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Topic 003: Threats to Urban Culture and Heritage 

Introduction: 

With rapid urbanization continuing around the world, cities, as hubs of migration, have 

developed more culturally diverse populations. Alongside such diversification and growth however, 

many new challenges to social cohesion and cultural growth have emerged in the urban 

environment. Culture has historically been a driving force of urban development. Through cultural 

and social processes, urban heritage represents the identities, expectations and visions of a 

community. Culture also plays an instrumental role in urban economies, producing both monetary 

and non-monetary value. Measuring by the European Union’s Cultural and Creative Cities (C3) 

Index, there is a strong positive relationship between cultural prosperity and GDP per capita.   The 1

1 Montalto V; Jorge Tacao Moura C; Langedijk S; Saisana M. The Cultural and Creative Cities Monitor. 2017 Edition. 
doi: 10.2760/031627 
 
 



Southern Ontario Model United Nations Assembly XLVI 
UN-Habitat-The Future of Urban Mobility 

 

preservation and celebration of urban culture and heritage is essential to creating economic 

opportunities in creative industries. In the developing world, this has become a key factor in creating 

qualified jobs and reaching out to vulnerable populations, in both formal and informal economic 

sectors. Cultural industries now account for a growing portion of urban jobs, representing 16% of all 

jobs in Mumbai and 12% in London.  Internationally, the volume of trade of creative goods and 2

services doubled between 2002 and 2011, reaching $624 billion.  Over this same period, exports of 3

creative goods in developing nations grew an average of 12.1% each year.  The cultural tourism 4

industry is also developing particularly rapidly in cities, growing at a rate of 15% each year.  5

 

Figure 1: Correlation between GDP per capita and cultural prosperity in European 
countries, as measured by the C3 index. 

2 ISSUE PAPER ON URBAN CULTURE AND HERITAGE, report, May 31, 2015, 2, 
http://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/Habitat-III-Issue-Paper-4_Urban-Culture-and-Heritage-2.0.pdf. 
3 ISSUE PAPER ON URBAN CULTURE AND HERITAGE, report, May 31, 2015, 2, 
http://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/Habitat-III-Issue-Paper-4_Urban-Culture-and-Heritage-2.0.pdf. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
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In the past 20 years, threats to urban culture and heritage have taken new forms and become 

more prominent in the urban landscape. With the ever-increasing pressure of urbanization, cities 

face great challenges in conserving and protecting their urban heritage. Widespread inequalities in 

housing, transportation, sanitation as well as homogenization and gentrification of neighbourhoods 

due to flawed urban development policy have all contributed to the social, cultural and spatial 

segregation we observe in cities today. The historical function of cities as melting pots and catalysts 

for intercultural dialogue is now jeopardized, as wealth generated by urban growth is unevenly 

distributed. Environmental degradation and natural hazards, as well as political and economic 

conflicts, also contribute to the loss and destruction of the lived heritage of cities and of cultural 

knowledge. The crucial importance of cultural resilience in the face of disasters is largely overlooked 

in disaster risk reduction and management. 

 

Traditional Urban Planning Policy and Culture 

Cities around the world are developing urban cultural life as a means of boosting local 

economies and revitalizing urban centers. The recognition of the value of “cultural development” 

programs have led many cities to expand existing cultural agencies and programs and institute new 

ones. These cultural agencies serve to support and promote cultural and historic entities such as 

museums and theaters, cultural industries such as film and music production, and, the creative 

workforce as a whole. While these programs are essential to safeguarding and developing urban 

culture, cities have done little to address the negative effects of their development policy on 
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culture outside the cultural industry itself. The built environment and spatial organization of a city 

is closely connected to its urban culture and just as vital to consider in reducing threats to urban 

culture and heritage. Common urban development policies such as zoning, the designation of a 

specific area for a single particular use in planning (e.g. housing, industrial, etc.), have concentrated 

cities’ cultural resources in central business or cultural districts and away from other areas. The 

cultural assets of urban neighbourhoods and communities are often neglected and insufficiently 

supported. In most cities around the world, policies concerning the protection and management of 

cultural heritage and creative production are separate from those focused on urban development. 

This divergence is detrimental to both the cultural assets and to sustainable urban development. 

