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This paper reviews the top-down vision of Erbil Citadel's local community 

role in two conservation processes conducted upon its built heritage, but with 

further concentration upon its current revitalisation process, since it is still 

taking place on the ground. It aims at demonstrating the problematic nature 

in valorising the presence and thus, the participation of the locals in the 

current revitalisation process, linking its latent reasons to the loose mechanism 

employed to attain its goals. It is concluded that the lack of experience of site 

authorities regarding how to link the touristic goals of the policy to the 

sociocultural potentials of the site has led to overlooking the role of the locals 

regarding the revelation of these potentials, and consequently to their 

marginalisation in the revitalisation process. The paper also draws initial 

findings about the potential causes that often drive local conservation processes 

to ignore local participation, recommending further investigation in this regard. 
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Introduction 

 

Local participation of the inhabitants is often regarded as a vital pillar for 

setting genuine policies of heritage conservation owing to the diverse cultural 

potential that their knowledge may contribute to these policies (Jasim et al. 

2017, ICOMOS 2013a, 2013b). True deciphering of the site‟s histo-cultural story, 

as an interlocking conglomeration of specific sociocultural values, vernacular 

traditions and bygone events, and thus their realistic employment within the 

conservation policy, might therefore be far-fetched without the concrete 

engagement of the inhabitants (Salazar 2010, Park 2014). The latter‟s contributions 

emerge from the site‟s multi-layered cultural reality, which demonstrate built 

heritage as multifaceted living assets rather than physical residues from the past 

to be visited. As such, factual engagement of the locals can truthfully boost the 

site's futuristic policies including those cultural heritage-based touristic ones 

(Naef and Ploner 2016). More importantly, it can protect the site from some 

loose strategies of the site's authorities that usually present „heritage as… 
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conflicting uses and purposes‟ in the way its cultural potential is „marketed…in 

tourism contexts‟, which leaves heritage „largely unrecognised or under-

represented‟ (Park 2014: 3). Despite this having led to a globalisation of the 

legitimacy of local participation in formulating heritage conservation policies, 

more than one conservation process conducted upon Erbil Citadel has shown 

what contradicts this discourse (Jasim et al. 2018). This, in turn, calls for an 

investigation into the reasons behind this contradiction, which is what the study 

aims to cover here. In fact, the unique residential features of the settlement 

haves robustly contributed to rooting the nature of Erbil's cultural potential, 

which supposedly should make the inhabitants' contributions important for 

revealing the potential within the new tourist shift of the site. Excluding them 

from participating in formulating the revitalisation policies of the site is 

therefore controversial indeed. 

Hence, the paper aims to demonstrate the preliminary consequences of 

excluding local participation in Erbil Citadel‟s current revitalisation process, 

and instead seek any local views that may support the touristic aim envisaged 

for the revitalisation policy. This perhaps reveals the extent to which local 

participation can serve this aim, and thus to what extent it is taken into 

consideration by the site authorities. As a methodology, the study adopts a 

qualitative approach whereby it can concisely make the link between the heritage‟s 

cultural potential and the role of the locals‟ contributions in revealing and 

employing them within the tourism market. To achieve this, a synthesis of tools 

is utilised here. Firstly, the paper reviews some key literature that demonstrates 

the correlative relationship between the site and its inhabitants throughout 

history, enabling a precise positioning of their role as a vital tool to this end. 

Specific studies are debated here that firstly settle the affirmative aspects of 

this relationship in addition to revealing the potential that can be provided by 

the locals to the current policy of Erbil revitalisation, particularly the revelation 

of the key issues that its touristic shift involves. 

To enable a critical investigation of these issues, firstly the study debates the 

contributions made by two conservation processes upon Erbil's built heritage and 

the role entrusted to its local community in this regard. In particular, the paper 

reviews what ICOMOS reports about the contradiction between what the site's 

authorities emphasise regarding the significant residential-cultural value of the 

site, and the fact that it lacks a genuine reference to the role of its local 

community within the current revitalisation process regarding both detection of 

its cultural attractions and thus achievement of its touristic shift. Secondly, it 

conducts some specific interviews with some key figures amongst the site 

inhabitants, the local authorities and the global experts of the revitalisation 

regarding repercussions of these issues upon the overall cultural value of the 

Citadel‟s built context. This, ultimately, enables a critical discussion, and thus 

a viable conclusion concerning the achievement of the site's touristic aim 

through the role of local participation. As part of the findings, the potential 

reasons behind the marginalisation of the local views might be attributed to the 

Iraqi local rules of heritage conservation, so further studies are recommended 

in this respect. 
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A Contradictory Vision of the Locals’ Role in Conservation Processes:  

A Concise Review of the Literature   
 

Despite its importance, the role of local participation may represent a 

challenge for conservation processes of some built heritage sites, especially for 

some authorities that do not celebrate rich experiences in this regard. This, in 

fact, is due to an ill-conceived vision that can draw upon the purposeful potential 

of this role, which, because it may lack a professional narrative style, is often 

understood as crude contributions that seem superficial or impractical. Otherwise, 

examples of the feasibility of this role are numerous, for instance, the ICOMOS 

Charters of 1999, 2002 & 2004 consider the inhabitants have the capacity to 

comprehend the cultural spirit and biography of the built context of the site, 

and thus necessitate their contributions in revealing heritage histo-cultural 

values and events. Huang (2006) observes the deep-rooted correlation between 

the site and its inhabitants as a unique characteristic, which grants them the 

ability to deepen some cultural dimensions of the context. This consequently 

can assist in resuscitating a broader image of the requirements that the site's 

development entails, and thus explore new guides that maintain the validity of 

the conservation policies to be more responsive to any future changes. Based 

on their continuous coexistence with the site, Huang et al. (2012) and Yang et 

al. (2010) state that their views may demonstrate valid solutions to protect 

against any physical deterioration of the site. In the field of heritage‟s „market-

driven tourism‟, Johnston (2003) and Staiff et al. (2013) affirm that engagement of 

the aboriginal inhabitants facilitates setting a good management plan of heritage 

conservation, since it is conditional on the extent of a proper revelation of its 

cultural assets, which is a task that often dictates the factual participation of the 

inhabitants.  

