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Abstract: The purpose of this paper is to develop an understanding of commonalities and differences
in the concept of cultural heritage in Europe. This was achieved through a comprehensive academic
and non-academic literature review focused on different definitions and conceptualisations related
to cultural heritage internationally and in the European context. This is complemented with a
comparative study in three European countries. This paper frames cultural heritage using the
foundation set up by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO).
It further discusses the European actors involved in defining heritage today. Finally, it focuses on
three European countries and verifies that they share an understanding of cultural heritage including
classifications, categorisation and heritage values. Findings from the overall study show how the
definition of cultural heritage across Europe is reasonably homogeneous, and this is confirmed by
the analysis of the three chosen test case studies. This finding is relevant to policy makers as it
allows the support of potential common frameworks for heritage management at the European
level, including risk management and risk reduction common methodologies. Further studies will
shed light on the implementation issues which may arise from the creation of a common European
framework for cultural heritage management, with emphasis on risk management and risk reduction
of cultural heritage.
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1. Introduction

Conceptualising cultural heritage globally and in Europe has become more multifaceted and
sophisticated throughout the years, with the concept of heritage holding multiple meanings, depending
on different sets of values [1–10]. Despite the complexity of the concept, it is still possible to identify
similarities in the various approaches to heritage protection across Europe. The purpose of this study
is to understand whether a common approach to the protection and safeguarding of European heritage
can be identified, allowing the creation of shared methodologies to manage risks challenging heritage.
Indeed, this study is part of a wider effort to develop a novel methodology for risk management and
heritage, financed by the Italian Ministry for Education and Research [11]. The first step is to check if
the current European context enables the creation of a common platform based on a shared definition
of heritage. Once such a platform is ready, it would then be possible to move on and build a risk
management strategy, based on a shared assumption about what assets need to be protected and which
level of protection they would require.

This paper explores the progressive evolution of the concept of cultural heritage within Europe
aiming to arrive at a more comprehensive understanding of the term within the different European
contexts. The elaboration of concepts discussed in this paper use documents and publications at
an international and state level. Acknowledging the varied complex definitions of Europe [4,6,9]
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and taking into consideration the policy discourse central to this paper, Europe is defined here as
membership to the European Union, although this is still acknowledged as a variable criterion for
the cases discussed here. This paper is divided into four broad sections. Section 1 is the introduction
followed by Section 2, a discussion on the concept of heritage through a main actor of developing a
legislative framework, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO).
Section 3 brings to attention the changing nature of the concept and definition of heritage within the
European context through policy and scholarly discourse. This is followed by Section 4, which focuses
on three European countries (Italy, England and Spain) to identify commonalities and differences
in the respective legislative framework on understanding cultural heritage including classifications,
categories and heritage values. Section 5 is the discussion and concludes in Section 6. It is anticipated
that it is possible to identify a European common approach to heritage protection, suitable to support
the construction of a shared methodology for risk management and heritage.

2. The Conceptualisation of Cultural Heritage: The International Framework

The aim of this section is to discuss the scope and nature of the concept of heritage in Europe, by
exploring the official characterisation and construction of “European heritage” through UNESCO as
a main vehicle. The preeminent role of UNESCO provides an internationally accepted operational
definition of the term “heritage” through its directives, charters and international resolutions introduced
over the last few decades. In the aftermath of the Second World War, the mobilisation of international
cooperation in heritage conservation was channelled through UNESCO, initially to respect cultural
property in the event of armed conflict [7,8,12]. It is within this context that UNESCO began its
significant contributions to the adoption of a series of international conventions, recommendations and
declarations that have led to the development of general international law. Marked by the first formal
introduction of the expression of “cultural property”, a direct reaction to the destruction of heritage in
the Second World War was used in the Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event
of Armed Conflict (The Hague, 14 May 1954) [13]. The preservation, collection and valorisation of
cultural and natural heritage in view of the magnitude and gravity of the new dangers threatening them
is the essence of the Preamble to the 1972 World Heritage Convention. This Convention is considered
one of the most forward-looking conventions [12,14,15]. The World Heritage Convention reconciles
previous definitions of cultural heritage and presents the definition as three categories: (1) monuments,
(2) groups of buildings and (3) sites. After adopting the 1972 Convention, UNESCO drew up the
World Heritage List including outstanding heritage in need of protection. Almost half of the sites
are situated in Europe, with Italy heading the list followed by France, Germany and Spain, which
share second place [16]. The list and Convention have been extensively criticised for proliferating
the universal significance of European history and culture [2,3,15,17]. This is discussed further in the
following section.