Such flaws in urban planning models over the last several decades demonstrate the need for more 

culture driven urban development policy. At the forefront of this movement is the UNESCO 

Creative Cities Network (UCCN), a coalition of 116 cities worldwide whose mandate is to “[place] 

creativity and cultural industries at the heart of their development plans at the local level and 

cooperating actively at the international level.”   6

 

Urban Inequality and Social/Cultural Fragmentation 

Inequality remains a pressing challenge for towns and cities in the 21st century. While rapid 

urbanization can be a large source of economic growth and cultural diversification, its benefits are 

unequally shared and, in many contexts, a substantial proportion of urban dwellers are not able to 

6 David E. Andersson, Åke E. Andersson, and Charlotta Mellander, Handbook of  creative cities (Cheltenham: Edward 
Elgar, 2013). 
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access them. Privatization of public space, uneven investment in assets and services, and 

gentrification can lead to displacement and exclude whole groups of citizens. These processes of 

displacement push new urban migrants and other vulnerable groups into informal and areas isolated 

from the urban centre. Gentrification processes in historic urban areas can lead to exclusion of 

certain groups or communities who are the historic residents of these areas and preserve local 

culture and memories. The result is not only physical and economic marginalisation but also social 

and cultural exclusion of residents. Those particularly affected are ethnic minorities, lower income 

communities, refugees and migrants. Among these groups, youth, women and elderly people can be 

doubly disadvantaged. The greatest challenge for modern cities is the equitable provision of basic 

public services such as energy, transport, housing, water and sanitation, and solid waste 

management. At present, in many instances, the socio-cultural structures and spatial logic of urban 

areas are treated in isolation of one another. To advance cultural equity, inclusion, and safety in the 

city, local governments must recognize gentrification and urban displacement not only as an 

economic threat to certain groups but also as a barrier to cultural development and exchange. 

 

Though often recognized as an indication of cultural prosperity, tourism can also potentially 

harm the ability of communities to safeguard and transmit their cultural practices and sites, or tend 

to encourage standardized features. Minority cultural expressions risk marginalization. Local cultural 

values, practices or know-how can be affected through rural to urban migrations, leading to 

disruption in intangible cultural practices, loss of community memory, cultural impoverishment and 

homogenization.  
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Figure 2: Urban slums and informal housing, like the Mumbai slum pictured above, prevent
many vulnerable groups from accessing or contributing to their city’s cultural industries.   
 
Effects of Conflict and Instability on Urban Culture  

 Natural hazards and disasters, as well as political and economic conflict, also contribute to 

the loss and destruction of urban culture and heritage. The importance of cultural resilience and 

protection in the face of such disaster is largely undermined in urban disaster risk reduction and 

management policy. Cultural heritage is often targeted, especially in conflict or post-conflict urban 

areas. As visible indicators of cultural diversity and resilience, cities and their cultural institutions or 

historic monuments are under threat of looting or intentional destruction. As integral parts of 

community tradition, knowledge and culture, the destruction and defamation of cultural symbols can 

serve as a tool of oppression and ‘psychological warfare’. It has long been established that violence 

and disruption of war can cause psychological trauma, with symptoms ranging from anxiety to 
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nightmares and beyond. As such, the destruction of culture in urban areas in particular has become 

an issue of mental health for residents. In Syria, for instance, the WHO estimates some 600,000 

people are experiencing these mental health issues.  Relatively recently, instances of the destruction 7

of religious and cultural monuments at the hands of militant groups such as ISIL and the Taliban 

has affected cities in Mali, Afghanistan and Syria. These attacks on cultural symbols weaken the 

foundations of social cohesion within a community and threaten people's integrity and cultural 

diversity. Cultural damage following natural disaster, such as that following Hurricane Katrina in 

New Orleans in 2006, can have similar effects, destroying cultural institutions and local tradition and 

amplifying mental health issues.  Protecting this heritage is therefore a key security issue and cultural 8

recovery, in post conflict situations, becomes an essential source of resilience for local communities. 