All of this should depict conservation policies as „community-based 

partnerships‟, which entail giving a more „effective‟ role for the views at the 

grassroots level of the site (MacDonald and Jolliffe 2003: 307), making ultimately 

the goals of these policies more attainable. As part of this, Thapa (2007) and 

Wager (1995) note that achievement of long-term heritage policies that are able 

to perpetuate heritage‟s tangible and intangible assets must include local 

participation, which entails a 'decentralised strategy…based on co-decision 

methodology between the site‟s authority and inhabitants‟ to formulate its 

conservation policies (Jasim et al. 2017: 296). This enables the involvement of 

multiple perspectives and a broad range of knowledge, and thus the „dynamic 

participation of purposeful concepts [consequently] a more comprehensive 

process of decision-making‟ (Jasim et al. 2017: 296-297). However, according 

to Avrami et al. (2000), the extreme reliance on the general rules of the articles 

stipulated by some global charters by site authorities when drawing up heritage 

conservation policy often hinders the genuine activation of such roles that local 

participation may play. 

However, the locals‟ excessive interpretation of heritage is sometimes seen 

by authorities as holding back some innovative global techniques of heritage 

conservation, creating a state of vagueness regarding the exact role that can be 
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entrusted to them. Furthermore, their involvement can create a state of intricacy 

concerning coordinating the responsibilities and priorities among the site‟s 

authorities and inhabitants, which, in the long-run, also weakens this role. Aas 

et al. (2005), and Su and Li (2012) attribute this to a kind of inconsistency among 

them, which often results from incompatibility regarding planning for the site's 

economic and touristic potential. For instance, the inhabitants‟ subjective narratives 

regarding the site‟s cultural values might drive to undervaluing the cultural 

significance of the site globally. Consequently, instead of streamlining the steps of 

formulating its conservation policies, their narratives may lead to complicating 

the overall management plan of conservation (Dicks 2000, UNESCO 2005, Poria 

and Biran 2006, Thapa 2007). More importantly, the authorities usually seek to 

globalise the site to enable heritage to become more open-ended to accommodate 

tourists' tales and visitors' interpretations in order to increase the cultural merits 

and economic impacts that can be brought to the entire place (Chhabra et al. 

2003, Park 2014). Yet, this can sometimes challenge some local visions that often 

see heritage as a fixed and unchanging entity.  

Within this discourse, the role of local communities of some Asian Islamic 

heritage sites has been overlooked and replaced with what heritage specialists 

narrate concerning strategies of their conservation. In fact, the task of conservation 

of Iraqi built heritage, which Erbil Citadel is part of, has demonstrated the 

worst-case scenario when the task of its conservation has been entirely assigned to 

some local decision-makers. Some local experiences have proven that those 

decision-makers have set conservation policies of some local sites depending 

on their personal experience. In contrast, on some other sites, an opportunity 

for involvement has only been given to some global heritage experts, whilst the 

role of their inhabitants has been entirely disregarded. Indeed, both of these 

approaches have resulted in some frustrating outcomes upon these sites. An 

example of this comes from Babylon heritage site, which has been temporarily 

removed from the WHL (World Heritage List) immediately after such policies. 

It has become well-known that the contributions of the local professionals were 

left aside within that process, which if they had participated, might have 

brought about a significant change (Jasim et al. 2018). In fact, some other local 

sites, where conservation processes are still ongoing, portend to similar outcomes, 

particularly stating that their future aims require efficient contributions of their 

local communities, whereas initial results of their policies indicate the opposite. 

 

 

Positioning Erbil Citadel within this Context  
 

Erbil Citadel is a fortress of deep-history, tailored from diverse cultural values 

and historical events (MacGinnis 2014), and resulting from a „successive 

rebuilding… over thousands of years‟ (Brammah 2009a: 67). It rests on the top of 

a mound-slope at the centre of Erbil, the Capital of Iraqi Kurdistan. From a 

historical-urban perspective, the Citadel‟s oval form has contributed to shaping 

the urban form of Erbil city, as there have been successive circular urban rings 

surrounding the Citadel including its axial routes that stem from the mound 
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towards the outside of the city (see Figure 1). Its unique trait of being continuously 

inhabited for more than 6000 years, (since the Neolithic age) (Novacek et al. 

2008, HCECR 2008, Brammah 2009a, MacGinnis 2014) should be regarded as 

a surplus value for its inhabitants, which sanctions their participation in drawing 

up the site‟s future policies. This may enable a more transparent transmission 

of its diverse cultural values of construction on the site. 

In particular, the current traditional urban fabric of the site, which is assigned 

to the Ottoman period (UNESCO 2015), puts its locals in the foreground for 

partaking in any process of conservation as being the true knowledge-holders 

of this period. The built context of this period mirrors a strong cohesion and 

coherence of social structure and thus urban structure that was considered to be 

a consequence of the conformist social relationships, and through the Islamic 

canon, which celebrates the concept of social neighbourhood. 