In 1992, the ICOMOS was assigned in an advisory role to implement the World Heritage
Convention. The ICOMOS was established in 1965 by a group of primarily European architectural
conservation experts [18,19] creating guidelines for introducing contemporary buildings into ancient
sites. By the turn of the millennium, UNESCO had widened the concept of cultural heritage to include
cultural landscapes, canals and routes, as well as modern, rural and industrial architecture [20]—efforts
which have been accepted and committed to in most cases by all three countries, Italy, England and
Spain (Figure 1). As a result, UNESCO continued to place increasing scrutiny on the immaterial and
material representations of heritage. This eventually led to a formal acknowledgment of the deeply
rooted interdependence between the intangible and the tangible heritage through the 2003 Convention
for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. Both Italy and Spain have signed their
commitment towards adhering to this Convention. However, England has yet to do this (Figure 1). The
intertwined nature of cultural heritage as a tangible outcome of intangible complex societal processes
has been recognised by the international normative framework on the 27 September 2016 by the
International Criminal Court, with the Mahdi’s conviction (9 years), who helped to destroy shrines in
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Timbuktu. This milestone in the international law clarifies that the deliberate destruction of heritage
has become a weapon of war, part of a broader strategy of cultural cleansing that includes murder and
persecution of people in the short term, and the annihilation of identities and destruction of social
fabric in the longer term.

1 
 

 

Figure 1. Comparison of international and European ratification status.

3. The Changing Nature of Cultural Heritage in Europe

In the case of Europe, key actors such as the European Union (EU) and the Council of Europe (CoE)
have debated the meaning and scope of cultural heritage throughout the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s and
into the twenty-first century [10,12,16,19]. European experts have played a leading role in developing
international conservation standards and concepts concerning heritage [20]. They have participated at
some point in the emergence of an EU discourse connecting European culture, values and identity
without necessarily sharing the same goals [6,12,17].

