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Abstract
Purpose – Industrial heritage works within a world of contradictions, contentions and scalar liminality.
Archaeologists and historians focus upon oral histories and discourses of tangible and intangible memory and
heritage while planners and economists see industrial World Heritage, in particular, as a marketing ploy to
redevelop deindustrialized spaces. Within this liminality, we explore the potential for geographical perspectives
to solder such contradictions into transdisciplinary heritage assessments and tourism contexts. Howmight the
spatial tools of landscape and scalar analyses expose alternative and sustainable futures within broader
patterns of industrial heritage management and consumption?
Design/methodology/approach – Using three comparative cases, interview and landscape methods and
conducting discourse analysis within a spatial and scalar framework, we explore the increasing presence of
industrial World Heritage.
Findings – We present both an institutional reflection upon the complexities of heritage discourse across
complex spatial configurations and the intersectional historical, cultural, political, environmental and economic
geographies that guide and emerge out of World Heritage Designations. Framed scalarly and spatially, we
highlight common interpretation, tourism and heritage management styles and concerns found across
industrial World Heritage.We point out trans-scalar considerations for futuremunicipalities and regions looking
to utilize their industrial landscapes and narratives.
Originality/value – We believe that more theoretical groundings in space and scale may lead to both the
flexibility and the applicability needed to assess and, in turn, manage trans-scalar and trans-spatial complex
heritage sites. These perspectives may be uniquely poised to assess the complex geographies of industrial,
particularly mining, World Heritage Sites.
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Sustainable scales of industrial World Heritage tourism
At the intersection ofWorldHeritage (WH) studies, industrial heritagemanagement and sustainable
tourism planning sits a core and continually debated question: should our post-industrial
landscapes be conserved for their cultural significance or redeveloped for their economic
potential? While some question how to best bring these two camps of discourse together to
implement sustainable and community-generated tourism policy within industrial and/or World
HeritageSites (WHSs), these questions reflect similar argumentswithin heritage andpolicy studies.
Scholars such as James and Winter (2017) or Lwoga (2018) do not presume to know what
economic treatment is best for any given landscape or community norwhat scale any development
should take place at, if at all. It is from this later perspective which we approach our industrial
WHSs. While they are indeed post-mining heritage sites and significant threads of industrial
heritage work explore the possibilities of economic revitalization through the implementation of
heritage and tourism structures, such simplistic notions of economic geography rarely result in
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positive impacts across the communities implementing or having development implemented upon
them. Scale, we argue, is a key missing element in such ongoing debates both within tourism and
heritage studies, and not simply a top down vs bottom-up dichotomy but understanding scale as
both socially constructed and fluid.

Across both ecological and cultural heritage conservation, scale often takes the form of an
organizing unit or clearly defined policy distinction (Battisti and Fanelli, 2015; Li et al., 2023).
Certainly, when dealing with WHS, in particular, clear, hierarchical and inclusive management
strategies are necessary to both determine community and regional goals and attempt to
implement them (Olya et al., 2018; Lwoga, 2018; Salazar, 2007; Odede et al., 2022). While some
work, such as Odede’s et al. (2022, p. 40) exploration of community-based organizations in the
management of Kit Mikayi Shrine in Kenya speaks to the challenges of simply drawing from
“community-based” management strategies within multi-scalar governance contexts (c.f. Olya
et al., 2018), we believe more theoretical groundings around the concept of scale itself may lead to
both the flexibility and the applicability needed to assess and, in turn, manage trans-scalar and
trans-spatial WHSs as well as other heritage sites with equally complex geographies.

One of the reasons why, despite all of the best intentions, we rarely see a pure “heritage from
below” approach effectively work within heritage landscapes is because the “below” is both non-
homogenous and socially constructed (i.e. Muzaini and Minca, 2018). As Jonas (2011, p. 387)
writes, people often assume both “quasi-fixed spatial forms” and “territorial hierarchies of different
sizes.” This “scale-as-hierarchy” perspective is what we often find within heritage and tourism
literature and policy. However, again, as Jonas (2011, p. 388; original emphasis included) writes:
“[i]n [the] . . . scale-as-network viewpoint, any given scale (i.e. the body) is examined not as a fixed
hierarchy of territorial structures but instead as a network of overlapping and intermeshing patterns
of association, the scale effects of which cannot be known a priori.” Jones et al. (2011, p. 407)
further add to such a debate by adding that “scales – as levels or hierarchies of space – do not
exist” but are socially constructed and often politically motivated, yet simultaneously, and
resultingly, “out of reach of everyday spatial life,” and thus when mobilized, incapable of
“confronting inequality, exploitation, and oppression.”