Hence, the general social values and traditions among the locals have 

added a sense of congruence and social harmony consolidating the social networks, 

and thus the social criteria of the site. This in fact also grants the inhabitants 

primacy in knowing the site very well, making them familiar with its diverse 

historical events and sociocultural values (Southgate 1840, Bornberg et al. 2006, 

HCECR 2008, SOITM 2013). From a tourist perspective, despite the unstable 

political circumstances, the GBTKRG (2019) reports show that local tourism 

has increased dramatically in Kurdistan aiming to reach 3.5 million visitors by 

the end of 2019. This has led to further consideration of how to promote cultural 

heritage tourism locally, while the role of local communities still requires real 

meditation particularly in terms of highlighting the potential of built heritage 

sites. Erbil Citadel, in particular, has witnessed an increasing number of visits, 

especially in recent years. According to the Head of the High Commission for 

Erbil Citadel Revitalisation „HCECR‟
1
, for example, the site embraced more 

than 53,000 visitors in 2016 (Ekurd 2017). Mostly, visitors celebrate the site's 

urban heritage including some local folklore and social norms that have materially 

contributed to its emergence, which is often referred to as a value attributed to its 

residents (MacGinnis 2014, Brammah 2009a). All of this should ultimately 

give their participation priority in formulating the site‟s future plans within any 

process of conservation. 

 

                                                           
1
One of the authors was part of the HCECR in 2007/8 as a Senior Architect. 
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Figure 1. A: Erbil Citadel as a Cultural Built Heritage, an Aerial Image for the 

Site in 1951; B: Erbil City, which shows Erbil Citadel at its Centre, which has 

contributed to the Current Layout of its Circular Urban Form; C: Map of Iraq 

showing Erbil City 

 
Source: A: Pitt-Rivers Museum, Bradford Collection, 1998.296; B: Erbil Citadel private library; C: 

modified from Erbil Governorate private library. 

 

 

Site-based Indications Debilitate Local Participation 
 

First: Within Erbil Citadel Renovation Process 
 

In 1979, however, the renovation process carried out on the site was 

completed according to an explicit model of top-down decision-making, resulting 

in a negative correlation with the site‟s cultural ethos and the extent to which it 

corresponds with its local privacy. Based on a study by Brammah Huszar and 

Associates on the site (2009), the renovation made a series of urban and 

architectural changes, such as „the demolition of the historical south gate‟ 

Erbil Citadel 

A 

Erbil Citadel 
 

Erbil 

city 

B 

Map of 
Iraq 

C 

 

Erbil 
Citadel 

 

Erbil 

City 

 



Athens Journal of Tourism March 2020 

 

23 

including the site‟s central area, which left real repercussions on the built context, 

as if they were „deliberate demolitions‟ of the site (Huszar and Associates on the 

site (2009: 68) (see Figure 2). Both the gate and the central area have been 

repeatedly emphasised as substantial parts of the context for their deep-antiquity 

and thus their symbolic values. Their demolition, therefore, has jeopardised the 

site‟s deep residential-cultural values, reflecting an „overwhelming feeling‟ about 

authenticity of the Citadel's built heritage as a historical symbol of the place 

(HCECR 2012a: 1). 

In fact, the key purpose behind the renovation is to improve accessibility and 

flow of traffic, from and to the site for the locals in line with the contemporary life 

of Erbil. This, for authorities, can prevent the departure of the inhabitants, and 

thus prevent the repercussions that may strike the site culturally, as it creates a 

gap between the site's sociocultural values and their origins rooted in its 

residential context. Whereas this aim is apparently valid, still the tools for its 

achievement are perhaps worthless. If the site authorities represent one of the 

main two powers that should make decisions for the renovation, its local 

community is regarded the second power who can give valid solutions in this 

regard based on their uninterrupted deep correlation with the site (Jasim et al. 

2017). Therefore, if the demolitions perhaps indicate a clear lack of knowledge 

that the renovation team possessed about the site, this supposedly should redirect 

the process towards the engagement of the inhabitants. Their contributions should 

have been seen as a base, or more precisely a „stable network [of] effective shared 

views‟ towards more realistic development of Erbil's urban and architectural assets 

(Jordan 1990: 327). A development that can carefully respond to the contemporary 

life, but meanwhile maintain the traditional identity of the context, as the 

inhabitants are more familiar with the issues and potentials of its residential-urban 

fabric. Along with the desired contemporaneity, their vibrant input, therefore, can 

tailor the renovation policy more with this fabric to be more attached to its tangible 

and intangible tenors. 

Yet, the HCECR (2012b & 2012c) affirm that the renovation has shown the 

complete exclusion of any local contributions, even those of stakeholders and 

professionals. The renovation policy attributes this to the non-stop departure of 

those professionals and stakeholders, resulting from the continuous physical 

„damage[s]‟ that the built context has witnessed at that time (Brammah 2009a: 68). 

Accordingly, the local authorities decided to reinstate the site to its original assets 

before the renovation, whereas the HCECR (2012c) points out that the locals‟ 

contributions should be well-thought-out to be efficiently included this time. This, 

consequently, has urged UNESCO's Guidelines (2014) to consider the inhabitants‟ 

contributions as an imperative for the “assessment” of any new plan to revitalise 

the site, including its “future aim”. After 2007, therefore, a thorough revitalisation 

process was initiated to restore the site‟s genuine urban image. 
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Figure 2. “Left”: The Citadel in 1951, before the Renovation; “Right”: The 

Citadel after 1979, after Renovation 

Source: (Jasim et al 2017: 295). 

   

Second: Within Erbil Citadel Revitalisation Process 
 

Based on Brammah (2009a, 2009b), HCECR (2012c), and UNESCO (2013 

& 2014), the revitalisation process should be driven by the general frame of the 

broad topological and cultural-traditional features of the site. To achieve this, the 

role entrusted to the decentralised power strategy between the site‟s authorities and 

inhabitants should be truly activated, which empowers the latter to be engaged in 

efficient negotiations towards a complete revelation of the sociocultural values and 

events, or any other ruinous features of the Fortress. Whilst the context is carefully 

being traced to be well-reinstated to its authentic settings, it is being mapped out to 

serve global heritage tourism, as a substantial goal envisaged for the site, based on 

its rich cultural potential, which stretches back thousands of years (MacGinnis 

2014). In fact, its unique feature of being continuously inhabited for six thousand 

years, on the one hand, enriches the site's current diverse values, meanings and 

assets, and thus its touristic shift. On the other hand, it presupposes the locals' role 

in formulating its revitalisation policies (HCECR 2012c, SOITM 2013). In 

particular, the Citadel‟s built context is an explicit representation of its cultural 

context, where the latter is an integral part of its social context formed by its 

inhabitants over its deep history, making these three contexts overlapping and 

inseparable from one another. Accordingly, any attempt to invest and utilise its 

historical-cultural context within heritage tourism may require the genuine 

contribution of its locals, particularly after the site's Ottoman period. 

