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Abstract

Purpose — This paper aims to study possible differences between the Outstanding Universal Value (OUV) defined
in the designation of Cuenca as a World Heritage (WH) site and its inhabitants’ perceptions of heritage value. The
study is based on research conducted in the historic centre of Cuenca in Ecuador, which was accorded WH status
in 1999.

Design/methodology/approach — The research employs both quantitative and qualitative methodologies,
providing a complementary approach to the research subject. Quantitative research involved a probability
survey of 400 informants randomly selected from the population of the canton of Cuenca, while qualitative
research included 40 semi-structured interviews with residents and traders in the historic centre and 150
further written consultations with residents of the city.

Findings — Following the introduction, methodology and description, the paper presents the data gathered
from the survey and interviews. These indicate inhabitants’ perceptions of the meaning, values, and uses of
WH in Cuenca and reveal differences between their perceptions and those of the official OUV.
Originality/value — Although there are several studies on WH residents’ perceptions of UNESCO OUYV, few
highlight the mismatch between local community views of heritage and those established by UNESCO. This
study reflects critically on the concept of OUV, which is based on technical and political criteria rather than
social participation. The study employs methodologies that could be applied in other case studies and used to
improve heritage management. This is the only study on local perceptions of Cuenca’s OUV.

Keywords Citizens’ perceptions, Cultural Heritage, Historic centre, Outstanding Universal Value,
World Heritage
Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction

The UNESCO World Heritage (WH) Convention has a major impact on cultural heritage
conservation policies worldwide. Many analytical, applied and even critical studies have
examined the significance of this global policy (Keough, 2011; Labadi, 2018). Besides, the
Convention’s influence on heritage protection, it has given rise to a set of theoretical concepts
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that are used to evaluate elements in applications for inclusion on the WH List. These include
concepts such as authenticity, creative process and integrity (Jokilehto, 2006).

One of the most commonly used concepts to determine whether it should designate WH is
that of Outstanding Universal Value (OUV), which refers to the supposedly objective values
required for inclusion (Von Droste, 2011). The OUV aims to enable cultural and natural sites
to be evaluated according to general criteria through (1) the creation of an international
framework for the enhancement, conservation and dissemination of cultural heritage and (2)
the creation of new institutions and more international conservation work (von Droste, 2011,
p. 27). When deciding which cultural assets should be considered WH, the OUV should enable
decisions to be more objective.

The idea of the existence of OUV recognized internationally based on tradition, authenticity,
and cultural and/or natural integrity has an extended history and existed long before the
adoption of the 1972 Convention (Cotte, 2012; Von Droste, 2011). Since then, successive UNESCO
and ICOMOS reports have specified the criteria for measuring them. The 2005 Operational
Guidelines established 10 exceptionality criteria for including a heritage site on the List (six for
cultural and four for natural heritage). The criteria evolved with the concept of cultural heritage
following debates on several aspects: social participation in heritage processes and meanings;
the intangibility of heritage for society, advances in technology, industry science; the fragility of
the natural environment, and a drive towards a more representative and credible List (Jokilheto,
2006; Cameron and Rossler, 2011; Cotte, 2012, p. 168).

Operational Guidelines specify the items must (1) represent a masterpiece of human creative
genius; (2) exhibit an important interchange of human values; (3) bear a unique or at least
exceptional testimony to a cultural tradition or to a civilization which is living or which has
disappeared; (4) be an outstanding example of a type of building, architectural or technological
ensemble or landscape which illustrates a significant stage(s) in human history; (5) be an
outstanding example of a traditional human settlement, land-use or sea-use which represents a
culture (or cultures), or human interaction with the environment; (6) be directly or tangibly
associated with events or living traditions, with ideas or with beliefs, with artistic and literary
works of outstanding universal significance; (7) contain superlative natural phenomena or areas
of exceptional natural beauty and aesthetic importance; (8) be outstanding examples
representing major stages of the Earth’s history; (9) be outstanding examples representing
significant ongoing ecological and biological processes and (10) contain the most significant
natural habitats for i#-sifu conservation of biological diversity (Sardon, 2013).