A scalar politics or a “scale-as-network” approach to heritage and tourism would, in turn, critically
reflect upon the interlocking stakeholders of heritage policy both regarding-yet-regardless of scalar
hierarchy. For WHSs, in particular, while UNESCO itself does authenticate such sites, neither the
designation nor themanagement of any site originates from a global (UN) scale, but rather, they are
composed of varying and overlapping degrees of power, organizational and community relations.
As H€akli (2018, p. 279) states, “a theoretical and methodological reevaluation of scalar thought is
underway,” combining existing scalar approaches, but also bringing in work which assembles
tangible and intangible heritage meanings from the edges of fixed scalar thought. Such dynamic
scalar (dis)ordering disrupts other dichotomies also found within heritage sites. If we no longer
bound our perceptions to hierarchical and fixed scales of “the body” or “the community” or “the
nation,” similarly bounded heritage concepts such as the intangible or the natural may emerge and
even intersect with heritage policy in new and creative ways (Hemsworth et al., 2022). In such a
way, Kaplan (2018, p. 43) argues that scale . . . reaching beyond its “vectored geometries . . .” can
integrate concepts such as transnationalism, diaspora and hybridity into work which “cuts across
flat territorial identities” and even act as “an active agent of change.”

Framing our work around fluid scalar political relations, we engage with ongoing debates around
the sustainability and management of industrial and WH. At the broadest level, UNESCO’s
adaptation of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals into their global strategy for WHS
management has resulted in the beginnings of broader shifts within industrial heritage sites
towards more holistic integration of sustainability. Khalaf (2022), argues that despite such
increased integration of UNESCO and broader UN sustainable priority, the rigidity of UNESCO and
ICOMOS heritage policy continues to focus on singular ideas of historic integrity rather than a
future-oriented heritage which “embraces a more fluid or transformative continuity to
accommodate change.” One of our case studies, the Cornwall and West Devon Mining
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Landscape, for instance, has “reassessed” the policies related to their management and reframed
and rewrote them to prioritize, social equity, climate resilience and international partnerships
between 2020 and 2025 (Boden, 2020, p. 14). This future-oriented direction offers a potential
narrative and policy shift towards addressing long overshadowed violence embedded within
industrial landscapes responsible for labor, environmental, racial and cultural exploitation (Mah,
2012; Rhodes et al., 2021; Waterton, 2021).

World Heritage, in particular, often puts property, and its associated capital, over people (Khalaf,
2022). Li et al. (2023) argue that transcalar management of an integrated sustainable tourism and
sustainable development model may both bring balance to conservation and development
conflicts, but do so with the resiliency to offset the potential for economic and cultural disruption
inherent at sites facing overtourism (c.f. Olya et al., 2018). Despite high aspirations, many heritage
and tourism scholars remain skeptical around UNESCO’s potential for truly sustainable and
resilient planning within WHSs, particularly planning, interpretation and/or development which
addresses the violent histories of many sites (i.e. Lwoga, 2018). Logan and Larsen (2018,
pp. 14–15) statie that “there are no indications that [theWorldHeritageCommittee] would be ready
to forego major growth opportunities for the sake of distant sustainability targets” and that “the
evidence currently pointsmore in the direction of heritage properties becoming islands of intensive
growth, tourism and elite consumption, rather than alternative spaces of de-growth, social
empowerment and inclusion.” One direction within WH planning (according to some showing the
most potential) is the diversification of power within the designation andmanagement of a site. Bui
et al. (2020), de Marco et al. (2018) and Adie and Amore (2020) argue that cross-scalar,
transboundary and more evenly distributed networked governance are not just key to the
management of WHSs but broader practices of sustainability and resilience. Berger (2020, p. 21)
puts such arguments into perspective within industrial heritage by stating that “the more
institutions there are and the better endowed they are, themore it will support themaintenance of a
public memory of an industrial past,” in-turn resulting in more democratic processes for which to
address past injustices and shape more equitable futures [1].