During World War Two, much cultural heritage was destroyed, triggering legislative actions to
respond to the perceived threat. The CoE was the first post-war international organisation to use the
term of cultural heritage in an official document introduced in the 1954 European Cultural Convention
(Council of Europe Treaty Series No. 018). The concept of cultural heritage is broadened, introduced in
three main dimensions: material (artefacts, monuments), intangible (language, history) and political
(expression of political values and principles) [12]. The mention of intangible qualities of heritage at
this time was different from the materialistic focus of UNESCO through the 1954 Hague Convention as
mentioned in the section above. The International Charter of Venice (1964) expanded on the concept of
conservation, giving emphasis to the need to have an active conservation that has a socially useful
purpose [20]. This approach to cultural heritage inspired the development of resolutions by the
European Parliament meant to give substance to a European identity beyond universal principles of
democracy and human rights [12], consequently characterising the late nineteenth-century Europe
with variants of nationalism and dynastic rule [1]. Numerous CoE heritage charters, conventions and
recommendations were introduced to encourage the protection, at national level, of the cultural and
natural heritage including the (1985) Convention for the Protection of the Architectural Heritage of
Europe, known as the Granada Convention. The identification of cultural heritage to be protected and
inventoried is further recognised in European regional heritage norms, such as the Council of Europe’s
(1992) Valletta European convention on the protection of the archaeological heritage. At this time, the
Treaty of Maastricht was entered into force in 1993 by the European Union as a recognition of culture
and cultural activities at a European level. The article calls EU members to respect their national
diversity whilst foregrounding common cultural heritage. The use of valorisation is reflected in the
Faro Convention on the Value of Cultural Heritage for Society of 2011 and the ICOMOS Burra Charter
(1982), which proposes to protect the conservation of the cultural significance of a site, due to its
aesthetic, historic, scientific or social value. This increasing policy discourse on strengthening European
citizens’ sense of belonging to the Union is often questioned by academics about its added value to
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local and community heritage. Delanty [6] argues that there is no underlying European self, but rather,
European heritage is an endless reinterpretation of its own past. A recent manual by ICOMOS [21]
under the mandate of the European Commission and in the framework of the flagship EU Initiative of
the European Year of Cultural Heritage 2018 argues for a revised, modernised and integrated approach
to heritage that responds to a changing context and new developments (p. 23) as advocated by the Faro
Convention. This is with the aim to raise the threshold of desired quality on planning and implementing
interventions on cultural heritage, thereby acknowledging notions of multidimensionality, inclusivity
and diversity as key perspectives into defining future actions on EU cultural heritage. Although the
discourse and motto of the EU “United in diversity” is championed, achieving this delicate balance
between “unity” (common society and union) and “diversity” (pluralism and multiplicity) is still
perceived as a significant challenge in reality. Aligned with this view is an increasing emerging policy
discourse foregrounding effective dialogue between stakeholders (citizens, the public and private
sector, voluntary, politicians and heritage professionals) and multiple interpretations and values. This
context gives way to a sharing of heritage that can also be created through what Macdonald (2013)
describes as “social memory” and “collective memory” (p. 15).

To establish this notion of common heritage, a plethora of funding instruments were introduced
with a focus on promoting the European dimension and narrative to sites. An example of this is the
European Heritage Label, created as a European response to UNESCO’s World heritage list discussed in
the section above. Other actions including the City of Culture launched in 1985 and the European Year
of Cultural Heritage 2018 endeavour to allow EU citizens to gain a broad understanding of their cultural
heritage in all its aspects, democratically share responsibility for it, celebrate it and benefit from the
creation it inspires [16]. However, despite the many benefits of these top–down initiatives, they can be
problematised [9]. Smith’s [2] argument of heritage as a form of discourse assists in illuminating these
challenges that are associated with official representations (authorised heritage discourse, or AHD).
She explains that the authoritarian type of heritage conceptualisation has limited purchase for national
groups as it is often interconnected with power relations based on Western national and elite class
experiences. These powers reinforce “ideas of innate cultural value tied to time depth, monumentality,
expert knowledge and aesthetics” [2: 299], a perspective that can be counter to the interests and desires
of non-elite groups, although this consequently reinforces the division within European nationals and
between European culture and the rest of the world. A counter discourse of singular European culture
and identity is reflected in views of European culture and identity through EU-funded heritage-related
research projects through the current Horizon 2020 research programme [22] as part of the European
Year of Cultural Heritage. The projects are driven by the need for an understanding of Europe cultural
heritage as a driver for sustainable growth and Understanding Europe—promoting the European
public and cultural space [23]. An example of this is the Horizon 2020 funded project, “Critical heritages:
performing and representing identities in Europe (CoHERE)” 2016–2019. The project explores existing
heritage practices and discourses in Europe through heritage representations and performances that
connect to ideas of place, history, tradition and belonging. The findings recommend the establishing of
a scholarly discourse that promotes cross-border and transnational initiatives that stress interacting and
plural heritages [9,10]. In similar vein, the project “CulturalBase. Social Platform on Cultural Heritage
and European Identities” 2015–2017 argues that the transnationalising of heritage can promote heritage
as a “right” to be involved in representing one’s own culture. This perspective can be a beneficial
counter to the expert-led and technical bureaucratic idea of heritage that tends to dominate official
heritage management [17]. This paper therefore acknowledges that future findings from Horizon 2020
funded projects will continue to fill gaps of knowledge on European cultural heritage and provide
depth and breadth in the conceptualisation of a common European heritage. Such investment in
cultural heritage research activity also expands the scope by establishing links between cultural heritage
and diverse aspects of contemporary life, such as urban policy and governance and sustainability.
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The following section discusses the nature and related definitions and classification of cultural
heritage in four selected countries, with the purpose to verify the consistency between what has
emerged from this section and the respective national framework.