Several studies have pinpointed that despite the supposed objectivity in the WH
designations and the technical criteria adopted, these aspects do not always coincide with the
views of local people (Turner and Tomer, 2013; Fouseki et al., 2020). This is because the
attribution of certain values by specialists does not always match the values attributed to
society. It is therefore important to understand the connections and meanings of the latter to
achieve greater involvement of the population in heritagization processes. As several authors
have criticized, the processes of WH designation are mostly based on political processes
rather than true participatory practices (Messeri, 2013; Bortolotto, 2015).

The starting point for our article is a critical perspective on the mismatch between the
community’s perception of heritage values and the OUV recognized in the WH designation.
The OUVs used to justify Cuenca’s inclusion on the List are neither understood nor perceived
by the inhabitants of the town, as we have stated in other works (Molina, 2019a, b). While
community perceptions are to do with the predominantly social, cultural and political uses of
heritage, the OUVs defined in the nomination process are based on technical reasons and
highlight the values that increase the chances of being awarded WH status (Avrami and
Mason, 2019; Van der Hoeven, 2020; Clark, 2019). Therefore, there are differences and even
clashes between the technical reasons provided in WH nominations and the heritage values
given by the inhabitants of Cuenca.



Based on the previous premises, our research has two main objectives: (1) to analyze
community perceptions of the heritage values of Cuenca and (2) to highlight the main
differences between those perceptions of WH and the criteria adopted as OUV.

The mismatch between the officially recognized OUV and inhabitants’ perception of
heritage can lead to problems in the management of WH sites. Such designation may alter the
relationship between heritage and local society by establishing legislative and administrative
frameworks or new economic dynamics that restrict society’s access (Omland, 2006; Labadi,
2018). So, it is possible that inclusion on the List may produce reactions that are the opposite
of the intention. Imposing of an external and standardizing view that is not in line with other
local views may limit opportunities to re-signify heritages and for new generations to
innovate and create new heritage elements (Ramo, 2012; MiSeti¢, 2015). Restrictions on
cultural assets and values can distort their meaning for local groups, and generate a loss of
originality in the broader context (Mallarach and Verschuuren, 2019).

Including a site on the UNESCO List implies achieving exceptional status in certain
categories. However, cultural sites are in unique economic, political and social contexts, which
prompt whether UNESCO’s unique and authentic values considered more important than
those perceived by local society (Smith, 2015; Harrison, 2012; Vahtikari, 2016). As determined
by UNESCO, we can refer to these values as social constructs, then to what extent should the
criteria established by this institution be recognized as “the best”? And is it possible to
consider local processes to give them new meanings? This should be possible as long as we
can identify the different ways in which cultural values are appreciated and instrumentalized
by diverse stakeholders. Albeit either complementing or opposing each other, these processes
and the heritage management narratives that describe them, are essential for both
establishing unique WH status and enabling local groups to play a role in the process (Smith,
2015; Bryce, Curran ef al, 2015, Graham et al., 2016).

Despite the various changes proposed by UNESCO to encourage social participation in
heritage management (Brown and Hay-Edie, 2014), one wonders whether significant work
has been done regarding the OUV. Considerable constributions have been done in theory, but
there is still a wide gap between the supposedly global perspective implied by inclusion on the
WH List and local perspectives that endow cultural heritage with specific meanings.

The global/local duality raises numerous theoretical questions about WH management
and the definition of the OUV, as stated in the academic literature (Cameron and Rossler,
2018). Perhaps UNESCO should consider the following questions: Can genuine participatory
engagement in WH processes be achieved when external assessments differ from local
perceptions? Is it possible that the OUV, which is frequently the outcome of technical dossiers
created to gain WH designation, is a technical artifice that is far removed from communities’
perceptions of heritage? There are also practical questions regarding the improvement of WH
management processes that the institutions should consider: Can the community’s values
and opinions about what they consider being cultural heritage incorporated into
management so that it becomes part of the OUV? The monitoring and evaluation of OUV
by local people would allow us to better face the challenges of conservation and management
of these heritage assets (Cameron and Rossler, 2018).