Industrial heritage sites navigate complicated histories of extraction and displacement—labor
exploitation, environmental degradation, community reorganization—and often return to these
narratives with a degree of historical nostalgia as their industrial heritage transforms into a heritage
industry (Rhodes et al., 2021; Zwegers, 2022). Mining heritage, however, often sets some of its
own specific patterns as mining landscapes relayed more directly upon its surrounding
environment, often drove settlement more directly than some other industries which were able
to locate near labor sources or transportation sources, and rarely escaped themost extreme of the
boom-bust industrial economic cycle. How then does tourism and industrial heritage, particularly
at the World Heritage Scale, intersect with mining landscapes? Boom and bust drive much of the
heritagization of mining landscapes and, in turn, can result in its own risky, exclusionary or
extractive economies. Walker (2021) discusses the obfuscation of continued lived experiences of
industrial landscapes post-mining in places such as the Blaenavon Industrial Landscape. The
importance of lived experience, memory and telling the complex stories of loss and belonging that
often accompany mining landscapes also emerges in research from England (Emery, 2018),
Bolivia (Perreault, 2018) andNewZealand (Bowring, 2021). These global connections also emerge
fromRhodes’s (2021) work on the newSlate Landscape of NorthwestWalesWHSwhich engages
the primitive accumulation of wealth through slavery and sugar plantations. Thistle and Langston
(2016) reflect similar transnational impacts of contemporary mining landscapes from their more
explicitly environmental entanglements, and Gohman (2013) makes the argument that industrial
heritage should include these “wasted” landscapes in their historical narratives. Price and Rhodes
(2020), for instance, found that while the Blaenavon Industrial Landscape, like its northern slate
counterpart, also addresses the impacts of labor in a way that many mining museums do not, the
Big Pit does very little, and audiences take almost nothing away, to address the intimate
connections between coal mining and the critical status of our ongoing climate crisis. Price (2021)
isolates the importance of politicization inmining heritage landscapes comparing the threeNational
Coal Mining Museums of Britain. The sites of Japan’s Meiji Industrial Revolution WHS also signals
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that the politicization of mining heritage does not just occur at the national scale, but also
transnationally as both Nakano (2021) and Johnsen (2021) write of the political use of Western
industrial heritage experts to legitimize internally contested heritage, such as continued absences
of forced labor narratives across the site. Finally, given the boom and bust of mining, the
commercial endeavor of mining heritage often emerges as a or the most significant element as
cities, regions, nations and states aim to replace industrial mining with industrial heritage, drive
tourism revenue and inspire broader redevelopment (Reeves and Mountford, 2022; Berkenbosch
et al., 2022; Bergstrom, 2017; Dicks, 2014). The risks here, however, include replacing one boom-
bust economic base with another, silencing contentious or controversial narratives, pushing out
communities through processes of gentrification and commercializing or tokenizing cultural
identity in the process. This literature would indeed indicate that more fluid scalar relations may
open at least the potential for more sustainable and just futures within heritage landscapes by
encompassing and addressing these often transnational economic, cultural and environmental
heritage landscapes. It is within such a vein of thought that we proceed with this study, exploring
three industrial WHSs to better understand how their scalar politics may or may not correlate with
their sustainable futures.

Case studies and methods

To investigate the intersecting sustainable andpolicy-oriented geographies of tourismand heritage
at industrial WHSs, we chose three case studies: the Blaenavon Industrial Landscape (BIL) WHS,
the Cornwall and West Devon Mining Landscape (CWDML) WHS and Las M�edulas WHS. These
three cases in Wales, England and Castile and Le�on, respectively, illustrate a diversity of
geographies, political management and historical narratives from the broader range of industrial
WHSs, particularly those found throughout Europe. In case selection, our own familiarity with these
sites and the Welsh, English and Spanish languages further influenced our selection.

Framedwithin a scalar and landscape perspective and blending landscape and discourse analysis
of in-depth interviews and photographic landscape documentation, these three case studies help
to illustrate the discourses at playwithin the spaces and scales of theWHSs. Our interviewerswere
semi-structured with heritage site stakeholders identified using snowball sampling and approved
by our institution’s ethics board. All interviews (8 in BIL, 6 in CWDML, 5 in Las M�edulas) were
transcribed (and translated if necessary) and coded for reference to scalar politics and tourism.Our
visual methods documented scalar politics as they may be represented within the landscape (i.e.
endorsement labels, directional or ownership signage, interpretive texts, infrastructure, etc . . .) and
were similarly coded.We applied discourse analysis to visual and descriptive codes.We frame our
following discussion around these two methods across the three sites, pulling scalar discourse
primarily from interview data and landscape discourse from photographic data.

Blaenavon

Established in 2000, the BIL aims to highlight the “outstanding universal value” of its industrial
landscape and material culture reflecting 19th century industrial production and associated social
and economic structures. Located on the eastern edge of the South Wales Coalfield and having
equally rich deposits of iron, the town of Blaenavon, situated within one of the many South Wales
Valleys, post-coal production in 1980 has come to reflect much of the cultural and economic
stature of a deindustrializing Wales in the 21st century. After the Big Pit closed in 1980 and what
was to become the National Coal Museum opened in 1983 and Cadw (the Welsh heritage office)
spent £300,000 on restorations for the Blaenavon Ironworks, the industry of the town very clearly,
and relatively swiftly, shifted towards industrial heritage tourism (Knight, 2016). The WHS itself
encompasses the entirety of the town, built around the valley stream, reaching up thewestern ridge
to the site of the Big Pit mine and up and over the eastern ridge down into the adjacent valley which
held vital canal infrastructure needed for transporting materials.
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Scalar discourse

Overall in Blaenavon, industrial heritage stakeholders point towards very different understandings of
cooperation and association across the physical sites operating within the town. Some vocalized
robust andproductive relationshipswhile others spokeof anutter lackof interactionwhile referencing
the very same institutions and sites. Qualitative data point towards a general sense of ambivalence
from and/or bymany of the sites, particularly those whose funding and/ormanagement originates at
the national level. One stakeholder, when referencing theWorld Heritage status of some of themore
nationally-funded organizations within theWHS, explicitly stated, “they don’t need it.”Other than the
World Heritage Centre, built in heart of the town alongside their library, many of the individual
industrial heritage sites across the BIL made few changes explicitly for WH Status, curatorially or
logistically, speaking.One stakeholder, quite bluntly responded to our questionwith “[n]o, we carried
on as normal, from a personal point of view.”