During those periods and afterwards, Islamic norms left tangible impacts 

upon the formulation of the site‟s urban and architectural character as an explicit 

response to its social-cultural context (HCECR 2008, SOITM 2013), making a 

valid reading of these contexts substantially contingent upon the tangible 

participation of some site-based contributions. The World Heritage Committee, 
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therefore, recommends that „links and sense of belonging of the … inhabitants 

[should] represent important aspects for a long-term revitalisation of Erbil 

Citadel‟, which may robustly contribute to its touristic goal (2014: 16). For the 

Committee, the Citadel is a popular venue that socially and culturally gathers the 

inhabitants, particularly through some cultural-religious activities in the central 

public zone. Consequently, any efforts to revitalise the site, including planning for 

its touristic potential, should consider this aspect as a determining factor in 

restoring the built context to its authentic setting before the renovation. 

Brammah (2009b), who worked on the preparation of the revitalisation 

Master Plan, also believe that local engagement would boost local-based support 

for the site‟s future decisions. Accordingly, they recommend enacting new by-

laws and regulations for this purpose that serve „the creation of a culture of care 

for the Citadel and its built heritage‟, where the locals will act as a cornerstone to 

fulfil this (Brammah 2009b: 92). Perhaps, the importance of this comes from what 

the Implementation Action Plan (2009) of the revitalisation entails, which states 

that the first threshold in the revitalisation process should focus on how to 

establish a broad database of historical and cultural knowledge that facilitates the 

objective construction of the site policies. To meet this, the inhabitants should be 

seen as a living informative base of data „to deliver the vision of the revitalisation‟, 

and thus building „strong partnerships‟ with them is essential (Brammah 2009b: 

22). More importantly, „engag[ing] the residents‟ would sustain „significance‟ of 

the site as a residential settlement, which boosts „the revival of its identity‟, and 

thus its touristic goals (Brammah 2009b: 26). In fact, the UNESCO Guidelines on 

the Citadel Conservation (2014) consider the locals‟ role as a „key principle‟ in 

gathering „oral and physical documentation‟ about the histo-cultural biography of 

the site that can feed the „input‟ and „assessment‟ of the revitalisation (UNESCO 

2014: 17-18). The Guidelines therefore quote on page 12 of the Burra Charter plan 

that the locals should be involved within the whole process of revitalisation. 

However, the current progress of the project contradicts this, and foreshadows 

some contentious outcomes, especially with regard to meeting its touristic aims 

(ICOMOS, 2014). Whereas the revitalisation‟s initial steps indicate the real 

absence of local participation, it is expected that the site may face a similar fate of 

Babylon to be „removed from UNESCO WHL‟ if the revitalisation continues 

without change to its current policies (Ekurd 2017). Part of this change may come 

from realistic contributions stemming from the reality of the site itself rather than 

what experts' contributions dictate. 

 

 

A Non-integral Vision towards the Role of Local Participation 
 

Despite the potential need for some site-based workable views, more than one 

study showed that this issue did not receive real consideration by site authorities. 

For instance, a study on “Repercussions of Singularity of Authorities” in making 

conservation decisions states that planning for „the future aspirations of the 

revitalisation policy rests with the [authorities] more than the site inhabitants‟ 

(Jasim et al. 2018: 82), which portends to fewer encouraging results about the 
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expected role of the latter. In fact, the top-down plan for the future of the site after 

its revitalisation is perhaps the main reason for this, since the value of the locals in 

sustaining its tourism prospects does not seem to be included here, making their 

raw views on the progress of the revitalisation policy unnecessary. For the 

authorities, continuity of the unique residential feature of the site as being 

continuously inhabited for millennia will not be a key aim for the site after its 

revitalisation. This feature will be used as a complementary tool that supports the 

new touristic aim of the site, and thus „will be re-employed just to boost‟ the 

Citadel‟s built heritage within „global tourism [as] a brand for Kurdistan‟ (Jasim et 

al. 2018: 82). The need is for a profession-based vision that can make change, 

which adopts expert views more than being a local-based vision resting on the 

“raw views” of the inhabitants. 

The Ministry of Culture and the General Tourism Commission in Erbil 

(which are strongly connected to the revitalisation policy) affirmed, in direct 

interviews conducted in 2016, that the touristic shift of the Citadel demands some 

innovative views of global experts. Their rich experiences of heritage conservation 

can nourish the revitalisation with some novel “plans”, “proposals” and 

“recommendations” that would have a palpable effect on the fulfilment of the 

touristic shift. Operating the cultural potentials of the site may require re-

employing them as part of an interconnected loop integrated into new complemen-

tary activities based on its urban and architectural potential, and this largely entails 

some expert contributions. This, in turn, may create change, opening the site 

towards some global investment bringing finance to the revitalisation process 

whereby its policy can continue, and this, indeed, is what UNESCO/Iraq Office 

suggested in 2016. Yet, regardless of the controversial vision of the continuity of 

the historical-residential trait as a predominant value of the site, revival of the 

obsolescence of different sociocultural potentials should act as part of the change, 

thus an efficient complementary tool that supports the touristic aim (HCECR 

2012c, Brammah 2009a). Their diverse values should thereby be allowed to grow, 

increasing the accumulation of their positive impacts, thus maintaining a 

progressive nature for the touristic potential of the built context (Mitchell 2008). 

