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Commodifying the Past: When Becoming World 
Heritage Site Does More Harm than Good 
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Why	the	Canaries?	
	
	

Major	tourist	industry	(11%	GDP	Spain,	70%	GDP	Canaries)	
Spain:	65	mil.	Canaries:	13	mil.	(20%)	
	
1/3	of	Spain’s	naNonal	parks		
El	Teide	NaNonal	Park:	3.3	mil.	(Yellowstone	4	mil.)		
	
7	/	669	UNESCO	Biosphere	Reserves	
3	/	46	/	1,073	UNESCO	World	Heritage	ProperNes	
Cultural,	natural,	and	intangible	
	
	
	





Why	La	Laguna?	
	

first	ideal	territory-town,	being	designed	according	to	
philosophical	principles	and	Royal	regulaNons	

	
	first	example	of	unforNfied	town	with	a	grid	model,	direct	

precursor	of	the	seblements	in	the	Americas	under	Spanish	
rule	during	colonial	Nmes	

	
Criteria	(ii,	iv)	

	
1999.	La	Laguna	inscribed	as	World	Heritage	Site	

2005.	Special	Protec<on	Plan	(by	AUC)	



Data	and	Methods	

	
1999-2017	
	
par<cipant	observa<on	
interviews	
newspapers	
archival	research	(maps,	photographs,	documents)	
	
	



Argument	

	
In	a	WH	site	where	economic	interests	are	strong	

(monoculture),	there	is	lack	of	poliNcal	transparency	
(clientelism),	and	civil	society	is	weak		

	
(1)  the	declaraNon	of	that	site	as	WH	is	likely	to	be	moNvated	

by	and	serve	the	interests	of	local	economic	actors,	and	
(2)  WH	status	is	likely	to	increase	heritage	degradaNon	and	

even	destrucNon	rather	than	conservaNon	

	
Grounded	negaNve	case;	beyond	experNse;	global	hierarchy		







Source:	Navarro	Segura	(2005)�



	
	

	
	

	

	Case #1 
Single-Floor Houses Vanish 





	
	

	
	

	
1.	Portuguese	influence	(casa	terreira)	

	
2.	Most	representaNve	type	of	dwelling	from	1496	to	1950	

	
3.	Peasants,	arNsans,	middle	classes	

	
4.	Self-sufficient	producNve	unit	(Roman	domus)	

	
5.	Example	of	urban	democracy	

	
	6.	Laboratory	of	colonial	American	city	
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6.	Laboratory	of	colonial	American	city	
	
	
	
	
	



















	
	

	
	

	

	Case #2 
Alterations of grid street plan 



Torriani,	c.	1588	









	
	

	
	

	

	Case #3 
Reforms of Public Squares 



	
	

	
	

	

	



	
	

	
	

	

	



	
	

	
	

	

	Case #4 
Decline of Local Businesses and Spread 

of Franchises 



	

	





	
	

	
	

	

	
Case #5 

Pedestrianization of Hist. Center 











	
	

	
	

	

	
Case #6 

New Buildings (pre 1999 and post 1999) 

















	
	

	
	

	

	

Criticism 













	
Porque	 es	 una	 de	 las	 señas	 de	 un	 lagunero,	 uno	 de	 los	 pocos	

recuerdos	de	la	infancia	de	abuelos,	padres,	nuestro	y	en	el	
futuro	 de	 nuestros	 hijos,	 que	 aún	 tenemos	 la	 suerte	 de	
admirar.	Porque	no	queremos	que	conviertan	la	plaza	de	la	
Catedral	 (Plaza	 los	 Patos)	 en	 la	 Plaza	 del	 Cristo.	 ¡¡YA	 ESTA	
BIEN	DE	DESTROZAR	NUESTRO	PATRIMONIO!!	Que	cuiden	lo	
que	ya	tenemos	y	dejen	de	cambiarlo	por	cosas	nuevas	que	
con	 el	 Nempo	 también	 descuidan.	 ¡¡VALOREN	 LO	 QUE	
TENEMOS!!	 […]	 ¡¡QUEREMOS	 NUESTRA	 CHARCA	 DE	 LOS	
PATOS!!	 ¡¡QUEREMOS	 NUESTRA	 CATEDRAL	 ABIERTA!!	
¡¡QUEREMOS	 NUESTRO	 PATRIMONIO!!	 ¡¡QUEREMOS	
NUESTRA	LAGUNA!!	(Domingo	Ferrera	Barreto)		

	
	





Solutions 



	
	

1.  Heritage	as	ensemble	(not	isolated	monuments)	
2.  (PoliNcal)	insNtuNons	do	not	own	heritage	

3.  Empower	intermediaries	and	parNcipaNon	ciNzens	

Democra<c	management	of	WHS	
Living	democra<cally	with	the	past	

	
	
	


