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Taiwan's Real Heritage of the World

Mike Robinson
Chair of Cultural Heritage, University of Birmingham
Director, Ironbridge International Institute for Cultural Heritage

Introduction: The Idea of World Heritage

In this short article I argue that while World Heritage, as officially designated by UNESCO,
remains an important concept, it has its limitations. For instance, it should not prevent communities
from protecting and indeed capitalising on their wider heritage assets, though in a sustainable manner.
Further, there is a tension between World Heritage when viewed through a national, or it even nationalist
lens, and heritage that demonstrates a true trans-nationality which should be understood as ‘heritage
of the world’ . Taiwan's heritage, while outside of the UNESCO categorization, is able to demonstrate

important trans-national linkages that transcend more grounded notions of potential World Heritage.

The concept of World Heritage continues to hold a fascination for national, regional and local
governments and for a wider public. Emerging from the 1972 UNESCO ‘Convention Concerning
the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage’ , World Heritage is based upon the idea of
Outstanding Universal Value. This remains a very difficult concept to articulate but is effectively taken
to be a demonstrable quality in sites (buildings, monuments, cultural landscapes and natural heritage,
or a combination of these) that have global significance — significance beyond their national or regional
importance — and, that this significance is in various measure evidenced through claims of authenticity
and integrity. The process of applying for World Heritage Status is rigorous, time consuming and
involves considerable financial resources. Furthermore once a site is inscribed, further resources are
needed for the effective and sustainable management of the site (there is no funding from UNESCO
so this is borne by the owners of said sites or by the appropriate government agencies). Development
restrictions are put in place as well. Now that there are 1052 properties on the World Heritage List,
claims for universal significance are difficult to make and it is argued by some that the very expansion of

the list could have the effect of diluting its relative exclusivity.

There is no doubt that the label of World Heritage is viewed as a marker of distinction but it is
important to understand the various motivations behind nominations and also the ways in which societies
consume World Heritage Sites. The original purpose of the World Heritage Convention was to protect
significant monuments from the processes associated with ‘modernisation’ . This remains the core
purpose of designating World Heritage; however beyond this there have emerged a very different set

of motivations and new expectations from World Heritage sites. Now states are looking very openlyto
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World Heritage Sites to be the catalysts for local and regional economic development, mainly through
an anticipated rise of tourist numbers and new cultural heritage led economies. However, many World
Heritage Sites map directly onto already well-established ‘must-see’ , tourist attractions and so are
not in need of UNESCO listing to generate more visitors. Indeed headline case studies do illustrate
the problems of excessive tourist pressure on World Heritage Sites (well-known examples are Venice
and parts of the Great Wall of China), but these were important tourist destinations prior to designation.
Furthermore having World Heritage status does not guarantee attracting more tourists and in the majority
of cases designation does not appear to affect visitor levels significantly with many other variables at

work, including site access, the quality of supporting infrastructure and the effectiveness of marketing.

If we accept the premise that not every heritage site in the world is able to achieve UNESCO
recognition under the terms of the World Heritage Convention, and if we acknowledge that the perceived
tourism and development benefits may not meet local expectations, then it raises a question about the
meaning of the World Heritage category, particularly for local communities who wish to maintain their
heritage as it connects with their local identity, but who also seek to benefit from prudent and sensitive
utilisation of heritage and the possibilities it offers for sustainable economic development. Whatever
category heritage is placed in, be it ‘world’ or ‘national , it can be used to drive local economic
prosperity and provide a viable alternative to other forms of modern development. Heritage based
tourism, if properly planned and managed, can stimulate local businesses and entrepreneurship and it
should focus the minds of those who may seek World Heritage status and encourage them to reflect
upon alternative strategies of recognition that will allow for site protection, but also the possibilities
of sustainable economic development. Such strategies are likely to connect well with notions of local
identity and community engagement, though they may be less constrained in terms of development
options and are just as likely to attract tourism if conditions are favourable. And while some sites may
technically not have outstanding universal value, they are still able to demonstrate genuine and important

trans-national connections.