Considering that these values are produced as part of the 'social practice' of the 

inhabitants (Smith, 2012), the local-based contributions are basically the most 

appropriate tool that can engage with them according to what may facilitate under-

standing the influence of the local culture on their emergence (MacGinnis 2009). 

When people have 'culture…norms…memories…ideas… feelings… meanings… 

conceptions‟ shared with the site, this makes an interpretation of such an influence 

possible for them (Mahmud 2007: 40). Consequently, it enables an intact reading 

of the overlapped relationship between the cultural and the urban context of the 

site, since the cultural context of Islamic built heritage is a verbatim interpretation 

of its sociocultural impacts (Abu-Lughod 1987, Rico 2017). Jasim et al. (2018) 

may provide site-based evidence of this, stating that: 
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The locals are able to „reveal some social norms inherent in the Citadel; detecting 

many of its obsolete architectural details; picturing some key historical stories 

submerged in the site‟s cultural layers; and thus, their performance as a 

“storytelling” for the recreational journey of this built heritage‟ (Jasim et al. 2018: 

82-83). 

 

Accordingly, precise analysis of „in-depth‟ views of its aboriginals allows for 

a realistic understanding of how these impacts have contributed in constructing the 

urban and architectural context of this built heritage, and thus their required re-

employment within its touristic shift (Mahmud and Al-naim 2006, Assari et al. 

2012). As an Ottoman style, for instance, the architectural and urban context of the 

site has suffered different destructions over the last two centuries and are now 

mostly in ruins (HCECR 2012c), which makes reinstating the context to its 

original Ottoman setting challenging, since it substantially requires understanding 

the genuine assets of its sociocultural potential. Conservation experts are therefore 

difficult to be considered here as an elite who knows everything about this built 

heritage. Consequently, their contributions are perhaps unable to make the 

restoration of any ruined part of its non-physical entity possible, and so this task 

should not be completely entrusted to them. The site-based contributions instead 

are often seen as “the foundation” upon which tasks should begin. Nevertheless, 

the first decision that was made for the site revitalisation was the evacuation 

decision that aimed to clear the site of its inhabitants, and all of the revitalisation‟s 

other major decisions were made afterwards (ICOMOS 2014). This, in fact, 

suggests that the site's local authorities‟ vision of the revitalisation as an integral 

and overlaid policy is incomplete and lacks rationale, and is perhaps mostly held in 

subjective considerations. This is what one of the key global experts of the 

revitalisation confirmed in the study in 2016. The residents were displaced early 

off-site and before any consultations with the experts whose experience may 

demand some site-based local views in order to clearly understand some very local 

assets, especially those that have taken root in the daily life of the local 

community. The inhabitants, on the other hand, also embraced this expert 

viewpoint, confirming to the researcher that the evacuation made them unable to 

participate due to their early departure from the site in exchange for some 

compensation. For them, confining the setup of the revitalisation policy to mutual 

efforts shared between some global and local specialists seems to have been 

predetermined earlier even before the revitalisation process began. 

Hence, if we appreciate the decision to make the site globally recognised, still 

the step to clear the Citadel of its inhabitants was premature since it contradicts 

and even debilitates the tourist aim of the site when confining the plan to the total 

domination of views of specialists. In fact, the loose approach behind this step, and 

thus the disinterest of local participation, can be attributed to the site authorities-

based initial procedures that preceded the revitalisation policy. The procedures 

determined the global experts as the elite who, indisputably, „know what is good' 

for the site, which, in return, considered consult[ation] with local people‟ as 

something trivial (Din 1993: 329). Whereas the pertinent correlation between the 

social and urban contexts of the Citadel may refute this vision, the evacuation 

rescinds the unique feature (the continuous habitation of the site), which is 
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considered by the revitalisation policy as a keystone for the touristic aim (HCECR 

2012c). According to Park (2014), besides keeping the site vibrant for the visitors 

(proving its historical fact as a long-standing residential settlement), the existence 

of the inhabitants enables a qualitative understanding of the site‟s cultural assets 

based on their lived interpretations of these assets that allow open discussion with 

the visitor. What makes the top-down vision of the revitalisation non-

representational for such goals then is the ill-suited introspection of the value that 

this feature may bestow upon the built context (Timothy 1999). 

For example, the promising change for the current policy underlies an 

architecturally-oriented restoration that is confined to rehabilitating the site's 

physical potentials, which deems the authentic retrieval of its physical structures 

sufficient for creating excitement, and thus attracting visitors. In fact, the policy 

explicitly declares that revitalising the site‟s physical structures „will be enhanced 

by means of … tourism and leisure activities that are compatible with…its 

aspirations to become a World Heritage Site‟ supporting Erbil touristically 

(HCECR 2012c: 125) (see Figure 3). Whereas the policy condones the fact that the 

site will be presented as a deserted context, some visitors may enjoy seeing the site 

celebrating its people, or their questions may demand the presence of the 

inhabitants. Confining its touristic shift to a purely material reading focused on 

rehabilitating its physical structures only means the current policy drives the site to 

misuse the value of its traditional-residential character.  

The ill-thought-out planning for preparing the huge budget that the 

revitalisation requires, on the other hand, has also contributed to the decision of 

evacuation, including the marginalisation of local participation albeit indirectly 

(Brammah, 2009a, 2009b, HCECR 2012a). For the authorities, achieving this 

budget necessitates globalising the site touristically, for which the revitalisation 

policy considers the evacuation step as expediting the process. It allows for 

intensifying the expert contributions in how to bring global investors who may 

benefit from the spaces of the physical structures of the context after being 

revitalised to operate their own cultural, managerial and economic interests. 

Consequently, it facilitates making the revitalisation a self-funded process in 

addition to its multiple economic returns on the whole place. In this regard, Paris 

ICOMOS (2011) considers built heritage as an increasingly important constituent 

within the industry of global tourism, thus as an essential driver of urban 

development of the place. It can play a fundamental role in boosting heritage-

based tourism culturally, but this also entails a precise vision that invests in its 

realistic potential, which considers the inhabitants as a vital part of fulfilling this. 