 

Conclusion 

Culture plays a key role in urban development and the success of urban economies, 

providing both monetary and non-monetary value to residents. While rapidly increasing migration to 

cities and urban growth present new opportunities to expand and diversify urban heritage and 

creative industries, there still exist many threats to urban culture and heritage. In order to address 

these threats, local governments must move towards more culturally sensitive urban development 

models and build more holistic planning practices. Cities must monitor and minimize the effect of 

7 Sophia M. Newman, "The Destruction of a Museum Is Tough to Cure," Next City, August 26, 2015, 
https://nextcity.org/daily/entry/arts-and-culture-destroyed-war-ptsd-mental-healthcare. 
8 Frank Donze, "Hurricane Katrina swept away some of New Orleans' cultural touchstones," NOLA.com, August 29, 
2010, , http://www.nola.com/katrina/index.ssf/2010/08/hurricane_katrina_swept_away_s_1.html. 
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gentrification and displacement in creating physical and economic barriers to the cultural 

contribution of marginalised and vulnerable groups and communities. UN-Habitat must also 

consider ways to ensure cultural resilience and regeneration in the face of conflict, environmental 

degradation and natural disasters.  The planning and development of cities and their urban policy 

should empower all social and cultural groups to overcome systemic and institutional inequalities 

and vulnerabilities, eliminating physical, social, and economic barriers for residents to contribute to 

and benefit from their city’s cultural well-being. Safeguarding cultural heritage, promoting diversity 

and integrating culture with urban development contributes towards the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals of poverty alleviation, gender equality, and cities that are safe, inclusive, resilient 

and sustainable. Culture contributes to making cities sustainable as a driver of inclusive economic 

development; an enabler for peace, social cohesion, inclusion and equity; and in promoting the 

liveability and sustainability of urban areas. 

 

Pertinent Questions 

What are the economic and social benefits of developing and protecting urban culture and heritage? 
 
How have flawed urban development policies contributed to cultural divides and exclusion in urban 
areas? How can cultural emphasis be integrated into new urban policy? 
 
How can marginalised and low-income groups contribute to cultural well-being in cities? How can 
cities address barriers of cultural isolation? 
 
How can cities preserve a diverse range of urban cultures in the face of globalization and 
homogenization of cultural practices? 
 
How can cities rebuild and revitalize urban culture in areas of conflict or natural disaster? What can 
cities do to defend against destruction and defamation of cultural monuments and institutions and 
respond to resulting social and psychological consequences? 



Southern Ontario Model United Nations Assembly XLVI 
UN-Habitat-The Future of Urban Mobility 

 

Works Cited 
 
Andersson, David E., Åke E. Andersson, and Charlotta Mellander. Handbook of  creative cities.

Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2013. 
  
Choi, Chris. "Q&A: How cultural institutions help make cities resilient." 100 Resilient Cities. July 14,

2017. http://www.100resilientcities.org/qa-how-cultural-institutions-help-make-cities
 -resilient/. 

 
"Destruction of cultural heritage is an attack on people and their fundamental rights – UN expert."

UN News Center. October 27, 2016.http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID
 =55412#.WizPY9-nGUk. 

 
Hatch, David. "UNESCO: Culture is integral to sustainable urban development." Citiscope. January

13, 2017. http://citiscope.org/story/2017/unesco-culture-integral-sustainable-urban
 -development. 

 
ISSUE PAPER ON URBAN CULTURE AND HERITAGE. Report. May 31, 2015.

http://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/Habitat-III-Issue-Paper-4_Urban-Culture-
and-Heritage-2.0.pdf. 

 
Montalto V; Jorge Tacao Moura C; Langedijk S; Saisana M. The Cultural and Creative Cities

Monitor. 2017 Edition. doi: 10.2760/031627 
 
Mould, Oli. "Why culture competitions and 'artwashing' drive urban inequality." OpenDemocracy.

September 14, 2017. https://www.opendemocracy.net/uk/oli-mould/why-culture-comp
etitions-and-artwashing-drive-urban-inequality. 

 
Newman, Sophia M. "The Destruction of a Museum Is Tough to Cure." Next City. August 26, 2015.

https://nextcity.org/daily/entry/arts-and-culture-destroyed-war-ptsd-mental-healthcare. 
 
Perry, Francesca. "'We are building our way to hell': tales of gentrification around the world." The

Guardian. October 05, 2016. Accessed December 10, 2017. https://www.theguardian.com
/cities/2016/oct/05/building-way-to-hell-readers-tales-gentrification-around-world. 

 
"Sociocultural Urban Frameworks." Habitat III. July 27, 2016.

http://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/Policy-Paper-2-English.pdf. 

http://www.100resilientcities.org/qa-how-cultural-institutions-help-make-cities
http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID
http://citiscope.org/story/2017/unesco-culture-integral-sustainable-urban
http://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/Habitat-III-Issue-Paper-4_Urban-Culture-
https://www.opendemocracy.net/uk/oli-mould/why-culture-comp
https://www.theguardian.com/

