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Q: Discuss the effectiveness and potential of ‘community engagement’ in enhancing the sustainability of heritage sites.
This essay argues that community engagement is vital in sustaining heritage sites. For this to be effective, community planning, volunteerism, diversity and inclusion are key. Applying the four levels of community engagement as proposed by Historic England (2017), it further justifies the above assumption by showing that through promotion, participation, partnership and leadership together, the government and practitioners, alongside the community, can better sustain heritage sites for the good of humanity. This will also protect the heritage of the immediately local people who own it and share its identity.
Key words: community engagement, sustainability, partnership, collaboration
Community engagement is a community-centred orientation based in dialogue (Johnston, 2018) this implies communication is an essential part of the process. Community engagement allows a more contextualised understanding of community members’ perceptions of heritage sites, and facilitates stronger relationships among and between them. The outcome of community engagement is ultimately increased social capital and stronger relational networks, which ensure sustainability. While community organising involves the process of building a grassroots movement and collaboration involving communities, community engagement primarily deals with the practice of moving communities towards change and adaptation, demonstrating how to realise the true potential of tangible heritage entrusted to their care by nature or government.
According to Chitty (2017, p3), ‘public participation and local community involvement have taken centre ground over the last two decades. They are arguably recognised as the new norm’. Moreover, they are also an effective avenue for sustaining heritage sites. As a real-life example, the little town of Poka in South West Nigeria contains the small River Beta; it is believed to host the goddess of fertility in that local community, whose role is similar to the Greek god Dionysus (the god of wine and fertility). Therefore, in local practice, only women are allowed to lead worship and make decisions on the river’s care and preservation. Nevertheless, a group of curious Western experts had heard about the potency of the river and gained the local government’s permission to develop it into a huge tourist site. The expedition was led by men, which in itself is
 a taboo, according to local custom; it soon led to disaster, as oral history has it that the men perished at the river by vomiting blood, despite their good and genuine intention. To interpret this event using the normative theory of morality (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2020), there is an absence of morality and respect in ignoring a local community’s participation in any decision concerning their heritage, and by extension, ways of life. The disaster could have been avoided if the experts had involved the relevant parties as co-developers of what was theirs traditionally. Approaches such as this are fundamentally wrong and suggest superior thinking and lack of acknowledgement of local wisdoms and ideas, which are key to the successful preservation of local sites.
The power of experts–community engagement cannot be underestimated; this concept was embodied in the Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter of 1979, which emphasised the importance of the international principles of cohesion, social inclusion and diversity. The UK white paper on culture (UK Government, 2006) revealed that there are challenges in realising the potential of heritage sites through community engagement; however, it acknowledged the potential benefits of such collaboration, such as increasing local patronage of local sites. This can increase the country’s GDP, as without the community’s involvement, such spending would encourage foreign tourism. For instance, if a local site is closed by the government for maintenance, without proper communication and engagement of the locals, they will be forced to seek their identity elsewhere. A recent example (Aljazeera,2022) is the Indonesian government’s non-engagement with football fans in that country – the result was seen on TV, with Indonesians seeking their identity elsewhere, as they marched in the streets to celebrate and identify with Argentina’s world cup victory. This might not have been the case if their government had involved them in attending their major local games in their own stadiums, which would have become important places for them. For instance, Wembley is more than a mere football stadium in England, but a cultural site, sustained by the patronage of English fans and their willingness to participate and support its glory and sustenance, instead of seeking identity elsewhere. Thus, the benefits of engagement with the populace in heritage cannot be overemphasised, in terms of benefits to local tourism and development.
The Agenda 21, known as the Rio Declaration for Sustainable Development, offers a glimpse into the influence of community in implementing governmental goals. This was so effective that 6,400 local governments globally engaged in their unique Agenda 21 activities with their locals, and achieved the threefold global aims set in Rio de Janeiro, in terms of sustainable development, which included heritage and tourism growth (Rok and Kuhn, 2022). Other meaningful declarations – such as the Stockholm Declarations 1998, Council of Europe Framework Convention 1994 on the Value of Heritage for Society, Faro Council of Europe 2005, and the UNESCO Convention on the Protection and Promotion of Diversity of Cultural Expressions 2005 (Chitty, 2017) – emphasise people-centred approaches to maintain heritage sites. These conventions all share a concern with individuals’ rights to participate freely in the cultural life of the community. The framework of community engagement rests on involving community members, according to the principle of respecting their rights to be informed, consulted, involved and empowered, based on mutual trust. This is an important approach for achieving a long-lasting and effective sustainable model for the enhancement and sustainability of heritage sites (Penn State College, no date). 
