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• World Heritage Cities are globally recognised for their 

cultural value, yet locally, they struggle to sustain liveable 

conditions for residents


• Central Tension: How do we preserve the past while enabling a 

quality present and resilient future?


• Sustainability Challenge: Balancing heritage preservation 

with socio-spatial equity and environmental health

Framing the Question
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• Liveability refers to immediate, tangible urban conditions: 

accessibility, safety, community well-being and public amenities


• Sustainability addresses long-term ecological, economic 

RESILIENCE and social viability


• Though Complementary, They differ in scope and temporal focus


• LIVEABILITY often understood using standardised socio-economic 

metrics, overlooking on-the-ground experiences (sense of 

place)


• A liveable city may not always be sustainable, and vice versa… 

The goal of effective planning is to integrate both

Definitions Matter
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LIVEABILITY & Sustainability in World 
Heritage Cities

ENVIRONMENTAL

SOCIO-
CULTURAL

ECONOMIC

• Adaptive reuse of historic buildings reduces demolition waste, 

conserves embodied energy


• Integrates Contemporary needs into historic fabrics, 

maintaining architectural and historical integrity


• Promotes cultural continuity while reducing pressure for new 

development
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• Heritage can shape inclusive regeneration, stimulate the creative economy and anchor community identity


• Shift from preservation-as-freeze to heritage-as-process


• UNESCO: heritage should support sustainable development, not just commemorate the past


• Heritage is increasingly used to brand cities, attract investment but also tends to de-problematise [or 
celebrate] consequences such as gentrification

Reframing Heritage as a Catalyst for Urban Transformation
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• Many heritage cities are ill-equipped to manage climate 

risks like flooding


• Tensions, such as maintaining historic skylines vs. 

integrating green technologies 


• A Delicate balance between heritage preservation and 

adequate city-wide infrastructure

Climate Vulnerabilities of Historic 
Cities
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• World Heritage designation often leads to tourism-driven 

economies


• COVID-19 revealed vulnerability in mono-economies


• Diversification is crucial: creative industries, knowledge 

economies, cultural production

Over-dependence on Tourism
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• Heritage-led renewal often increases socio-spatial 

inequality


• Gentrification, inflated rents, loss of amenity…


• In world heritage cities, a Tendency to find resident 

population decline, displacement and tension between 

tourist activity and daily life … often this is facilitated 

by planning policy frameworks themselves

Social Sustainability at Risk
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• Proliferation of boutique tourism 

accommodation


• Erosion of community networks and 

displacement of traditional residents and 

land uses


• The benefits of culture-based regeneration 

are disproportionately enjoyed by specific 

population segments

The Commodification of Heritage
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• From a form of cultural exchange to one of spatial colonisation


• Short-term rentals, overcrowding, commercial dominance


• Cities become consumable backdrops rather than places to live

Overtourism & Touristification

Photo by Marc Land on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@marcoland?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/brown-concrete-building-near-river-during-daytime-RXITM6aJXB4?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash


• state-enabled gentrification and short-term rental expansion


• An uneven geographical distribution of touristification

Comparative Cases 

/ LISBON
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Comparative Cases 

/ Valparaíso

• heritage designation exacerbated fragmentation


• Displacement of residents and neighbourhood shops
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• waterfront beautification displaced local use

Comparative Cases 

/ Cagliari
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• Venice: over 20M tourists/year – ecological and social 

burden


• BARcelona: A significant shift in public opinion and political 

stance towards tourism

Comparative Cases 

/ Venice, BARCELONA
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• Reliance on tourism as a source of income


• Luxury boutique hotels in areas of high historical value, radically transforming existing neighbourhoods

https://www.express.co.uk/news/world/1908470/majorca-overtourism-protests-warning

Comparative Cases 
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• European Capital of Culture (2018) catalysed rapid 

investment


• Regeneration initiatives prioritised economic return


• Rise in boutique hotels, nightlife venues, outdoor 

catering areas


• Decline in resident services and liveability

Valletta – A City Under Pressure
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Outdoor catering areas along Merchants Street, St John’s Street, Strait Street and Old Theatre Street 

Valletta – A City Under Pressure
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• Valletta Strategy (2016) 
and land use permits 
facilitated 
commercialisation


• Lack of holistic vision 
prioritising liveability


• Policies have struggled to 
regulate conflicting land 
uses

Planning Policy Gaps
Change in building classification


Sankey diagram (Zammit, 2024)



• Inspired by Lefebvre, Harvey, Soja


• Urban space should reflect the needs of inhabitants, not just visitors or investors


• Protest and grassroots action as signs of reclaiming urban equity

SPATIAL Justice & The Right to the City
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• Urban governance must be collaborative and 

transparent


• LIveability in world heritage cities is about 

creating a city where people can thrive


• A balance between built heritage, social equity 

and environmental sustainability 


• Well-integrated urban design policies, working 

with heritage objectives, can foster inclusivity 

and support a more equitable urban fabric 

Governance and Participation
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• Cap Short-term rentals and incentivise long-term housing


• Invest in liveability-enhancing infrastructure


• Monitor and regulate tourism growth


• Develop resident-focused planning strategies

Some Policy Recommendations
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• Guide 6: infrastructure planning and 

investment


• Encourage LAND USE DECISIONS, STRATEGIC 

planning and mobility improvements that 

respect Outstanding Universal Value


• Policies must bridge tourism with daily urban 

needs

UNESCO Sustainable Tourism Toolkit
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• Heritage, liveability and sustainability are not mutually exclusive


• Integrated urban planning is crucial, as well as constant monitoring and evaluation practices


• collaborative governance // but real participation requires redistributing power

Rethinking world Heritage Cities
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Let us move from passive preservation to active co-creation where community well-being is at the heart of 

world heritage cities’ spatial strategies.


Let us Reimagine preservation as a dynamic, inclusive process.

Rethinking world heritage cities – FINAL MESSAGEs
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