The entire displacement of the residents presents instead tangible evidence of the 

superficial planning of the revitalisation policy towards the achievement of this 

aim, as the existence of the inhabitants is actually a value for the site which could 

largely be supportive for its touristic shift.  

Through the admittance of the site to the World Heritage List, the ICOMOS 

Report (2014) also refers to this issue when repeatedly asserting the significance of 

the site having been inhabited for millennia, and then suddenly being socially 

deserted. For instance: „Erbil Citadel stands alone for its continuity of settlement…; 

the millennial continuity of occupation of the Erbil site is also attested to be the 
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remarkable permanence of its name…,‟ (ICOMOS Report 2014: 80-81). However, 

„the fact that Erbil Citadel is currently uninhabited detracts from its sense of place 

as a town…and in this regard the…revitalisation formulas appear excessively [to] 

not pay attention to the regeneration of the social fabric‟ within the Citadel 

(ICOMOS Report 2014: 80-86).  

Therefore, ICOMOS considers the existence of the inhabitants as a substantial 

factor towards the achievement of its futuristic aims, affirming that: 

 
It „is strongly needed…as of utmost importance for the future and long-term 

conservation of Erbil Citadel‟s significance. ICOMOS recommends that the HCECR 

takes into account the role that the previous residents may play in the revitalisation 

process…and foresees the return of former inhabitants‟ (ICOMOS 2014: 87). 

 

Doha ICOMOS (2014), therefore, asserts the importance of the role of the 

social constituents of the Citadel to attain its touristic shift, where the site should be 

recognised as an interrelated and overlapped structure of urban and architectural 

growth, of parts rooted in a “one-whole”. As such, the revitalisation should be 

completely integrated into local contributions and backed up by a continuing 

planning process, while the final success of its policies is ultimately conditional 

upon a local feasible follow-up and the residents‟ role should be an essential part of 

it. Their role can assist in formulating the diverse criteria of the site‟s sociocultural 

values that contributed to the configuration of 'the traditional character' of some of 

its deteriorated physical structures. This, in turn, facilitates identifying the 

chronological order of some alterations that affected the built context, and thus the 

retrieval of 'the sense of the place‟ (ICOMOS 2014: 84). Thus, for ICOMOS, the 

inhabitants' uninterrupted habitation of the site makes them aware of any 

modifications that these structures have undergone since the Ottoman early-period. 

Consequently, their concrete engagement assists in the precise tracing of diverse 

urban and architectural assets of these structures. Perhaps what authenticates the 

ICOMOS treatises is the robust unity of lineage that the settlement possesses that 

ties the ancestors to the descendants, which is one of the substantial factors that 

have sustained permanent habitation of the site (SOITM 2013, HCECR 2008). 
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Figure 3. The Final Proposed Functions and Urban Land Use in the “Overall Master Plan”, which Shows the High Priority for Tourism and its 

Recreational Complementary Functions that Dominate the Residential Use of the Proposal 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Final Report on Revitalisation of Erbil Citadel: Summary of Outputs of the Project (Brammah 2009a: 81). 
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This, of course, makes the residents aware of these modifications, which in 

turn legitimises their participation here. The built context of the site, on urban 

and architectural levels represents a direct response to some essential sociocultural 

norms of the local community of the site and this may make local participation 

imperative here for the revelation of the origins of these structures. This indeed is 

integral because the Islamic principles of the Ottoman period have substantially 

contributed to shaping the current manifestation of the urban and architectural 

elements of the built context (Abu-Lughod 1987, Kazimee 2010). This perhaps 

facilitates the embedding of the site's tourist shift within the roots of the 

revitalisation policy, since UNESCO (2014) affirms that some site-based qualified 

contributions of the Citadel can help through using its „culture and cultural 

heritage…as vectors for development‟, while perpetuating 'its transmission to the 

future generations‟ (UNESCO (2014: 5). Following such a track, the revitalisation 

policy also commits to what has been endorsed earlier that part of its plan is to 

work “on retrieving the Citadel‟s spirit”, which is residential. Otherwise, the new 

tourist shift might be unable to maintain the site's traditional identity as it seems far 

from being governed by its unique residential character. 

 

 

Discussion 
 

Perhaps one of the key issues that should be debated firstly here is why 

marginalisation of the role of local participation seems deep-rooted in both the 

renovation and the revitalisation processes conducted on Erbil Citadel. While 

the renovation ignores them, the revitalisation simply does the same. The 

renovation had ignored the existence of the inhabitants to participate in drawing 

up its policies, and the revitalisation has exceeded this by knowingly displacing 

them from their “home”, without any consideration for not just for their role 

but also the repercussions of such a step. In fact, the roots of this issue lie firstly in 

the regional criteria that many Asian heritage sites are subject to (where the 

Citadel lies), since they do not emphasise the importance of keeping these sites 

celebrating the permanent presence of their communities. Inferred from Uriely 

et al. (2003), Huang (2006), and Su and Li (2012) the criteria lacks a clear 

reference to the significance of the cultural awareness of these sites' authorities 

regarding deeming the locals as real representatives of their heritage and whose 

views often receive slight consideration in this regard. A study conducted on 

Nazareth Heritage in (2003), for example, shows that the residents‟ presence, 

and thus their visions, in conservation policies is „an issue that received little 

attention‟ (Nazareth Heritage 2003: 69). Whilst this may interpret the weak 

application of the decentralising power strategy (between the site‟s authorities 

and inhabitants) within these criteria, according to Wilson (2003), it may prove 

that these criteria do not prioritise the fact that inhabitants and culture of the 

site are fundamentally interlinked, which therefore should carefully be addressed 

within any future policy related to its conservation. 