According to Smith and Waterton (2013), both practitioners and community members must see each other as equal partners in conservation. They warned of the danger of policymakers ‘Yoking Heritage and Community’ in an authorised way, without listening to the concerns of the locals. They emphasised social inclusion, citing why the socially less privileged should not be assumed to want to visit stately homes if they personally have no memory of such places. Therefore, if policymakers fail to engage with different strata of the society, they would be imposing misplaced priorities which would only widen the divide of mutual suspicion; as a result, heritage sites would lose their value because of such unresolved wrangling. A good example of such poor communication, based on assumption rather than consultation, is the case of looted artifacts that were recently repatriated to Nigeria in December 2022. This might have happened sooner had the Edo State government not unilaterally assumed that the Benin people would prefer the artifacts to be curated in a proposed museum, known as the Edo Museum of West Africa, which was to be largely funded by the German government. However, the Benin Kingdom’s community members wanted the returned icons to be curated at the proposed Royal Museum of Benin, located inside the palace. This led to in-fighting that grossly delayed the return of the over 1000 stolen artifacts, housed in Germany, the UK, US, and other European countries. In all, only 22 artifacts have been returned by the German government, Horniman Museum UK, and Smithsonian Institutions’ Museum of Art and Rhode Island School of Design Museum in Washington DC (The Art Newspaper, 2022). The Benin community’s concern was that without an agreed site in Nigeria, the collections would be at risk of being housed in a disputed location, which might either be looted or forgotten about entirely. This would not have been the case had the government consulted with the people, rather than assumed what they wanted.
At this juncture, this paper will analyse the levels of community engagement propounded by Historic England, as previously mentioned. The first is promotion – it is vital that policymakers make efforts to explain their ideas thoroughly to the community they intend to actualise the plan. Lightbody (2017) opined that ‘With the continuously changing world of politics, now more than ever it is important to involve citizens and communities in decision making in order to ensure that decisions made reflect the needs of the public and that citizens have a hand in shaping their own futures.’ For example, the first oil rig site in Nigeria, known as Oloibiri oil well, is currently wasting away, instead of generating millions from tourists – because the government of Nigeria would not engage with the community. This has led to needless killings, fighting and intra-communal clashes with those who support the government’s plan to transform the site into a sustainable heritage site that tells the story of oil exploration in Nigeria. This situation can only lead to cultural memory loss of such a heritage of national value and significance. The Actor-Network theory (Arnaboldi and Spiller, 2011) is applicable to the promotion of ideas. In order to succeed, practitioners must value the heritage site as much as the local community as equal partners; without the community, who are the custodians of heritage sites, little can be achieved. Therefore, the ideas must be properly disseminated to the parties concerned; either through a one-on-one approach, mass media, or social media prior communication to ensure understanding, so that any ignorance is eradiated ahead of the programme or project launch.
Second, participation is vital for the sustainability of heritage sites. In the words of De Cuellar (2021), ‘Development divorced from its human or cultural context is development without a soul’. Real collaborations between stakeholders are effective in creating a lasting sense of belonging. This can be realised using different mechanisms, such as volunteerism, whereby experts should endeavour to create opportunities for volunteer participation by creating such vacancies in proposed projects. English Heritage is one organisation that has successfully applied this model; its website includes a section for volunteer recruitment, for recruiting staff for its numerous projects throughout the country; it also publishes a Volunteer Focus magazine. These methods connect locals to sustaining its numerous garden sites, thereby reducing the financial cost of maintaining those historic grounds. No doubt this is a win-win situation, mutually beneficial to all parties involved. 
Third, partnership also ensures that the preservation of heritage sites can be sustained. In many African communities, especially in Yorubaland, shrines are a responsibility of the community that hosts them; some of the activities of carrying out sacrifices to propitiate the gods can only be performed by indigenes of such communities. An example of this is the Osun Osogbo festival, which is held annually to sanctify and extol the value of the Osun Osogbo sacred grove, a UNESCO heritage site. Although the event and the site itself is funded by the Osun State government, the partnership is essential, as government officials, however knowledgeable they might be, cannot carry out functions exclusive to the natives, according to culture and tradition. Another example is the maintenance of the sacred Kaya forests in Kenya, a UNESCO World Heritage site maintained by local communities; this is a success story that proves that the established authority cannot do it alone (Rössler, 1973, p. 28).
The fourth level is leadership: for community engagement to be effective, it is sometimes important for local actors to be in charge, as they usually understand the terrain of their heritage site best, and the challenges it faces. As the African adage goes, ‘He who wear the shoe knows where it pinches’. Perkin (2020) warned against project managers adopting the top-down approach in managing heritage, as in the earlier example on the Osun Osogbo grove’s festival. The virgin lady who leads the Osun Oshogbo festival must be an indigene of the community in accordance with tradition, in order for peace to reign; therefore, it will be an exercise in futility to adopt any replacement model in such an engagement. Furthermore, when the people concerned about a heritage site are put in charge, they are entrusted with watching over their property. 
This paper disagrees with the notion that experts have a monopoly of knowledge on heritage preservation; sometimes, the real teacher is culture and tradition. If an expert insists on leading an initiative they are not born into, this is an insult to the collective memory of a community. As the saying goes, ‘The hood doesn’t make the monk’: hence, the fact that many community elders might lack a Western education does not make them less knowledgeable in matters that requires native wisdoms. Only the initiates can understand; therefore, they need to be at the vanguard of preserving their heritage sites.
Youth engagement is one area that practitioners need to focus on in realising the true potential of community engagement, in order to ensure the enduring legacy of heritage sites. According to the maxim that ‘The youth are the future’, they must be encouraged to participate in heritage site preservation, so that when they grow old, they will pass on the torch and share wisdom with their communal lineage, based on knowledge acquired while young. It must also be emphasised that the majority of volunteers are young people; therefore, there is unlimited potential for experts to collaborate with them. A new Bongo Flava theme song to promote marine cultural heritage, by popular Tanzanian rapper Chemical – in collaboration with Dr Elgidius Ichumbaki, Associate Professor in the Department of Archaeology & Heritage Studies at the University of Dar es Salaam – is a typical example of utilising the talents of young people whose interest lies elsewhere, such as music and sports, other than heritage (Ichumbaki and Lubao, 2020). Dr Ichumbaki knew that if he could get a Bongo Flava genre musician such as Chemical to promote and create awareness through music, more people in the community, especially young people, would be drawn to heritage issues and sites. As a result, Chemical’s ‘Bahari Yetu’ song (meaning ‘Our Ocean’) was so successful so that Mrs Ann Therese Ndong-Jatta, the Director and Representative of UNESCO’s Regional Office for Eastern Africa, reacted thus: ‘UNESCO appreciates the partnership formed with the Rising from the Depths Network,which aims to fill knowledge gaps, and ensure that the important role Marine and Underwater Cultural Heritage plays in long term sustainability is appreciated, and delivers impacts across primary stakeholder groups including local communities, industry and policy.’(UNESCO, no date)