2. Research methodology

Academics recognize that all research methods have their limitations. Quantitative methods
make it possible to evaluate hypotheses by generating quantifiable data that establish
objective associations or correlations (Allwood, 2012; Creswell and Creswell, 2017).
Qualitative methods explore meanings more deeply and seek to understand relations
amongst social subjects heuristically (Guerrero, 2002). Both methodologies have inherent
biases that can be neutralized by combining the two in a mixed methodology that provides
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understanding of the research problem by highlighting the similarities or inconsistencies
between the two sets of results (Creswell and Creswell, 2017). Allwood (2012) argues that
researchers who choose to use mixed methodology must justify clearly why it is necessary. In
our case, our main objective was to identify disparities between the authorized discourses of
OUYV and public perceptions of heritage value (Ateca-Amestooy et al., 2021). To achieve that
goal, we employed both quantitative and qualitative procedures [1].

The quantitative approach involved a probability sample of 400 random surveys that
were extrapolated to the entire population in the canton [2] of Cuenca. The sample size was
collected from the estimated population of the urban parishes (636,269 inhabitants, INEC,
2017), with 95% confidence. Since not all parishes have the same population density (INEC,
2010), the sample was stratified to improve balance. Given the lack of studies that use
probability sampling to study perceptions on WH (Molina, 2019a, b), we drew on the surveys
on citizen perception of Cultural Heritage conducted out in Edinburgh (Edinburgh Council,
2011) and Victoria, Australia (The Heritage Council of Victoria, 2014). In addition, we
collected data on the local context generated from primary sources, such as budgets,
programs and projects of all the local public institutions involved in heritage management.

The questionnaire for the survey employed ten-point Likert scales with pairwise
discrimination to avoid central tendency bias. The Likert scale is one of the most reliable
instruments for measuring perceptions of a particular phenomenon, as it provides clear
responses indicating different degrees of opinion (Jebb et al, 2021).

The data obtained were coded in the SPSS software and percentages were obtained for
each item. To generate supplementary information, two open questions were also asked
about citizens’ knowledge of the OUV and the elements of the historic centre of Cuenca with
which people identify [3]. The responses were coded in categories based on response
frequencies.

The questionnaire was pilot-tested to assess its reliability and refine the questions. The
final survey information was collected by 52 trained interviewers in public places with
intense pedestrian traffic. The surveys conducted were randomized during the first two
weeks of April 2017 in two-hour periods (morning and afternoon), on different days.

For the qualitative analysis, we employed an ethnographic approach that Guber, (2001)
has described in three ways, as focus, method and text: a means of understanding social
phenomena from the perspective of actors; a type of fieldwork; and a text that relates theory
and fieldwork with the support of ethnographic data. The ethnographic method is based on
fieldwork and what Clifford Geertz (1973) called dense description, an intellectual endeavour
to probe the complexities, networks and structures of the meaning of social events in context.
Two procedures were employed:

(1) In-depth interviews with 40 frequent users of the historic centre of Cuenca
(shopkeepers and residents). The interviews—based on ethnographic
questionnaires—were recorded, transcribed and coded for analysis. The
interviewees came from peri-urban, rural, or working-class neighbourhoods.

(2) Written consultations, employing an open-ended questionnaire, sent by
convenience sampling via email and social networks to inhabitants of different
neighbourhoods in the city. The questionnaires were answered by 150 informants
(31-60 years), mostly middle and upper-class (94.4%). Nearly 50% had some
connection with culture or cultural and heritage management.

Open coding was used to analyse the in-depth interviews, written consultation, and to create
study categories. Axial coding was used to establish relationships and subcategories. As
these are studies that involve social participation, all the ethical requirements for the research
were voluntarily met, including prior informed consent. It’s important to note that the results



of the qualitative component of the survey will be compared with the data generated by the
ethnographic method.

3. Research context: the historic centre of Cuenca as WH site

Cuenca is located in the southern Andes of Ecuador, at an altitude of 2,538 metres above sea
level. The canton of Cuenca has an estimated population of 636,269 inhabitants (INEC, 2017).
Its mountainous relief and the four rivers that run through the city have had a major influence
on its history, culture and physiognomy. The historic centre of Cuenca, accounts for 18% of
the city’s population (60,173 inhabitants) INEC, 2010). Declared a “National Cultural Heritage
Site” in 1982 and later, in 1999, became a WH site by UNESCO, led by the nomination
initiative by the Municipality of Cuenca.

The area recognized by UNESCO has a surface area of 224 hectares, split between 178 of
the historic centre, 30 of the special areas and 15 of the archaeological area. In addition,
1836 hectares were also recognized as an area of special protection due to their links with the
historic centre, especially in terms of landscape (Figure 1).