Despite being a contiguous unit, stakeholders of the BIL range from a museum branch of National
Museum Wales, a Cadw-run heritage site, a visitor center maintained by the Blaenavon Town
Council but supported by the Torfaen County Council who manage the WHS, yet the BIL also
reaches into Brecon Beacons National Park and Monmouthshire County who, along with other
national and local stakeholders, also have political representation on Blaenavon Partnership board
which oversees the management of the WHS. While some of these nuances came out in
conversation, particularly somechallengingpower dynamics between the townandcounty councils,
few stakeholders engaged much in the day-to-day political geographies of management at the site.

A second focus within stakeholder discourse emerged as a physical disconnect between
particularly theBig Pit National CoalMuseumwhichwhile not the hub of theWHS, is by far themost
visited site within the designation, and the rest of the site’s significant elements, particularly within
the town. The lack of reliable public transit separates the town from its peripheral sites, particularly
Big Pit, and both Big Pit staff, and stakeholders at most other sites indicated the tendency for
visitors to drive directly to the museum, and bypass the town in both directions.

Stakeholders described UNESCO and WH in the following ways:

(1) Branding, especially for international visitors

(2) Behind the scenes with marketing and event organizing

(3) Process of funding and developing the town, “at least aesthetically”

(4) A promotional tool to increase awareness and leverage funding

(5) It institutionalizes community partnership

While five different threads, there is a commonpattern throughout of communication andbranding.
The requirement of the Blaenavon Partnership, mandated by UNESCO’s requirement for both a
management plan and central management agency, doesn’t just force community partnership
(however successful thatmay ormay not be or be perceived). As one stakeholder stated, UNESCO
provides their institution with a mandate for community engagement. Without it, there may be
difficulties for a national or international organization to see the value of such close localized
coordination and partnership.

Landscapes discourse

Branding also emerged as the clearest andmost prominent discourse from the landscape analysis
of the WHS. The use of “Heritage Town” to brand Blaenavon can be found in the town, outside of
the town, upon entrance to the town. The welcome signs do not just read “Welcome to
Blaenavon”, but “Welcome to Blaenavon Heritage Town” all in the same font (Plate 1). In this way
the Town Council is very much scaling itself up.

Accompanying the Heritage Town text is also the BIL logo. A miner resting upon a shovel in the
abstract, gazing up and away at the bright sun andwith their back turned to the back foreground of
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the logo. Perhaps this beacon of light is pointing away from the economic collapse of the coal
industry in the SouthWales Valleys which hit Blaenavon particularly hard and towards their brighter
future of industrial heritage-led development? In any case, this logo can be found throughout the
entirety of the WHS, including well beyond the town borders in the adjacent valley where canal
infrastructure remains (See Plate 2).

Interestingly, while the use of the logo and the use of the word heritage are both prevalent (you can
find chippies, funeral homes, petrol stations and lodging using the word heritage, some
prominently displaying the site iconography), the connections between “heritage town” and theBIL
and WH or UNESCO are less than prominent. While the WH Centre obviously makes the
connection, the Ironworks has two signs to the WHS, the town museum has one, and Big Pit has
twomentions, the presence of “World” heritage throughout the landscape is somewhat muted. At
Keepers Pond outside of town in Brecon Beacons National Park, for instance, of the twoBIL signs,
only onementionsWH or uses the UNESCO logo, while the other only connects up to the National
Park and the European Union (Plate 3). Both signs, however use the BIL logo. Evenmore absent is
the scalar power of the Welsh Government in the landscape, speaking perhaps more towards the
early years of the Blaenavon redevelopment when the Welsh Assembly was still forming than
anything else. Throughout the town’s heritage landscapes outside of specific sites, only one series
of signs recognizes the Welsh Government, and even at the Cadw (i.e. Welsh Government) run
Blaenavon Ironworks, the BIL logo and the connections to UNESCO and WH are actually more
prominent than either Cadw or the Welsh Government.

Cornwall and West Devon

Like Blaenavon, the CWDML was one of the UK’s earliest tentative industrial sites. Established in
2006, two significant differences separate it from Blaenavon. First, while Blaenavon sits under

Plate 1 A welcome sign to Blaenavon Heritage Town
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devolved Welsh Government authority, CWDML falls under English and UK heritage planning. As
Zwegers (2022, p. 172) notes, this both eased and exacerbated late-twentieth century political
movements for Cornwall to receive their own devolved powers from the UK Government. WH
Status allowed for this region, which had been suffering from deindustrialization, second-home
ownership and the economic and cultural impacts of overtourism for over a century to instead
“bypass London” in their heritage policy. But while WH status did help elevate industrial heritage
closer to that of coastal and Celtic heritage, it did not significantly shift Cornwall’s political position
within England. The second major difference between CWDML and the other cases is the spatial
scope of the site: composed of ten geographically discontiguous areas forming a 20,000 hectare
site with dozens of disparately owned and operated elements scattered across 360,000 hectares.
Politically, the site is managed by the Cornwall County Council, but overseen by a consortium of
representatives from the Cornwall County Council, Devon County Council and West Devon
Borough Council.