The need for experts to explore diversity in the community cannot be over-emphasised. Especially when consulting for a new project in a community, the government must factor in the statistics of excluded groups, and find why and how to include them. Hence, if a heritage site is being proposed in a downtown area, the government should seek to understand if it will be viable economically for the residents to access it. If they cannot afford to visit the proposed site when completed, the planners should look for a way to first provide employment in the deprived area(s) so that the site is not only serving the elites – who, despite having the financial means, might not be willing to partner or volunteer to maintain the site. Let us imagine a proposed Madame Tussauds site in Hackney, London, where poverty is at an all-time high. This would simply reveal that the government had not considered that the locals cannot afford to visit, and the siting must have been based on an assumption that everyone can pay an exorbitant fee, when they are only concerned about their daily bread. Obviously, should such a development come to such an area, the inhabitants would not be interested and the project in the long run would not be sustainable; thus, any form of engagement with the community must be all-encompassing in order to achieve results. 
In addition, the issue of diversity in community engagement also has a cultural ethnicity aspect. If a heritage site is being proposed, it must seek the opinion of the community: for instance, a black-dominated community in Peckham, London would be more likely to cherish an immigrant museum compared to a pottery museum; vice versa, a city such as Stoke-on-Trent in the Midlands will relate more to a pottery museum. Thus, diverse voices are essential in community engagement. Also, the selection of community leaders to represent the stakeholders on both sides of the interaction should reflect the different backgrounds of actors and people living in the community, in order to include balanced views on the issues. This paper agrees with Bernstein and Isaac’s assertion (2021) that ‘by opening communicative space and fostering community engagement in socially relevant issues, community dialogue can build trust and social cohesion that benefit their community’. This mutual trust is crucial for starting, maintaining and sustaining a heritage site in a community.
Despite the benefits of the heritage experts–community relationship, there abound challenges that can hamper development efforts. ‘Communities can no longer be considered as just another category of stakeholders but must be sine-qua non within heritage discourse’ (Chitty, 2017). But how can they be successful in creating a capacity for local ownership? The effectiveness of the attempt at public engagement will depend on thinking out policies before they are rolled out. As Ripp and Rodwell (2017) opined, development can be realised through the multiple dimensions of sustainability, such as economic, social, environmental, cultural and governance. Good governance, they emphasised – based on the principles of openness, participation, accountability, effectiveness, coherence and subsidiarity – is essential for guaranteeing the successful implementation of public policies, in a more efficient and effective disbursement of public resources; and to increase citizens’ direct participation, involvement, engagement and empowerment as needed.
One of the ways of realising a meaningful government is community engagement with respect for the territorial integrity of community concerns; thus, government agents should not trespass if the inhabitants of the community are not ready for interactions with the outside world. For this reason, this essay supports the Indian government’s regulations, which clearly prohibit any interaction with people on the island called North Sentinel (New York Times,2018). Even though they might be willing to develop the heritage sites of such a beautiful Island, the tribes there are opposed to any outside interaction; hence, the Indian government, knowing fully how dangerous a forced interaction with them at this time might be, enacted the law prohibiting visitors. The last person who went there against the advice and regulation, an American named John Allen Chau (New York Times, 2018), was immediately hit by an arrow and killed by the tribes – perhaps due to their fear and suspicion.
Another challenge is inadequately skilled facilitators. In this era of mediocrity, several administrators in charge of the public engagement process lack engagement skills. They may also lack community participation experience, although they might be grounded theoretically. Hence, it is recommended that people who intend to work in today’s heritage industries study industry-related courses such as professional doctorates, rather than a traditional PhD, in order to be better prepared for such situations.
Linguistic and cultural barriers are usually a concern in situations when there is wide diversity of participants. It might be of use to invest in interpreters to ensure a smooth interaction between professionals and community members, where necessary. Costs should be budgeted by governmental departments, as such a venture can have a serious financial implications. Recollect (2020) enumerates some solutions, such as cultural heritage organisations using their power and knowledge to educate, inspire, and enlighten their communities. 
This essay concludes that community engagement has the potential to drive the sustainability of heritage sites; however, this is only effective if the right protocols are followed, by mutual recognition of ideas and knowledge between the authorised heritage experts, government, and community; and if the engagement is well-timed, based on an evaluation of the situation in reality. More importantly, consultation and communication methods must be carefully considered, as mismanagement of information can lead to a communication breakdown. Equally, there must be a sincerity of purpose, otherwise doubt will set in and a lack of community cooperation will follow. Overall, there is likely to be no alternative to community engagement now, for sustaining and maintaining heritage sites, as the locals tend to understand and appreciate their heritage better than any external opinion leaders or expert thinking. Hence, this paper concludes that community engagement is potentially effective, as a step in the right direction.