The dossier for the inclusion of the historic centre of Cuenca into the WH List described a
set of cultural values associated with the landscape. On the one hand, the document
highlighted the city’s relationship with the Andes and with natural elements, such as the
rivers, determining factors in urban life and as the setting for the social and cultural practices
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of its inhabitants. The area known as EI Barranco on the banks of the Tomebamba river [4],
was proposed as an OUV because it provides an amalgam of mestizo architecture (Andean
Baroque) which has architectural and urban elements from all historical periods (Canari, Inca,
Colonial, Republican and Contemporary). Furthermore, the dossier focused on indigenous,
Spanish and Mestizo cultural coexistence, emphasizing the Renaissance checkerboard urban
design set out in the first half of the 16th century. The grid extends from the Central Plaza and
takes in two hundred blocks broken up by wide, sunny, cobbled streets and public spaces
such as squares, parks and church porticos, giving form to the identities of the city’s
traditional neighbourhoods.

Although the OUV proposal prepared by the Municipality sought UNESCO’s recognition
in four of the six cultural criteria for inclusion on the WH List, the WH Committee recognized
only three:

Criterion (ii): Cuenca illustrates the perfect implantation of the principles of urban planning of the
Renaissance in the Americas.

Criterion (iv): The successful fusion of the different societies and cultures of Latin America is
symbolized in a striking manner by the layout and townscape of Cuenca.

Criterion (v): Cuenca is an outstanding example of a planned inland Spanish colonial town

(UNESCO, 1999).

The heritage site is regulated, managed and administered based on the criteria recognized by
UNESCO and in the building inventories of the historic centre. By focussing principally on
built heritage, the inclusion of historic centre of Cuenca on the WH List has given rise to a
management model that is largely based on rehabilitating public spaces. Proof of this is that
local legislation—despite the changes proposed in the 2008 Constitution and the 2016 Culture
Law on issues of social participation and cultural rights— could not mediate effectively
between the need to protect cultural heritage and the needs of residents.

The difficulty of conserving and restoring private real estate, depopulation, gentrification
of the historic centre impact of traffic, climate change and the property market are examples
of a failure to take society’s views into account in heritage management. We should note that
no management plan has been implemented in the historic centre of Cuenca. These long-
standing problems, as pointed out in the retrospective dossier prepared by the Municipality
of Cuenca for the WH Centre in 2010 [5], reflect a fragility because the inhabitants lack of
knowledge of the OUV.

4. Findings

4.1 Results of quantitative research

The data collected in the survey on local perceptions of the heritage values in the historic
centre of Cuenca revealed that Cuenca’s inhabitants’ views of the OUV do not correspond
with the elements recognized in the UNESCO declaration.

First, we asked respondents the extent to which they agree or disagree (on Likert scales
from 1 to 10) with statements about the WH of the city (Table 1). The data reveals that, on
average, there is high esteem and considerable concern for the city’s WH status. This
contributes to a feeling of social well-being and reflects the high percentages gathered in the
first three questions: Whether it was important to provide education about the city’s cultural
heritage (item 1) if living in a WH city makes citizens feel happy (item 2) and whether heritage
should be acknowledged (item 3).

To determine whether events occurring in the historic centre affect people’s well-being, we
asked the respondents if they were concerned by them. Results indicated residents care about
WH (item 4). For a broader picture, we also asked about the availability of public information



Rating of inhabitants (percentage of answers that

Citizens’