Scalar discourse

While scalar tensions of political discourse existed within the BIL, being bounded within more
simplistic political bounds with a clearly identifiable core sets the BIL apart from the CWDML, as
does the clear distinction between revitalizing a heavily deindustrialized landscape surrounding a
mining landscape in South Wales and a highly varied set of 10 unique and economically and
environmentally diverse areas in the CWDML. Half of the 10 Areas of the WHS are located on the
coast. In these cases, we found that WH remains peripheral to Heritage Coast tourism. Even in
cases where these two intersect—primarily in locations used for the popular 2015–2019 Poldark
television series—industrial or WH falls second to media tourism often to the mixed reception of
stakeholders who acknowledge the role of the sea (and the popularity of the imagined Cornish
coastal landscape) in bringing in the tourists who keep their industrial heritage sites in operation but
nonetheless lament the disregard for the richness of the cultural heritage many tourists perform.

Outside of these five coastal Areas, the five inland Areas follow a more similar pattern of utilizing
WHS branding to bring in more cultural tourism in the face of deindustrialization. Many

Plate 2 A Bannau Brycheiniog National Park sign using a small BIL logo
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stakeholders also noted the use of the WHS to bring greater attention to Cornishness—elevating
music and language. Instead, most coastal towns do not or cannot utilize the WHS branding for
fear of increasing already past capacity tourism infrastructure.

While stakeholders across all sites looked upon WHS favorably, few saw it as much beyond a
branding strategy. Their generalized responses UNESCO’s can be summarized as follows:

(1) Minimal and narrow connector

(2) A mark of approval affirming cultural significance

(3) Protection, education and a branding campaign

(4) A loose partnership and management brand

(5) Education and Preservation

(6) Gives official recognition to the history and landscape

Overall, most stakeholders were more interested in spatial rather than scalar partnerships. There
have been various attempts at collaboration since the creation of the WHS, but funding and time
continue to be significant barriers. It is currently up to each site to determine for themselves how
best to integrate or not into the WHS. As Cornwall Council funding has dried up for most heritage
projects beyond building conservation, however, sites are beginning to re-explore the potential for
a more integrated partnership. Such spatial integration will also be impacted by the success or
failure of the recently implemented scalar systems of integration. As of 2022, a hub and spoke
system is now in place for theCWDML, whereGeevorMine in thewest, the centrally locatedWheal
Martyn and Tavistock in the east now function as the three hubs of not only their specific Areas of
the WHS (1, 8 and 10, respectively), but for the entirety of CWDML, providing overarching
interpretation for the entire WHS. Future research into the impacts of these interspatial and
interscalar heritage relationships will be necessary.

One source of struggle has been the CWDML logo, with an engine house and stack on a curved
horizon with the phrase “Cornish Mining World Heritage,” “Cornish mining”, to some in Devon,
indicates a form of erasure of the West Devon contribution (Plate 4). The struggle exacerbates
underlying tensions over the role of industrial heritage landscapes throughout Devon which some
argue should have been included in the original WH bid. For some in Cornwall, they see “Cornish
Mining” as appropriate given the origins of the technology and the geology of the region. To help

Plate 3 The redesigned CWDML logo
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ease tensions, the Cornwall Council developed an alternative logo with the phrase “World Heritage
Site.” Interestingly, however, even after the development of this new alternative logo, heritage sites
in West Devon continue to use the old logo, indicating that these tensions were not as universal
across scales as our interview data indicated.

Landscape discourse

Building upon the visual tensions of the logo, unlike Blaenavon, the landscape of the CWDML
displays very disparate uses of marketing, labeling and engagement with WH Status. Hayle, St.
Agnus, Luxulyan Valley and Tregonning, (Areas 2, 3, 7 and 8) had little to no recognition of theWHS.
Landscape elements only included a very small obscure QR codes in Hayle, a single temporary sign
in St. Agnus, a couple WHS references in Charlestown and the Luxulyan Valley adjacent transit
stations, and a single sign at the Godolphin National Trust site in the Tregonning Mining District.
These landscapes stand in stark contrast to Redruth and Camborne or Tavistock (Areas 5 and 10)
whereWHhasbeen integrated literally into the center of those cities, oftenused for place-makingand
branding across public infrastructure (Plates 5 and 6). Beyond public use of WH in branding, a
contrast betweenour other twocases and theCWDML that stoodoutwas the use ofWHSbranding
by private companies . . . particularly the two major rail companies operating in Cornwall: Great
Western Railway and CrossCountry. Both companies, use UNESCO and WH quite liberally
throughout their tourism marketing and branding at stations throughout the region, but very rarely
mention the name of the WHS, leading us to question its overall impact, if any.