References
Argentina world cup celebration in Indonesia (Aljazeera news at Ten 2022)
Arnaboldi, M. and Spiller, N. (2011) ‘‘Actors-network theory and stakeholder collaboration: The case of Cultural Districts.’’ Tourism Management .02615177: pp 641-654
Bernstein, A. G. and Isaac, C. A. (2021) Gentrification: The role of dialogue in community engagement and social cohesion, Journal of Urban Affairs, DOI: 10.1080/07352166.2021.1877550
Encyclopedia Britannica (2020, April 28). moral theology
Chitty, G. (2017) Engaging Conservation: Practising conservation in communities. In G. Chitty (Ed.), Heritage, Conservation and Communities: Engagement, participation and capacity building (pp. 1-14). (Heritage Culture and Identity). Routledge.
De Cuellar, J. P. Our Creative Diversity: Report of the World Commission on Culture and Development; UNESCO: Paris, France, 1996; Available online: https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000101651 (accessed on 27 December 2022).
Historic England (2017) Delivering Public Engagement, Skills and Training 
Ichumbaki, E. B. and Lubao, C. B. (2020) Musicalizing heritage and heritagizing music for enhancing community awareness of preserving world heritage sites in Africa, International Journal of Heritage Studies, 26(4), pp. 415-432, DOI: 10.1080/13527258.2019.1644527
Johnston, K. A. (2018). Toward a theory of social engagement. In K. A. Johnston & M. Taylor (Eds.), The Handbook of Communication Engagement (pp. 19-32). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.
	