agree with the question) pel‘CeptIOHS of
Scale from 1 (don’t agree at all) to 10 World Heritage
Items (completely agree)
1-2 34 56 7-8 9-10
1. It is important to provide education on local 11 18 93 217 66.2
cultural heritage
2. Living in a WH city makes me happy 2.1 25 184 361 41.0
3. It is important for the inhabitants of Cuenca to 0.3 18 163 244 574
acknowledge the cultural heritage in the historic centre
4.Tam concerned about what happens in the 54 8 256 329 282 Table 1.
historic centre Rating in percentages
5.1 think that the public information about the historic 1-2 34 56 78 9-10 of social perceptions of
centre is: Very limited Very plentiful the historic centre of
8.8 142 328 256 186 Cuenca
about the historic centre (item 5). The mean scores suggest people are uncertain about the
information on OUV. It thus seems to be the case that the less official information there is
about the importance of the OUV (which is the case of Cuenca), few people believe the OUV
are essential for the long-term conservation of the WH site.
Concerning the survey’s open-ended questions, Table 2 indicates large generic answers to
the first question of why people believe the historic centre of Cuenca has WH status.
Categories such as historic architecture (68 %), culture and tradition (41 %) and other reasons
(38%) indicate that the majority of inhabitants in Cuenca dont recognize the OUV defined by
UNESCO.
The UNESCO OUV are not well identified by society, so which heritage elements do the
inhabitants of Cuenca identify with? The data in the second question (Table 2) provides specific
answers. People identify with most are churches, parks and plazas. We believe that built cultural
heritage is the most valued category due to people’s aesthetic appreciation and the association of
these spaces with memory, daily life, socialization and religious practices. Our conclusion relies
% Of responses per topic Number of responses/400
1. Why do you think that Cuenca has World Heritage status?
Historic architecture 68.25 273
Tradition and customs 225 90
Culture 20.7 83
History 13.0 52
Natural environments 95 38
Beauty 10.2 41
Various reasons 9.5 38
People 87 35
2.Which of the following heritage aspects in the historic centre do you identify with?
Churches and historic architecture 39 156 Table 2.
Parks and squares 325 130 Percentage of main
Festivities 195 78 aspects described as
Rivers and mountains 155 62 heritage values in open
Gastronomy 10.5 42 responses on
Others 18 72 Questionnaire [6]
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on the great importance given to intangible heritage in relation to the historic centre, with
numerous references to religious festivities such as the Pase del Nino on Christmas and the
festivities of Corpus Christi and Carnival.

The natural environment, especially rivers and mountains, is also considered an
outstanding heritage element (16%), with references made to memories and well-being
generated by these spaces. Therefore, the population’s perceptions of the values of the historic
centre of Cuenca have more to do with the way of life than with the historical values recognized
in the designation of WH status. The OUV are blurred and less significant than other elements
of social life. Local people’s perceptions of the heritagization of the historic centre thus differ
from the technical perspectives of authorized heritage values attributed to the site.

4.2 Results of qualitative research

The qualitative interviews we conducted reinforce the ideas of the perception of OUV’s and
heritagization in the quantitative survey. Qualitative research shows there are three different
social positions on the importance of the WH declaration for the inhabitants of Cuenca: (1)
there are people whose views are in line with the official criteria, albeit with some reservations
and with different views of their own; (2) there are those who take a more negative view and
state that the heritage values make it difficult to restore buildings and they even oppose the
values altogether; (3) and lastly, people who are indifferent or do not quite understand what’s
defined by the WH status accorded to the historic centre.

When asked about reasons for inclusion of the historic centre of Cuenca on the WH List,
most of the informants associated WH with the age of the built heritage. They describe it as
“old houses”, “old churches”, “buildings”, or “houses which are very old”, in line with the
institutional discourse. In the words of a street trader in Plaza San Francisco:

[ understand that cultural heritage is for old houses, for the old things that are there (. . .)there are
houses that are very old, and churches that have been restored; but there are new [buildings] that
would not be [heritage] (L., woman, trader in the historic centre, 12/7/2018)

Although the urban layout of the historic centre of Cuenca is from the colonial era, the
architecture was mostly built after independence. Despite this, people tend to see it as
colonial:

It has been declared heritage because of the Colonial houses, old churches, the beautiful cathedrals
(G., man, trader in the historic centre, 12/7/2018).

Because really what has been maintained are the houses. The centre is a fusion of a Spanish and
Creole city and the streets are laid out as a checkerboard (A., woman, resident of historic centre,
7/7/2018).

Some informants also mentioned culture, art and the existence of cultural centres (museums and
libraries) while others referred to the city’s public spaces, particularly the cobbled streets and
squares. Along with architecture, cultural heritage is associated with manifestations of
intangible heritage such as handicrafts, traditions, popular festivals, gastronomy and traditional
construction techniques. This broader view of heritage can be seen in various opinions:

It’s the capital of a town, it is the mixture of the past and the present of a community and it is what we
must take care of; we must protect and keep alive the stories, tales, myths and legends that are woven
around it (. . .) It is our life in small parts of the town. (R., man, craftsman living in the historic centre,
15/8/2018)

Cuenca is a city full of heritage and we should have kept it as it was. And it is no longer there, it is now
behind us and that makes me very "sad" (A., woman, merchant in the historic centre, 16/7/2018).