4. Establishing the Scope of Cultural Heritage in Different European Contexts

The previous section showed how both in the international and in the European context, the
intangible component of cultural heritage has been fully acknowledged as an independent category,
thus leading to listing some new categories of assets previously not considered (i.e., oral traditions,
festivals, etc.), as well as re-casted as an inseparable component of any of the categories previously
classified and listed as cultural tangible heritage. The changing nature of the concept of heritage
evolved almost in parallel internationally and in the European contexts, contributed by the international
debate nurtured by international networks and institutions, which ensured consistency of approaches.
This section builds on and moves forward this initial finding, by testing it against three selected
case studies: Italy, England and Spain. The three case studies WERE chosen because all countries
have a well-established tradition on cultural heritage conservation and are included in the top ten
World Heritage Sites list. The three cases are not a representative sample of the European approach to
heritage conservation. However, they are intended to be instrumental in facilitating a discussion and
exploration on the complexity of the approaches to heritage conservation in Europe. The methodology
for investigating the three case studies has been based on the analysis of international and local
documents and literature, while the findings have been corroborated by feedback provided by local
experts in the field of heritage conservation. It is anticipated that all the three cases confirm the
initial finding, i.e., a reasonably common understanding of the concept of heritage at European level
does exist.

4.1. Cultural Heritage in the Context of Italy

Italy has historical involvement in the protection of cultural heritage. Italian heritage has been at
the centre of the debate on preservation, valorisation and heritage protection since the 1920s and after
the Second World War. In fact, over half of all building activity is preservationist in nature [24]. The
development of international discourse on heritage conservation was largely influenced by reflections
and the development of theories on urban conservation and morphology in Italy’s heritage [24–26].
Therefore, the developed charters and acts are inextricably mixed with the philosophies, such as the
restoration theories of Viollet-le-Duc and Ruskin [27]. In terms of legislation relevant to the heritage
preservation and conservation, it is important to first note that the Italian Constitution (Article 9)
promotes cultural heritage and gives urban planning authority to individual regions [28]. Italy’s
legislation regarding cultural heritage is a decentralised system organised in three levels: national,
regional and municipal [29], with active involvement of the local authorities in heritage work within a
highly constrained and rigidly regulated national framework. Two main pieces of legislation were
introduced in 1939 with the purpose to redefine cultural heritage. Firstly, the 1939 no 1089 “Tutela delle
cose d’interesse Artistico o Storico” (Preservation of material assets of artistic or historical interest)
code was known as the first organic legislation regulating the preservation of cultural heritage [24,29].
This code widened the range of heritage subject to protection, thereby including parks and villas,
and the subsequent second legislation for the protection of landscapes was given in 1939 no 1497
“Protezione delle bellezze naturali” (Protection of natural beauty assets). Another classification of
cultural heritage is introduced in the 1967 Franceschini Commission in groups which are still relatively
effective: archaeological; historical; artistic; environmental; landscape; archival and book heritage [30].

In the post-war period, historical city centres became a dominant part of the general urban
development agenda discussed in Town Planning and Social Housing journals and within the
municipal councils [31]. The notion of a “historical centre” is introduced from a normative standpoint,
straight after the Second World War, driven by the need to reconstruct and preserve cities. Researchers
and planners such as Astengo and Cavallari Murat contributed to development of innovative planning
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instruments, encompassing the notion of protecting the wider historical city context [32]. There was an
inclination to classify cultural heritage as a cluster of assets interdependent with one another (territories
and environments) and part of a specific context, not just as a solitary building [26,30,31].