	

	Lightbody, R. (2017) ‘Hard to reach’ or ‘easy to ignore’? Promoting equality in community engagement. What Works Scotland.
	

	
	

	


New York Times.(2018) Isolated Tribe Kills American With Bow and Arrow on Remote Indian Island (nytimes.com)
Penn State University. What is community engagement? https://aese.psu.edu/research/centers/cecd/engagement-toolbox/engagement/what-is-community-engagement 
Perkin, C. (2020) Beyond the rhetoric: negotiating the politics and realising the potential of community‐driven heritage engagement. International Journal of Heritage Studies, 16(1-2), pp. 107-122.
Recollect. Community engagement with cultural heritage (recollectcms.com)
Ripp, M. and Rodwell, D. (2018) Governance in UNESCO World Heritage Sites: Reframing the Role of Management Plans as a Tool to Improve Community Engagement. In: Makuvaza, S. (Eds.) Aspects of Management Planning for Cultural World Heritage Sites. Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-69856-4_18
Rok, A and Kuhn, S. (2022) ICLEI-Local Governments for Sustainability.  ICLEI – Local Governments for Sustainability accessed on 26/12/2022
Rössler, M. (1973). Partners in site management. A shift in focus: heritage and community involvement. In: Albert, M. T., Richon, M., Vnals, M. J., Witcomb, A. (Eds.), Community Development through World Heritage;, pp. 27-31.
Smith, L. and Waterton, E. (2013) Heritage, communities and archaeology. A&C Black.
	
	


The Art News Paper.(2022) Trove of Benin bronzes in US museum collections repatriated to Nigeria 
UK Government (2006) Government Response to the Culture, Media and Sport Committee Report on Protecting and Preserving our Heritage Presented to Parliament by the Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport by Command of her Majesty, October 2006.
UNESCO. New Tanzania’s Bongo flava song released to promote the importance of marine cultural heritage






2

