly the city councils of 
Palermo, Cefalú, and Monreale), religious bodies, and managers directly respon-
sible for the protection and use of the WH serial site.

The second perspective was conceived prior to the acquisition of the WH sta-
tus. It has arisen from a contrast between the Municipality of Palermo, part of 
the SC, and some residents and traders operating in the Cassaro Alto area. Cas-
saro Alto is one of the main urban axes that cross the city centre of Palermo and 
connect several monuments included in the World Heritage serial site. Here, the 
municipality intended to gain consensus from the local community to create a new 
pedestrian area that could improve the monument’s preservation from vehicular 
pollution, before the WH Committee ruled on the nomination outcome (Andaloro 
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et al., 2018). However, some business people and residents objected to the deci-
sion. Although being generally in favour of the WH candidacy, they contested the 
permanent closure of the axis, being concerned with the negative impacts on their 
commercial activities and lifestyles. In this case, participatory mechanisms signif-
icantly evolved during the process: from conflict-ridden town meetings between 
public administrators and citizens to discussing alternative pedestrianisation solu-
tions, to the spontaneous creation of a cultural association (called Cassaro Alto) 
that still collects almost all the business people of the areas today (historical book-
stores, tobacco shops, bars, etc.) Initially, they considered the association a formal 
vehicle to gain greater credibility in front of the municipality in claiming their 
interests. More recently, the association has turned into a tool of cooperation be-
tween the business people themselves and a collaboration with local authorities to 
revitalise the cultural interest of the historical road, especially in light of the ac-
quired WH status. The La Via Dei Librai cultural initiative arranged by the associ-
ation along the pedestrian axis on the occasion of the UNESCO’s World book day 
reaches today its fifth edition, proving a stable alliance between the Cassaro Alto 
association, non-profit entities, and the municipality. The event is a form of active 
citizen participation that has grown over the years in terms of public attendance, 
organisational structure, and networks of public and private partners.

The third perspective follows the acquisition of the WH nomination. It is re-
lated to the sustainable tourism development that the SC aspires to achieve (An-
daloro et al., 2018) by creating complementary routes to the WH itinerary. This 
is the case of the Danisinni historical neighbourhood, which connects two iconic 
monuments included within the WH serial site: the Royal Palace and the Zisa 
Castle (Fig. 3).

Despite its historical relevance since the Arab domination, the district still suf-
fers from socio-economic marginalisation due to a long-lasting institutional void 
that has led to the dismantling of essential services, and to increasing isolation 
from its surroundings (Giubilaro and Lotta, 2018). The same void has triggered 
a significant form of grassroots activism nestled in the Danisinni community that 
groups third sector actors, a religious garrison, and some residents. Danisinni’s 
community had already committed to participatory projects in order to collect 
resources needed for the district regeneration. Being part of an international WH 
site, the community has increased its self-esteem, strengthening its position with-
in forthcoming projects. Indeed, the interest of the municipality to boost tourism 
circulation within the district creates a fertile ground for the start of new collab-
orative initiatives, including the participation of further local (Academy of Fine 
Arts; Biondo Theater, etc.) and non-local players (Airbnb, Wonderful Italy, etc.) 
The two projects for tourist development (Rambla Papireto and Intransito) led to 
different results than expected, due to partial shifts of interest and the affirming 
of the Danisinni community’s willingness and needs. Indeed, the accomplish-
ment of the WH route as the Municipality of Palermo expected following the two 
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projects, was temporary shelved. The Danisinni community is attempting to affirm 
its development vision for the neighbourhood. Such conception of development 
is always based on slow tourism and leverages on the historical connection with 
the Arab-Norman WH serial site. However, it prioritises the creation of new job 
opportunities for residents. For this purpose, the Danisinni community focuses on 
the realisation of a mobile kitchen – labelled I Sapori di Danisinni  – rather than 
on the materialisation of the WH route, in order to bring a new entrepreneurial 
mindset to the neighbourhood. Residents, especially women, may get involved in 
cooking traditional dishes for visitors, becoming key players of a social transfor-
mation in the district.

Fig. 3. Overview of the Danisinni district and its position between three WH properties: the Royal 
Palace, the Palatine Chapel, and the Zisa Castle

Source: own work and based on Google Earth images.
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4. CONCLUSIONS

The presented investigation put forward some worthy reflections for the advance-
ment of the debate on WH sites and participatory governance. The results stress 
how participation in WH site decisions may adopt heterogeneous forms, even 
within the same site, consequently resulting in the need to advance knowledge on 
this poorly explored issue. To further clarify, it suggests two main perspectives in 
the advancement of both debating and empirical studies.

The first consideration refers to the issue of participatory governance and prac-
tices (Beeksma and De Cesari, 2019). The maximum expression of participatory 
governance should imply a systematic opening of decision-making areas to in-
fluence a broader public. However, it is likewise reasonable to consider that par-
ticipation may be performed at different levels and in different forms (Arnstein, 
1969) through various and parallel stages of contestation, negotiation, and coor-
dination among popular actors. The selected case study shows how decisions can 
be negotiated both in formal and institutionalised areas, and in informal arenas. 
Despite formal consultations of civil society for drafting the WH management 
plan, the unpacking of participatory practices uncover a vibrant scene where new 
civic associations could emerge directly from a contested process of the WH site 
creation. Specifically, the analysed WH Arab-Norman Palermo and the Cathedral 
Churches of Cefalù and Monreale serial site has highlighted three different forms 
of participation: a ruled inter-institutional collaboration concerning the SC and the 
OS, a spontaneous social aggregation that emerged for the Cassaro Alto associa-
tion, and a network of multi-actor initiatives as seen for the tourist development 
of the Danisinni district. The three detected forms are not necessarily exhaustive. 
Nevertheless, they stress the importance in the field of heritage studies, and more 
specifically for WH sites, to grasp participatory dynamics starting from local prac-
tices, unveiling social actors, and correlated strategies that affect and reinforce 
WH sites’ significance in contemporary society (Dormaels, 2016).

Secondly, there is a need to deepen knowledge of the organisational and oper-
ating mechanisms of local governance structures in charge of managing WH sites 
(Ercole, 2017). In fact, the mere consideration of them as formal arrangements 
may result an anachronistic approach to contemporary scenarios. Indeed, the in-
creasing recognition of WH sites as key assets for sustainable development makes 
the understanding of the relationships and interests of the ever-growing numbers 
of involved local authorities a key element in decoding territorial transformations 
directly or indirectly influenced by the creation of a WH site.
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