Taiwan and the Realities of World Heritage Exclusion

Despite Taiwan being outside of the United Nations, and as such not able to be a signatory of the
UNESCO World Heritage Convention, it has ingeniously developed its own system of recognising
‘outstanding universal value’ . Since 2002, and broadly
World Heritage

heritage that ‘could’ have claims to having
mirroring the UNESCO process, Taiwan has elaborated its own list of  ‘potential
Sites. This currently comprises eighteen sites across the island that have undergone assessment broadly
following the UNESCO World Heritage criteria. It is highly debatable that all of these listed sites would
be able to achieve actual World Heritage designation, if Taiwan was ever going to be able to re-join the
United Nations and ratify the UNESCO World Heritage Convention. But while we can, in part, accept
the symbolic benefits of global recognition that Taiwan would gain through being able to have some of

its sites on the World Heritage List, we do need to examine what happens at these sitesin the meantime.
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An important by-product of Taiwan's Potential World Heritage initiative has been to raise general
awareness of the island's heritage. While there are other factors at work, the high profile campaign has
contributed to an ever-increasing awareness of, and community engagement with, the many dimensions
of Taiwan's heritage. This is reflected in increasing numbers of domestic tourists visiting heritage sites
and attractions, a rapid rise in the number and variety of Taiwan's museums over the past decade and,
importantly, a growing realisation that heritage also has a role to play in the wider economy. This latter
point opens up a great challenge in many parts of Taiwan, as heritage remains under threat from the
normative processes of fast-paced economic development. This is manifests clearly in the centres of

Taipei, Kaohsiung, Taichung etc. but also increasingly in more peripheral urban areas too.

Taiwan's identity is often problematic to articulate but heritage, in both its tangible and intangible
forms, has a critical role to play in projecting its identity to the rest of the world. One could argue that
UNESCO recognised World Heritage Sites would be helpful in raising the global profile of Taiwan
but this is not axiomatic and moreover it is unlikely to occur for some time. However, even a cursory
understanding of the island's heritage reveals its role as a focal point for understanding multi-layered
connections to different parts of the world, and also its considerable potential to be incorporated into a

wider sustainable development agenda.

Heritage of the World Rather than World Heritage

Taiwan's heritage reflects its multiple, complex and often conflicting identities, but also its networks
of relationships with the rest of the world. The range of heritage resources in Tamsui alone reveals the
historic role of the whole island in the production and trade of natural resources and, more recently,
manufactured and processed goods. As with any port city, Tamsui is marked by a rich cosmopolitan
heritage but it is also subject to intense development pressures in the course of maintaining its role as a
trading hub. Its groupings of preserved buildings (Hongmaocheng Fort, Customs Officer's Residence,
Hobe Fort etc.) speak of connections with Spain, the Netherlands, Great Britain, Canada, the USA,
China and Japan. But also, though less obviously to some, does the 2011 restored Shell Warehouse,
which was part of the wider regional Pacific strategic trade in oil. Of course, over the years these sites
have changed their function and have taken on new values, but nonetheless they indicate the ways in

which Taiwan was linked to global trade patterns.

These cultural heritage sites and many others across Taiwan demonstrate intimate and often
forgotten connections with the rest of the world; maybe not forgotten by Taiwan but overlooked by a
wider international community. Each site opens up its own series of memories and stories, not only in a
local historical sense, but in a global way as well. Individually, collectively, and thematically, Taiwan's
cultural heritage may never be officially designated ‘World Heritage' but this should not prevent it
from protection through official designation at a national level. There is inevitable debate as to what

and whose heritage is worthy of marking, but being able to identify the place of heritage sites in a wider
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trans-national context can add to the
arguments for their protection and

management.

By simply having the label
of World Heritage does not mean
that a site avoids the pressures of
economic development and/or on-
going management issues, including
finance. Heritage flourishes when
its story is communicated to a wide
audience, and this in part rests upon

the managers of sites. In many parts of
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the world, and Taiwan is no exception,
the narratives of cultural heritage (World Heritage included) are over-technical and overly focused on
historical detail rather than on the wider meaning of sites for the contemporary world, where continuities
between past, present and future can be emphasised. Telling the story of how Taiwan's heritage links to
the rest of the world is an important mechanism for community involvement, for attracting tourists and
for much needed political engagement. Furthermore it also is a means of generating new thinking around
connecting cultural heritage with models of economic development so that the two domains can better
worktogether. <
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