On a local level, in fact, some studies concluded that the local conservation 

laws of Iraqi heritage sites lack a genuine action plan that consider the inhabitants 
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as real representatives of the site. Bortolotto et al. (2013) mention that these 

laws lack „an action plan targeting [local] communities…through meetings and 

workshops‟ (Bortolotto et al. 2013: 101), which would appropriately tailor their 

views with the policy setup of the site conservation. This has resulted in some 

specific drawbacks shared among these sites, which entail their reinvestigation 

within these laws, such as (Bortolotto et al. 2013: 100-101): 

 

 Little awareness about the role and benefits from decision makers to 

grassroots levels; 

 Local community-based organisations lack the official recognition and the 

capacity to participate in the actual development [in] community-based 

[cultural] resource management; 

 Inadequate human, technical…capacity of cultural staff at local levels to 

address the complex management issues and to secure effective 

implementation of conservation actions; 

 Lack of integration between institutions and local development strategies. 

 

In fact, this series of weaknesses makes the locals' views a vassal category 

subordinated to the site decision-makers, which often leads to weakening their 

appreciation of the conservation plan, or even perceiving it „as a restriction‟ that 

limits their contributions (Bortolotto et al. 2013: 101). Obviously, repercussions of 

this top-down vision have combined to make the mechanism to implement the 

Citadel‟s revitalisation policy contradictory to its aim, as evidenced by the 

evacuation. The latter unwillingly drags the Citadel's tourist purpose behind a 

mechanism that may permanently confiscate its unique residential feature, 

which is considered as the birthplace for more sociocultural values that would 

further this aim. It is often stated that the potential of this feature empowers the 

Citadel to represent the place, acknowledging Erbil city through the global tourist 

milieus (Brammah 2009b, MacGinnis 2014), and this, according to Uzzell (1996), 

and Howard (2003), grants its built heritage substantial significance in global 

tourism. Therefore, the revitalisation's endeavour should be concentrated on 

how to devote a mechanism that assists in maintaining this feature foremost, not 

the opposite. This would largely maintain the Citadel as an historical influential 

incentive for the entire place within heritage tourism, which, in turn, may boost 

the definition of Erbil globally based on its cultural identity. In particular, the 

future trends to heritage tourism are increasingly seen as a leading incentive 

through which a new rapport can be found in the local-global nexus of the 

place based on the cultural potential of its historical environments, especially 

the ramifications that have begun to be felt between the economy and politics 

(Chhabra et al. 2003). Accordingly, quoting Park (2014), re-directing the potential 

of the Citadel towards global tourism perhaps „serves both economic incentives 

and political principles‟ (Park 2014: 3). 

However, the superficial methodology on motivation of such dimensions, 

sometimes, can drive to outcomes similar to the inconsiderate step of the 

evacuation, which has curbed the residential feature of the site, and thus its social 

constituents from serving as a keystone for such a trend in the revitalisation policy. 
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The evacuation depicts the context as if it was rebuilt recently to accommodate 

completely new functions, which may expose the site's sociocultural potential, 

including its residential identity, to constant deterioration. Redirecting the site 

towards heritage tourism, despite the pursuit of political purposes, does not 

necessarily imply the elimination of the residential feature of this built heritage 

from its roots. If the Citadel‟s cultural context is powerful enough to flag the 

place‟s cultural significance globally, still its social constituents (which have 

tangibly contributed to its sociocultural potential) represent a concrete basis for 

evolution of this context over its deep history. Therefore, what empowers the 

context to acquire a universal status within heritage tourism is perhaps not its 

purely physical existence over six thousand years but rather its cultural layers 

amassed of 'experiences, histories, memories and thoughts' founded by its social 

constituents (Casey 2007: 507). Thus, if the Citadel‟s built context is a living 

cultural makeup that enables the re-displaying of the place, communicating its 

meanings and values globally, this should largely be a "surplus value" attributed to 

its local community as a popular institution that has its authority in shaping the 

cultural identity of the place. Embedded in this, their continuous interpretations 

of a stockpile of diverse sociocultural meanings and values, based on Smith 

(2006), can create a kind of place attachment for the visitor who consequently 

engages with a process of 'remembering' the place (Smith 2006: 2), which therefore 

solidifies its cultural identity globally. In the long-run, this can boost the economic 

incentives of the site. 

This indeed makes heritage tourism goals of the Citadel „integrated in the 

social fabric‟ of its urban context (Nicholas 2009: 397), „as a determinant of 

residents‟ attitudes‟ (Uriely et al. 2003: 69). As such, the inhabitants‟ role in the 

industry of the Citadel‟s heritage attractions may create a „more harmonious 

relationship‟ between “conservation” and “tourism”, and thus “economy” and 

“politics” as integral goals for the revitalisation policy (Aas et al. 2005: 37). This, 

on the other hand, may lead to the intact vision of making the revitalisation a self-

funded process conditional upon the viability of the cultural map that will govern 

the site. It should therefore be inherent in the core of its authentic settings, while 

those local cultural assets should serve as a cornerstone of this map, which may 

increase visits and ultimately, economic returns. In both cases, Williams (2009) 

affirms that the inhabitants‟ role should be present in order to maintain an all-

encompassing oral display of meanings of these assets, as a „socially produced… 

entity‟ mainly attributed to its social structure, thus keeping it responsive to the 

interpretations of the visitors (Williams 2009: 237). Otherwise, marketing this 

built context to heritage tourism as a rehabilitated physical structure may alter 

it into a raw material that fabricates the past for a global touristic consumption 

only. According to Samuel (1994), this often makes its cultural heritage „a nomadic 

term, capricious enough to accommodate…discrepant meanings‟ narrated by 

outside visitors, and perhaps irrelevant to its history (Samuel (1994: 205).  