The 1999 Law no 490 “Testo unico delle disposizioni legislative in materia di beni culturali e
ambientali” (The coordinated law text regulating cultural and environmental assets) was enacted to
protect cultural heritage and display progression in the conceptualisation of cultural heritage [33].
Heritage was defined as “things of artistic and historic interest” in the 1939 law; however, the 1999 Law
made up for this inadequacy by broadening the range of protected objects (including photographs
with their negatives and relating to the history of science and scientific techniques). At the national
level, the 2004 “Codice dei beni culturali e del paesaggio” (Code on cultural assets and landscape),
also known as the “Urbani Code”, collates all the legislation for cultural and natural heritage. In
this legislation, the term “cultural assets” is used. It is defined as immovable and movable property
presenting artistic, historical, archaeological, ethno-anthropological, archival and bibliographic interest
as well as being rare and valuable [34]. This law does not offer different grades or levels of protection.
Instead, there is one level of protection given to eligible objects. The protection of heritage is ensured
by the Ministry of Heritage, which is articulated in a network of local offices centrally dependent on
the national Minister. This ensures consistency in the protection of the heritage, which originates from
the national Constitution. Regional governments are competent authorities for the activities aimed at
the enhancement of the tangible heritage assets.

4.2. Cultural Heritage in the Context of England

The scope and definition of heritage in the UK has developed over the last few decades from
a focus on monumentalism and prioritised grandeur, to one which normalises areas and buildings
which, may be argued, have no aesthetic glory, such as industrial, post-war heritage and heritage
landscapes [35–37]. Such wider versions of heritage have become embedded in recent planning policy
and practice, becoming part of contemporary heritage discourse [2,35]. The 2018 National Planning
Policy Framework (NPPF) defines a heritage asset as “A building, monument, site, place, area or
landscape identified as having a degree of significance meriting consideration in planning decisions,
because of its heritage interest” [38].

In the 19th Century, there was an increasing public interest in ancient monuments and buildings
stimulated by the work of topographers and historians [39]. This rising discourse began initially as
monument-centric, with the enactment of the Ancient Monuments Protection Act in 1882, passed to
solely protect ancient monuments such as long barrows and stone circles [40]. This legislation was
the first step towards the development of statutory classification of heritage known as “Listing” after
the Second World War [37,41]. It provided protection of approximately 50 prehistoric areas [42] and
appointed a single inspector of ancient monuments. The stage was therefore set for the birth of a
modern system of heritage protection and classification [43]. The demolition of houses during the
Second World War acted as a catalyst for more robust legislation [40], namely, the Ancient Monuments
and Archaeological Areas Act 1979. This Act broadly defines monuments as buildings, structure, site
or remains above or below the surface of the land, or any cave, excavation or other movable structure
that is a matter of public interest [44].

By the mid-1980s, conservation planning in England had evolved into an established and robust
system for protecting and classifying the built heritage of architectural or historical interest. It was
based around a hierarchy of “listing” to grade relative significance at Grade I (buildings of exceptional
importance), Grade II* (particularly important buildings of more than special interest) and Grade II
(buildings of special interest). The primary legislation called the Town and Country (Listed Buildings
and Conservation Areas) Planning Act 1990 imposes a duty on the Secretary of State to compile or
approve a list or lists of buildings of special architectural or historic interest (listed buildings) as a guide
to planning authorities when carrying out their planning functions [45]. The policy prescribes the
statutory criteria that should be followed when assessing whether a building is of special architectural
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or historic interest and should be added to the list [46]. The statutory protection on the built heritage in
England extends into gardens, parks and landscapes. The Buildings and Ancient Monuments Act 1953
gives authority for the compilation of “a register of gardens and other land situated in England and
appearing to them to be of special historic interest” [47]. The register was established in 1983 under the
National Heritage Act the Register, which is administered by Historic England. The classification for
parks and gardens follows the same convention as for listed buildings in that a landscape can be listed
at Grade I, Grade II* or Grade II depending on its relative national significance. Although this extension
to the scope of protected heritage is progressive, there is still an emphasis on the physicality, such as
structure, design style and materials [48]. Influenced by the growing discourse on the immaterial,
heritage conservation in the UK has begun to appreciate the association of tangible forms with elements
of immaterial, social and traditional significance and value [48], thus progressing from an exclusive
way of seeing defined by the nation, expertise, tangibility and White middle and upper classes [49].
Although the UK has not ratified the 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural
Heritage (Figure 1), comments made by the Department for Culture, Media and Sport suggested
that the Government acknowledges “the contribution that the UK’s oral traditions, social practices
and festive events make to the country’s cultural fabric and continues to encourage communities to
celebrate these practices” [50].