Another central theme to the landscape discourse of the CWDML is an overarching focus on
emigration within the heritage narratives, unique emigrant-focused sites and the significance of
twin-towns. The Diaspora Gardens and emigrant focus at Heartlands Cornish Heritage and
Culture Centre in Pool, the prominent school mural at the Plymouth railway station, and Cornwall
and Devon’s many city twinnings illustrate an ongoing theme of global connection at the heart of
the CWDML discourse. It is relatively unique to find a WHS rely upon absence (i.e. its emigrant
population) as a key contributor to historical significance.

Las M�edulas

Las M�edulas was designated a WHS in 1997, a natural heritage site by Castile and Le�on in 2002,
and a cultural heritage site by Castile and Le�on in 2010. As an overarching tourism site, Las

Plate 4 Sign at the center of the city of Redruth
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M�edulas is managed by four municipalities, Carucedo, Orell�an, Borrenes and Puente Domingo
Fl�orez, with the regional government of Castile and Le�on and generous input from theComarca, El
Bierzo, which is a special administrative zone overseeing tourism and culture in the area. We
interviewed six stakeholders from across this complex network. The WHS’s primary purpose is to
distinguish and contextualize place temporally (across Celtic, Roman and ongoing local history)
and spatially, by situating the region within Spain and Europe in relation to the Roman gold mines
and aqueducts of the region. Las M�edulas is also an active archaeological site, and is situated
within a protected natural area; Sierra de Carucedo. Archeology at the site is primarily managed by
the Spanish national government via the Ministry of Culture and the National Institute of Cultural
Heritage. Another key entity in the management of Las M�edulas is the Las M�edulas Foundation: a
non-profit established in 1992 between the University of Le�on, the Comarca of El Bierzo and other
organizations for marketing, fundraising, visitor services and education.

Scalar discourse

In Spain, there has been a reconceptualization of tourism since the 1980s, shifting from “sol y
playa” “sun and beach” to “sol, playa, y patrimonio” “sun, beach, and heritage” (Martin De la Rosa,
2003; Ponferrada, 2015). Amongst this shift, tourism has steadily increased at Las M�edulas,
booming during the pandemic, as many Spaniards sought out sites off the beaten path and those
located in open-air environments, such as cultural WHSs, Castillo-Manzano et al. (2021).

The Archaeological center In Las M�edulas focuses on the more historical aspects of the area while
the visitor center in Carucero is focused on environmental aspects. Both of these centers work for
the regional government of Castile and Le�on. When asked about the goals of the WHS,
stakeholders provided the following four generalized answers:

(1) Tourism

(2) To distinguish and contextualize heritage

(3) Coordinate management

(4) Just a designation, little more

Two interviewees responded to our question, “what are your thoughts about tourism in this region”
with nervous laughter. They describe the deindustrialized economy of the region as driving tourism,
but that the tourism is “not managed well.” They describe this within the state-wide problem of

Plate 5 Welcome banner to Tavistock
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“touristification:” impacting Las M�edulas through erosion, cave-ins and the “masses of people”
who visit the village of Las M�edulas during the high season.

Tourist diversificationwas touched on bymany. According to stakeholders, this diversity is needed
in multiple forms:

(1) Length of stay, particularly longer stays.

(2) Seasonality, particularly non-summer visitors

(3) International and education tourists, particularly those interested in the history of themine itself.

Work has been ongoing to link different types of tourists to the “rural route”which draws upon the
nearby Camino De Santiago, and the Casas Rurales system (a nationwide rural-focused
combination of hotels.com and Airbnb). These rural tourism initiatives have seen significant
“success” in total numbers of tourists, but not in spatial diversity.

Despite the site’s scalar complexity, on its face, it seems simple to visitors; Las M�edulas WHS is in
Las M�edulas village. However, in reality, the village boundaries do not match the WHS. Many
canals and mine workings fall outside of the designated borders, and many entities are within the
border of the site but not recognized as such by the public. Thiswas a sore spot among some,who
expressed dissatisfaction with the fact that the name of the WHS matches the name of one of its
towns. According to interviewees, this leads to confusion surrounding the extent of the site, which
in turn leads to an underappreciation for the breadth of the industrial landscape. This also
contributes to over-tourism within the village of Las M�edulas itself: a chokepoint for cars, people
and capital. Even during the course of our research at the site (2019–2022), we witnessed the
closure of caverns and mines into which tourists could previously venture. Interviewees stressed
that tourism should be sustainable, but that this is impossiblewhen all tourists arrive in the summer.
The site receives upwards of 2000 people per day in the four villages (which range from38 to 1,852
inhabitants). Some spoke of implementing an entrance fee to help support infrastructure, however
such implementation is not agreed upon by all municipalities, nor the regional management
institutions.