Other informants mentioned that the reasons for recognition as WH were traditions, festivals,
handicrafts, traditional medicine and gastronomy:

Its fiestas, the Pase del Nino; the culture. (P., man, craftsman living in the historic centre, 19/6/2018)

In my opinion, it’s because traditions are still maintained, (. . .) such as the bakers, the foquilla straw
hats, and the baskets. (U., man, craftsman living in the historic centre, 27/6/2018)

Itis important for the traditions (. . .) it is the best city that has even has its own clothes, like the Chola

Cuencana [7] (a dress) (. . .) It is unlike any other city. (D., woman, street trader in historic centre, 12/
6/2018)

An interesting aspect usually not associated with heritage from an institutional
perspective, but one that informants frequently refer to, are the attributes and behaviour
of the people. They believe that the inhabitants of Cuenca stand out for their kindness,
good taste, warmth, education, cleanliness, solidarity and friendliness. Some interviews
point out that the Cuenca way of life was the reason why UNESCO granted Cuenca WH
status:

Because of the people. Our kindness, and our good manners. (M., woman, resident of historic centre,
4/6/2018)

Because of the people’s kindness, Cuenca has always been listed because the best people live here,
the best mannered, and the best universities. There are a lot of well-educated scholars here, and
that is why Cuenca was declared a world heritage site (J., man, resident of historic centre,
14/6/2018)

Another interesting element that appeared in the interviews—and that we have seen in the
quantitative data—has to do with aspects related to the city’s natural environment, especially
the rivers:

A city with a river in the middle is quite unheard of ... And when the river is full it is beautiful.
Cuenca with its river! The Tomebamba River; because there are old things, but there is also the river
and the three bridges. (A., woman, resident of the historic centre, 2/7/2018).

Other informants mentioned mainly the value and richness of the heritage and its economic
benefits. These informants point out the benefits of tourism, noting its positive effects on the
local economy and the international reputation that this entails:

I think that with heritage the city has more value for tourism. We will be able to have more tourists
visiting Cuenca don’t we? (C., woman, trader in historic centre, 12/6/2018).

In contrast to those who reveal a degree of knowledge and positive attitudes about Cuenca’s
heritage, there is a group of informants who express a rather negative view. Since the concept
of heritage is associated with the institutions responsible for its management, cultural
heritage is also linked to what is not allowed, to what cannot be touched, with the difficulty
that entails restoring the interiors of buildings. One resident claimed:

What I would ask is that the facades should be maintained, but permission should be given to modify
interiors, we are now in a different time; maybe, for example, a room for the children, or something
modern. (P., man, resident, and trader in the historic centre, 3/7/2018)

This idea of heritage status as something that prevents the refurbishment and improvement
of living spaces was also expressed by other informants, who saw negative connotations to
heritage status. A cultural manager living in the historic centre, told us that:

"Heritage, as things stand, is highly dehumanizing. You see, when a house is declared as heritage,
you can no longer refurbish it. A house, even economically, you know,’ it’s like having a chronic
illness. (E., man, resident in the historic centre, 19/6/2018).

Citizens’
perceptions of
World Heritage




JCHMSD Another informant, also a cultural manager, pointed out the broad characteristics of heritage
and the need to link it to more than just tourism. She indicated that the heritage values of the
city go far beyond those adopted in the city’s WH status:

It is necessary to manage things correctly and promote tourism in the city; however, I believe that
there is an elitist view of culture that is based on colonizing criteria, with definitions of what should
and shouldn’t be considered as heritage; moreover, the diversity of views expressed in the city should
be taken into account and not just one single view of what heritage is supposed to be Architecture
reflects a way of thinking and what has been declared heritage is mostly related to colonial values,
with the “enlightened” view imposed on the people. I believe that the ancient trees, the rivers, and the
spaces of memory should also be considered heritage. (D., woman, resident in the modern part of the
city, 21/8/2018)

Several informants agree that heritage could be static, in complete contrast with WH
philosophy. A craftsman in the historic centre complained that he cannot make modifications
to his house, which is registered as a heritage site, as he is not granted permits for the changes
he requires. This makes his daily life very difficult:

"[s this what cultural heritage is? In other places I see houses falling apart (.. .) cultural heritage?
Happy! Well, no! I think that ... I don’t know ... what is the true reality of cultural heritage? Well,
I don’t know! (V., craftsman living in the historic centre, 2/7/2018).