4.3. Cultural Heritage in the Context of Spain

Spain has a relatively complex administrative structure for the preservation of cultural
heritage [29,51], with multiple agents including the state government, regional government,
autonomous communities, private and financial institutions and individual owners [52,53]. Heritage
policy was brought to a halt during the years of Franco’s power from 1939 to 1975 [54]. Accelerated
urbanisation led to the degradation of Spanish cities and their architectural heritage [55,56] with the
replacement of historic quarters with new residential dwellings. During this time, Spain emerged as
a state-driven heritage industry side-by-side with preservationist practices of monumentalism and
the isolation of historical artefacts without considering their environments [54,57]. Therefore, the
political change ending the Franco regime prompted increased support and initiative for heritage and
its preservation [55]. An example of this is the text in Article 46 of the 1978 Constitution, which goes
beyond conservation and promotes the “enrichment of the historical, cultural and artistic heritage” of
Spain [58].

One of the first major reforms undertaken after a few years of the Socialist government is
the Historical Heritage Act of 1985. This law put cultural policies and deteriorating historic and
artistic heritage to the foreground of public attention [59]. A new wide-ranging definition of heritage
is included in this Act (Article 15) detailing real estate and movable objects, documentary and
bibliographic heritage, the archaeological sites and areas, as well as natural sites, gardens and parks
which have artistic, historical or anthropological value [60]. By expanding on the concept of cultural
heritage, which was traditionally centred on artistic monuments, the heritage law improved its
social background by enabling any asset that is not declared officially to be considered as historical
heritage [51]. Additionally, this piece of legislation was pioneering in heritage protection policy by
gradually transferring responsibilities to the regional authorities and municipal councils, thereby
decentralising the government, thus characterising Spain’s institutional framework by its Autonomous
Communities and the administrative territories into which it is divided [52,56]. However, these
different administrative levels are often found to be self-serving and conflicting in an attempt to
accrue mutually exclusive heritage jurisdiction [55]. Within these regions, there are certain standards
concerning conservation, rehabilitation and the protection of historic heritage [29]. It is also worth
noting that support is provided for maintenance, preservation and rehabilitation work through 1%
of the State Administration budget that must be used to assist the historic heritage [52,57]. Town
councils regulate matters according to Special Preservation Plans; however, there are reserve powers of
control by the heritage administration. These special plans are of significance for the maintenance of
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the urban and architectural structure as well as the settings of historical sites [52,53,57,60]. Following
these advances, from 1990, the Autonomous Communities began using these newly given powers to
create their own laws for cultural heritage as well as a regional cultural identity [61].

To a certain extent, a common feature in these laws stemming from the 1985 Heritage Act is the
classification of cultural assets into three main categories, immovable, movable and intangible as well
as an additional category of special heritage (archaeological, ethnographic, documentary, bibliographic
and even industrial) [51,60]. Another commonality is the establishment of three levels of protection,
the first being the maximum, for Assets of Cultural Interest [51]. Focusing on immovable assets, this
protection covers the most prominent cultural assets including monuments, historic gardens, historic
ensembles, historic sites and archaeological areas [60], although almost all Autonomous Communities
have expanded on these categories by including, for example, areas of ethnographic or ethnological
interest, monumental complexes, paleontological areas and archaeological protection areas. The second
level of protection is the intermediate (Inventoried or Catalogued), and the third is the minimum level
which mainly consists of integrating assets of cultural heritage [51].