The other chokepoint in Las M�edulas is the lookout in Orell�an. Many day trippers drive into the village
of Las M�edulas and take a 20–30min walk, have lunch and then drive through Orell�an, and up to the
lookout point for a photo. Many others, however, will only drive through Orell�an, snap a photo and
then be on their way. This is seen as amissed opportunity to inform visitors and promote sustainable
tourism.Stakeholders in the village near the lookout see it as adrain on their resourcesdue to thewear
and tear on infrastructure. The issue of seasonal tourismand over-tourismwasone of the key themes
across interviews from hotel owners, archeologists and managers, with stakeholders using the term
“touristificaci�o” to describe the negative impact on the local community and environment.

Landscape discourse

The landscape of Las M�edulas illustrates the complexity and, at times, confusion surrounding the
scalar network of the site. The presence ofWHSsignage is almost everywhere but is nearly equal to
signage for other designations at the regional level. Few EU or state scale references are present,
despite the interviewee’s statements about the importance of the federal government. While there
is a focus on Roman history at the Archaeological House within the core of the WHS, the Roman
museum in Carucedo and the ruin site in the same town don’t mention the WHS.

Directional signage overlaps with other signs for tourist routes on the landscape, including the
Camino de Santiago, the Camino Real and other rural tourist routes (Plate 2). Tourists using these
sites often depend on a network of Casas Rurales, or rural houses in which to stay. Designations of
hotelswithin this network emblazemanybuildings in the area, someofwhich also attachWHS logos.

Directional signage surrounding the site consistently points visitors towards the village of Las
M�edulas, even when signs rest within the boundaries of theWHS site itself (Plate 7). This illustrates
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the guidance thatmanagement gives tourists to head to the “chokepoint” of LasM�edulas Village to
experience a site that they don’t know they are already in. Conversely, the natural monument
education center in Carucedo, apart from a single outdoor steel statue of the UNESCO symbol,
does little to engagewith theWHS designation, despite having ample information about the roman
ruins and aqueducts in the region.

Discussion

The sustainability of scalar politics in world heritage

In all three case studies, stakeholder discourse illustrates the potential for the sort of transcalar
“vectored geometries” at play in theWHSs. A lack of universal application across scalar relations also
supports a complicating narrative. In LasM�edulas, the local community name reflected in the nameof
theWHS is a point of contention,whereas that same result inBlaenavonwas apoint of contention not
because of the economic and cultural power that such a namegives to a singularmunicipality within a
larger site but because the political powers assumed to accompany such a designation in Blaenavon
actually reside more with the larger county council rather than with the town council.

While elsewherewe look into the specific spatialities of these sites andwhere stakeholders door donot
perceive each site to be bounded, a more simplistic spatiality around the scalar politics of these sites
also stands out. In Las M�edulas, both the titular village and the very popular Orll�an overlook pull
attention away from the wider geographies of the Site. In Blaenavon, a similar process happens
between Big Pit and to a lesser extent the Blaenavon Ironworks. In Cornwall, while a tension arises
between the common shortening of the site to “CornishMining,” particularly with those inWest Devon,
overall, much less spatially-fueled conflict surfaces within the data. Instead, the geographies of the
WHS seep well beyond the boundaries of the WHS into a hub location beyond the boundaries of the
WHS and contract from several key areas which see little value in embracing the designation. These
heritage geographies balance both fluid heritage policy and management yet reflect the need to not
abandon scalar inquiry. Stakeholders and landscapes across all three sites reinforce an understanding
of scale as simultaneously hierarchical, networked and fluid (Jonas, 2011; Kaplan, 2018).

Overall, the sustainability of scalar politics falls significantly upon the management structure of these
sites, particularly the support provided from overarching political units and agency given to individual
elements and areas within each site. In Spain, the overarching units take a heavy-handed approach,
which is appreciated by some, but without agency to self-navigate and self-manage the site, scalar
tensions arise. In Cornwall andWestDevon,while there is significant agency, financial support has all-

Plate 6 An advertisement for the Camino Real in Las M�edulas
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but fallen away and stakeholders are seeking alternatives means of (re)making scalar and spatial
connections. In Wales, there exists both a scalar limitation whereby smaller elements feel
overshadowed and passed over by the larger institutions and political leaders, particularly in cases
where larger institutions do not have to rely upon local political leadership. None of these sites elicit a
top-down or bottom-up “problem” but issues navigating, managing and communicating across
scalar relations. In all cases, a global designation has been laid upon a site managed by national,
regional,municipal and privately ownedorganizations and institutions. Landscapes and stakeholders
across these sites however point away from clean breaks and clearly organized social and political
structures and towards the fluidity of scalar relations (Jones et al., 2011).