This craftsman finds little meaning in heritage status, which he associates with rules,
institutions and regulations. This non-dynamic view of cultural heritage is a significant issue
when it comes to trying to understand OUV, but mostly how society appropriates the heritage
values.

Lastly, another group of responses shows that although “heritage” status is highlighted
by different public and private institutions, there are people who do not fully understand the
real benefits it brings to the city and its inhabitants. Nor are they familiar with the criteria
used to approve Cuenca’s inclusion in the WH list. Significantly, some respondents took time
to answer, were uncertain, or even expressed a lack of knowledge:

I can’t help you with that. (T., woman, resident and trader in the historic centre, 28/6/2018)

Something old, something that should be preserved and conserved, heritage should be something
like that (M., woman, street trader in the historic centre, 20/6/2018).

The limited knowledge of the meaning of the term heritage amongst those who live in the
WH historic centre highlights their poor understanding of WH and what it might imply.
The opinions of various informants indicate a certain distance between technical and
institutional criteria and people’s perceptions. Many interviewees spoke with pride about
WH status, but when asked about the reasons for Cuenca’s inclusion on the list, very few
were aware of the actual reasons. For them, cultural heritage is related to public
institutions’ management of the site, especially experts from public agencies. They identify
people’s kindness as “heritage” and see heritage an administrative process or an item on a
list. One informant, a writer, told us that heritage was a mixture of conservation and
bureaucracy:

A word that seeks to embrace concepts, aspects of tradition, history and roots within cultural policy.
Conservation, preservation and bureaucracy (J., man, resident in the modern part of the city,
4/8/2018).

It is evident that citizens have not appropriated the values that were recognized as
exceptional by UNESCO. Perhaps the reason lies in the fact that these criteria have not been
sufficiently disseminated by management institutions and are therefore not referred to by
people who live in the historic centre.



5. Conclusions

Both quantitative and qualitative data reveal local residents’ views of the historic centre of
Cuenca differ in various aspects from the UNESCO criteria being evaluated differently from
OUV. These differences reveal the polysemous nature of heritage and the differences between
citizens’ diverse views and the OUV official narrative. Local people’s construction of cultural
heritage has more to do with everyday uses and ways of “inhabiting” heritage, issues not
considered in the technical requirements, which are influenced by political decisions (Roigé
and Frigolé, 2010; Bortolotto, 2015).

The study demonstrated people’s acknowledgement of the OUV of the historic centre of
Cuenca is not as expected for a WH site. Although the status prompts a degree of pride among
the people, they are not familiar with the reasons for UNESCO’s decision. As Arizpe (2000)
points out, this is crucial: “It is people with local pride, who want to share their pride with
others; and once others give this recognition, it adds to the value of the site. So, the pride of the
few becomes the pride of all. Thus, it is the interaction between local and global valorizing
that gives strength and continuity to the WH List” (p. 36). The responses also reveal that
people are happy to live in a city whose historic centre is a WH site and point to its
considerable symbolic significance in the social imaginary. The historic centre continues to
have a central character, as a space that is alive and where there is interaction amongst locals
and visitors, regardless of whether it is a WH site. This aspect seems very important to us,
and we believe that research into WH site management should be pursued because while
there are numerous studies on residents’ relation to WH OUV, mostly in relation to tourism
(e.g. Lopez-Guzman et al, 2018), there is less research on local people’s knowledge and
perceptions of heritage values in WH sites.

Despite widespread knowledge of the city’s WH status and pride it produces in local
community, the people of Cuenca attribute differing values to their heritage, for these
reasons, they believe the city was chosen have nothing to do with the OUV recognized by
UNESCO. Although most believe cultural heritage is related to architecture, other elements
seem to be considered significant, such as manifestations of intangible heritage,
the natural environment and even the ways of life and attitudes of the people of Cuenca.
On the contrary, the elements officially recognized as OUV, such as “the perfect
implantation of the principles of urban planning of the Renaissance in the Americas,”
“successful fusion of the different societies and cultures of Latin America symbolized in a
striking manner by the layout and townscape,” and the fact it is “an outstanding example
of a planned Spanish colonial town,” a lack of knowledge is common by the inhabitants of
Cuenca.