Changes in the field of cultural heritage such as the introduction of international conventions
and new challenges in the protection of national heritage highlighted the need to modernise the
1985 Historical Heritage Act [57]. Heritage as a concept began increasingly being approached as an
assemblage that includes material and immaterial forms: representations and aspirations, mortar
and emotions, values and interpretations, symbols and narratives [61,62], therefore leading to work
by the Ministry of Culture on a draft Act on Cultural Heritage in 2008. The conceptualisation of
Spanish heritage was further broadened with the approval of the Act on Protection of Intangible
Cultural Heritage in 2014, as well as new initiatives on integrating cultural assets into landscape
development [51,53]. Although this is a step in the right direction, the continuous fragmentation of
Spanish laws and the various initiatives make it difficult to integrate the protection of cultural heritage
and promoting support for its protection and management.

5. Discussion

Findings from the analysis of the literature show how the policy definition of cultural heritage
across Europe can be considered as reasonably homogeneous, and this is confirmed by the in-depth
analysis of the three chosen testing case studies. The driver of such homogeneity can be identified in
the consistent and continuous action of the international researchers and experts’ community, through
international governmental and nongovernmental institutions (e.g., UNESCO, ICOMOS), performed
through charters, documents and brought at the local level through a constant advocacy process,
which created the conditions for having such a common understanding at local level. Although
the foundations of heritage are slightly different in each context [63], the current conceptualisations
of heritage have emerged with a similar redefined narrative. As discussed in Section 2 of this
paper, UNESCO has played a pivotal role in mobilising such a Eurocentric discourse that values the
authenticity of original fabric and aesthetic qualities. It places European values as central to human
history, engaging in what Smith [2] describes as “heritage making”.

The assets considered as heritage by UNESCO are wide-ranging, including monuments, groups
of buildings and areas and sites of outstanding universal value [14], and more recently including
intangible assets. This evolution of the nature of the concept of cultural heritage is consistent in the
European landscape. The main shift has been concerned with incorporating the larger sociocultural
value as a dynamic process of co-creation of the cultural assets, beyond the static appreciation of the
aesthetic value of the cultural heritage as such. Heritage is therefore considered as shaping processes
of social inclusion [1,49]. This shift has been expressed with the incorporation of the intangible
expressions of cultural heritage as autonomous ontological category of objects to protect, as well as
with the expansion of the criteria underpinned to the recognition of value for the traditional categories
such as monuments, parks and other tangible assets. The policy rhetoric of perceiving cultural heritage
as a vector of dialogue, cooperation and mutual understanding is emphasised as a prime motivation for
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protecting heritage, although Meskell [64] argues that these utopian goals are mired by the promotion
of competitive branding through the World Heritage sites and bureaucracy surrounding it [17]. These
sociopolitical and economic agendas are reflected in the European pursuit of common identity and
unity for all members [65,66], promoting European values and community action in favour of bringing
European citizens closer together [12]. At both levels, the hallmark of heritage industry is continuously
redefined as the preservation of cultural heritage referring not just to its materiality, but also considering
the wider potential allowing for multiple benefits.

The analysis of the three chosen case studies conducted in the previous sections allows the
identification of commonalities across the three cases, confirming that the concept of heritage as
elaborated and accepted at international and European level reflects the three chosen countries’
framework and underpinned values. Figure 2 displays a comparative image of the scope of heritage
assets in the three country contexts. The three countries have different forms of classifying cultural
heritage. In all three county contexts, there is reference to movable and non-movable assets stemming
from the UNESCO framework. There is less clarity to the embedded and interdependent nature of the
intangible qualities within the conceptualisation of heritage. One can identify three main categories
that are present in all contexts: monuments, historic ensembles and sites and landscape heritage,
such as gardens and parks. The associated values mentioned in Table 1 include artistic, aesthetic
and archaeological values but also different values that testify to the symbolic and civic qualities of
each country.

1 
 

 

Figure 2. Classification of heritage in country contexts.



Heritage 2019, 2 2540

Table 1. Comparative analysis of the heritage concept in England, Italy and Spain.