In fact, this often leads to ostensible reconnaissance of these meanings, and 

thus superficial ties with them that result from an invalid access of some very local 

cultural assets of heritage. An example of this comes from Angkor heritage where 

its policies, drawn up through an imported approach, led to ignoring the site's 
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anthropological accounts including oral history, local traditions and beliefs 

across generations (Jasim et al. 2017). Due to its incompatibility with the 

establishment of the site‟s cultural assets within heritage tourism, its policies have 

been reformulated according to a purely local-traditional approach. Linking this to 

Erbil, the revitalisation policy, citing Staiff et al. (2013), requires a rethinking of 

the tools 'used' in its „heritage industry' before thinking of how the site be 

'deployed' within heritage tourism (Staiff et al. 2013: 175). Thus, the intact policy 

to achieve both is perhaps through investing in its unique residential trait that 

grants it its outstanding universal value, and the inhabitants should be the first 

consideration of that, otherwise Erbil may soon face a similar fate to Babylon of 

being temporarily excluded from the WHL. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

Planning for heritage sites‟ future policies should commence from their 

core potentials through which they are considered outstanding or unique in the 

world. The most appropriate driver for these potentials to start with is the elite 

that shares a long history with them, namely the site inhabitants. As the “key 

informant” of this, the latter can play varied roles in unveiling the diverse potential 

of built heritage and helping create a long-term growth for the planning of its 

future policies. Marginalisation of their contributions, in contrast, obfuscates 

revealing some cultural-historical facts inherent in the site's urban growth, which 

often drive to more transparent inputs, and thus more feasible outcomes regarding 

planning for cultural heritage-based tourism of the site. Erbil's chronological 

history, for instance, shows a variety of events and values since the Neolithic era 

until present, making local-based views an essential factor in boosting their display 

as a panoramic scene for the visitors. This, in turn, better contributes to a reliable 

process of uninterrupted re-creation of stories and meanings of the site through the 

visitor‟s ongoing narratives as part of an endless process of interpretations about 

these values and events. 

However, what makes Erbil's revitalisation and renovation processes 

materially misstated is their non-insightful visions towards the potential of local 

engagement of its social constituents within their policies. Whilst the renovation 

attempted to perpetuate the residential feature of the site through resolving its 

urban relationship with the surroundings, its solutions collided with the site's 

local assets, thus failing to stop the continued departure of inhabitants, and 

adversely affecting this feature. The revitalisation plan, on the other hand, set 

this feature as a basis to initiate its tourism goals, but rather than seeking local-

based efficient contributions to its revival, it soon totally abolished the value of 

this feature from the site's future policies, compelling the inhabitants to leave 

their homes. This has left the historical significance of the site mostly deactivated, 

as its cultural representation was distant from the concrete embedding of many 

sociocultural realities. This simply denotes the monotonic local approach within 

the revitalisation policy that has dominated many local conservation processes, 

which often privilege the site authorities over its inhabitants. The agglomerated 
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sociocultural makeup over a long history of Erbil had to carefully be tailored 

with its future policies, due to its numerous sociocultural merits, which also entails 

engaging local-based views for more fruitful outcomes. Erbil‟s inhabitants are 

integral in the site‟s culture, history and meanings, which means granting them a 

position in displaying its cultural significance, as being the relevant knowledge-

holders of its cultural roots. By contrast, their erasure as a living culture leads 

to challenging the reflexive understanding of visitors. Yet, the short-sighted vision 

of the value of these merits to the tourism goals has led to the marginalisation of 

these views, thus redisplaying the built context instead as rehabilitated 

architectural boxes that welcome any recreational activities that would bring 

investments and economic returns to the place. 

Planning for cultural heritage landmarks, in this case, will not be based on an 

empirical vision originating from the site, but, mostly, on a kind of hypothetical 

practice, which might be according to what visitors' narratives dictate. This, 

deplorably, leads to a trivial access and ostensible exploration of some very local 

cultural assets of the site, particularly those ingrained in the roots of its social 

doctrines. As such, the Citadel‟s tourist aim should not be drawn to represent a 

charm of its physical assets, while the site‟s social accounts including local 

traditions and beliefs across generations are overlooked. This, indeed, entails 

rethinking how cultural tourism can be positioned within Erbil‟s heritage industry 

based on some potential that basically may originate from its local residential 

environment, making returning the inhabitants to the site essential. Particularly, 

keeping the site socially deserted can disavow the true embodiment of its cultural 

scenarios, deepening the gap between this aim and its real achievement on the 

ground. This perhaps was one of the problems that has prevented the aim from 

being achieved, which subsequently led the UNESCO Office/Iraq to appeal to any 

efforts that would really revive this aim and bring it back to life. 

As a recommendation, further research should be conducted on the reasons 

that led to the marginalisation of the community role locally. If they were 

ingrained in the Iraqi laws of heritage conservation, it is important to investigate 

whether the roots of this may lie in the constitutionality of the laws‟ formulation. 

The mechanism of formulation of these laws with regard to the heritage‟s 

potentials and requirements should be revisited, focusing on the measures and 

determinants that have materially participated in constructing these laws. The 

latter should be upgraded with new tools and visions in accordance with what 

keeps them more flexible, comprehensive and open according to what may make 

them able to assimilate the diverse considerations surrounding the site. Embedded 

in this, the current revitalisation‟s guidelines of Erbil Citadel should sustain a state 

of flexibility connecting between its sociocultural hegemony and the political-

cultural image envisioned for the future of the site which invokes pride in the 

local history of Kurdistan. The guidelines should therefore aim at understanding 

the built context as a malleable notion that makes it possible to relate it to wider 

future tourism contexts, but tied to its authentic values and inner settings as a 

cultural and social makeup. Otherwise, altering the context from residential to 

touristic may subject it to a process of continuous building of non-fixed and 
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fast-changing cultural entities, which may detach it from its traditional assets, 

and thus confiscate its historical-cultural identity forever. 
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