We conclude that the inhabitants’ construction of Cuenca’s heritage value is based
on their appropriation of identity and urban space. Local evaluations and a sense of
place are relevant than the OUV recorded in the UNESCO decision (Ingold, 2014; Dines,
2016; Pastor Pérez, 2019; Jones, 2021). In our opinion, there are four reasons for this
phenomenon:

(1) The OUV’s criteria in the dossiers submitted to UNESCO do not correspond with the
values that people attribute to their heritage. They are technical and expert criteria,
alien to popular appropriation of heritage. The urban spaces of the historic centre are
not only spaces of heritage but places where people live.

(2) The multiple identities present in the city mean that the authorized WH narrative
differs from the symbolic and cultural heritage elements identified by the inhabitants.
This significance to the city can be endowed with a range of various political and
cultural meanings, which result in differing views of social sectors and the UNESCO
declaration.
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(3) The Municipality of Cuenca, the institution responsible for managing the WH site,
has not made sufficient efforts to disseminate the criteria for which the historic centre
was granted a WH status.

(4) The historic centre of Cuenca faces management challenges similar to other historic
centres in Latin America (Scovazzi, 2011) due to different symbolic meanings given to
cultural heritage. Individual views and the clash of imaginaries and different
perceptions in uses are common in all historic centres (Hiernaux et al., 2006).

Despite their different perceptions, most interviewees are not critical of the hegemonic view of
heritage, accepting official discourses. There is no questioning of elite discourses (Smith,
2015), as discourses are reformulated by the people. Their manner of understanding the
historic centre is dynamic, and multifaceted than the criteria applied in the official
declaration. This is perhaps because UNESCO and international WH practice, in general, is
based significantly on supposedly universal elements and not on local community values.

Although the paradigm of social participation is present in political and technical
decisions, this level of participation has not always been accompanied by a revitalization of
the dynamics of valorization (Pastor ef al., 2021). To incorporate multivocal discourses in
heritage practices, decision-makers’ and experts’ views of heritage should include social
perceptions of heritage elements to improve management and uses (Van Geert et al., 2017).

To conclude, our research provides a methodological example that may be useful for
future research designed to assess local views on heritage and involve local community
perceptions in heritagization processes. As we have pointed out, the notion of heritage is
defined and understood in numerous ways. To what extent do OUVs hide local
communities’ true feelings, emotions and perceptions? What are the true values of
Cuenca’s heritage? As we have indicated, the perception of the heritage of the local
population in Cuenca is closely related to its appropriation and daily use of heritage than
the elements defined in the OUV. To receive greater support from the local community in
WH management, managers and decision-makers must try to reconcile both views: all
heritage is, above all, local, and while universal values may supplement the perceptions of
local communities, they cannot replace them. Heritage values comprise of emotions,
perceptions and sensations of the local communities determining the social values of
heritage. Management that considers both views will achieve a significant horizontal vision
of cultural heritage (Pastor et al., 2021) for greater community support and long-term
conservation of the WH site.

Notes

1. The original research on the historic centre of Santa Ana de Cuenca in Ecuador was carried out
between 2015 and 2020. The research was broader in nature and focused on the relationship between
society and heritage.

2. Canton is the word used to designate a political region or local government area in some countries.
Ecuador is administratively divided into provinces, cantons, and parishes. Cantons are administered
by the municipality and the mayor.

3. Since this survey was conducted for an earlier study, in this analysis we have only selected items that
can be extrapolated for this article. For this reason, we have discarded variables that are not relevant
to this study. For ease of reading, the order of the selected items has been modified but the content
has not been altered.

4. Nomination Dossier of the Historic Centre of Cuenca Ecuador in the World Heritage List, drawn up
by the Municipality of Cuenca. (1998).

5. Municipalidad of Cuenca (2010)



6. The categories are devised from the coding of numerous responses, so percentages do not add up.

7. Chola Cuencana refers to a woman who is part of a mestizo ethnic group. Her traditional dress is a
symbol of the city

Translator: Peter Colins
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