Italy England Spain

Why: Motivation for
protection to heritage

(values)

Artistic, historical,
archaeological,

ethno-anthropological, archival
and bibliographic interest

(Article 2, 10)
Significance to political, military,

literature and art history, of
science, technology, industry

and culture in general (article 10)
Collective cultural identity,

social and civic, religious and
symbolic value (article 7, 10)

Evidential value: the potential of a
place to yield evidence about past

human activity.
Historical value: the ways in which

past people, events and aspects of life
can be connected through a place to

the present—it tends to be illustrative
or associative.

Aesthetic value: the ways in which
people draw sensory and intellectual

stimulation from a place.
Communal value: the meanings of a

place for the people who relate to it, or
for whom it figures in their collective

experience or memory

Artistic, historical,
paleontological,

archaeological, ethnographic,
scientific or technical value

(Article 15)
Promoting national and
regional cultural identity
and sense of belonging

How: Means of
ensuring protection

to heritage

Multiple level legislative
framework process. Four levels
of government: State, regions,
Provinces and Municipalities

Government Policy and Guidance
(National Planning Framework) and
Primary Legislation; Listed System

Local Plans
Funding

Knowledge Platform and sharing

Constitutional provisions,
national legislation and

regional laws
Special Plans

Regional authorities and
municipal councils

1% of the State
Administration budget

How: Means of
ensuring protection

to heritage

Overall responsibility with the
Ministry for Heritage and

Cultural Activities (National)
Further articulated in Regional
Directions for Cultural Assets

and Landscape and local
Soprintendenze (branch offices)

The Department for Culture Media
and Sport (DCMS) responsible for

policy on the Historic environment.
Historic England (Public Body) is the

statutory adviser
Local planning authorities responsible

for making management decisions
about designated heritage

Responsibility resides with
autonomic regional

governments

With regard to the measures of ensuring protection to heritage, each country has different
approaches (Table 1). In England, there is a strong focus on national legislation, particularly through
planning policies. This is coordinated with local councils to protect heritage through the listing process
described in Section 4.2. The public body, Historic England is tasked with protecting the historical
environment of England by preserving and listing historic buildings, ancient monuments and advising
central and local government. In Italy, the coordination of protection is a bit more complex, with balance
between the Ministry and regional entities with procedures allowing for database and knowledge
sharing through municipal plans. Some efforts are made to support the municipalities with tools to
allow them to apply distinct measures and levels of intervention [29]. By contrast, Spain’s autonomous
communities have their own process of protection with minimal national coordination, where each
region adapts the national law according to the characteristics of their own heritage.

6. Conclusions

In conclusion, how the concept of heritage can be considered as reasonable homogeneous at
European policy level and intertwined with the international charters and documents has been
discussed. Indeed, the contribution of Europeans to international institutions (UNESCO, ICOMOS) in
the definition of concepts and approaches has been more than significant; hence, such an alignment was
expected. The three case studies chosen for testing this initial finding confirmed that at national level,
assets, values and instruments also reflect the international and European framework. This finding
is relevant to policy makers, since it allows supporting potential common frameworks for cultural
heritage management at European level, including risk management and risk reduction policies. As
anticipated in the introductory section, this paper represents the first step of a wider research aimed
at creating a common framework for the protection of European heritage. This will be achieved by
identifying a homogeneous system of classification of heritage and associated values first, then by
evaluating the exposure to the risk and associated protection strategies. Findings from this paper
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were essential to set the basis for creating a potential common platform for classification. Conversely,
despite this consistent policy discourse, there are limitations in knowledge about the possibility of
integrating and recognising plural views of heritage, perhaps more evident at the community level
within a common European framework, and what this means for risk assessment. Additionally, further
interrogation is needed into the power relations and how decisions can be made about what should be
kept and what not. Future studies will shed light on the implementation issues which may arise from
the creation of a common European framework for cultural heritage management, with emphasis on
risk management and risk reduction of cultural heritage.
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