Scalar fluidity and sustainable tourism

One of the most significant challenges which emerges out of the establishment of industrial
WHSs pertains to physical mobility and accessibility. As relatively rural and spatially dispersed
and discontinuous sites, all three suffered (to varying degrees) from limited public transportation
and infrastructure connections. No public transportation to Las M�edulas exists, and while
regular buses (and less regular trains) frequent the perceived core areas of Blaenavon and the
CWDML, traveling to the peripheries of these two sites can be challenging if not impossible using
public transport. Most stakeholders indicated that overtourism, and parking, in particular, were
concerns during the summer months. Given the rurality of these sites, the wear and capacity of
the infrastructure is not able to keep up with the marketing. St. Just and Cornwall Council,
however, have implemented best practices which take the scalar fluidity of their WHS into
consideration. The Tin Rover public bus line follows the coast and provides accessibility to
several elements within the WHS while also serving local populations and not isolating the route
to a single area or attraction found within the site. With a capped rate for public transit, at least

Plate 7 ACaminoReal sign in the village of PuenteDomingo Fl�orezwithin the LasM�edulas
WHS boundaries with a UNESCO logo pointing walkers towards the villages of
Las M�edulas and Yeres, both also within the boundaries of the Las M�edulasWHS
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across Cornwall, sustainable transportation is taking precedence to sustainable tourism,
making sustainable transportation more accessible to everyone, including tourists.

The second challenge found within these fluid scales of industrial heritage management results in
complications and contestations around interpretation.While competition certainly emergeswithin
each site, these industrial heritage sites and the regions to which they are tied, are also in fierce
competitionwith other industrial heritage sites and regions. Perhaps this ismore of a concern of the
governing bodies and the traditional tourism sectors of their regions, but Berkenbosch et al. (2022)
make a compelling argument that not only are regional economies set against one another within a
boosteristic neoliberal tourism economy, but industrial heritage (the Ruhr, in their case) specifically
helps to pave theway for regional rebranding and reconsideration of the possibilities of a consumer
rather than extractive economy. Sustainable tourism, then, must keep in mind that while scales are
indeed fluid, they have become fixed upon very realized institutions, and many institutions have a
vested interest in restricting the fluidity, as well as themobility across, of scales and scalar relations
in competition for increased profit and tourism growth.

Conclusions

Overall, our cases demonstrate the benefits of WHSs within industrial landscapes as limited.
Laying a global scale of heritage designation upon already contentious scalar relations within an
industrial heritage region appears to simply exacerbate those existing tensions. Given the lack of
additional funding, those elements within a site with the means, infrastructure and capacity in
time and resources to capitalize upon the branding and marketing of WH allows them to benefit
over smaller sites who have less political or economic regional power. Interview data reveals that
not only do those with less power within these heritage structures tend to lack the time and
financial resources to compete with larger elements, there is significant disappointment which
accompanies a post-designation climate where promises of synergistic marketing and funding
opportunities do not materialize. These smaller organizations often do not have the capacity to
transform the social capital of World Heritage status into economic capital for material
improvements to their heritage sites. Without staff with dedicated marketing and grant-writing
capacity, smaller sites are put into a more disadvantaged position.

One the other hand, however, whenWH status is presented and considered as little more than a
designation, a tag which signifies value but does not necessary add, or promise to add, value,
then WH Status within industrial heritage landscapes has little to disappoint. Across all three
sites we see the utilization of industrial “World Heritage” branding for the purpose of economic
redevelopment within deindustrialized space. Blaenavon’s high street, the rural villages around
Las M�edulas and the central cities of the Cornish Peninsula all reflect the shift from post-mining
regions to industrial heritage-driven tourism and redevelopment. Given the disadvantaged
economic status of many deindustrialized industrial heritage regions, few (if any) have found true
success in simply swapping an economic base of natural resource extraction with tourism. As
Azc�arate (2020) exclaims, tourism, in many ways, is yet another extractive industry,
appropriating cultures and extracting labor from local and migrant populations who work in
the often seasonal, part-time and highly unstable tourism service economy.

If our cases are pointing towards a possible future where WH status at industrial sites is simply a
designationwith little additional value,what implications does that indicate? Industrial heritage sites
need to take their scalar relations into account prior to designation and not rely uponWHSstatus to
fix existing problems.We are not arguing that Outstanding Universal Value cannot be found across
all three of our case studies, but we can also find similarities to studies such as Nakano’s (2021)
work at the Sites of Japan’s Meiji Industrial Revolution WHS or Walker’s (2021) work adjacent to
the Blaenavon Industrial Landscape where industrial World Heritage both obscures the depth of
these values and reflects unevenness of values across a landscape, often stemming from the
politicization of heritage. Establishing an interconnected and highly communicative yet still nimble
network where sites have agency but can still rely upon some centralized funding source to enable
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the sustainability of not only the network but the sites and the region itself seems to be key. Keeping
in mind the spatialities of these sites also points to the consideration of the naming of the site.
Avoiding naming the site in such a way which spatially highlights a single stakeholder also appears
key to maintaining not only sustainable networks across the broader heritage site but sustainable
tourism, as well. In each case, fluid scalar networks indeed assist more than hinder sustainable
management of industrial heritage.

We set out to expand and explore the role that geographers, andour spatial and scalarmethods,may
play in the assessment and interpretations of industrial heritage sites, particularly those designated
through UNESCO. The implications of these assessments fall alongside a growing number of
industrial World Heritage Sites where 21% of new WHSs in the past five years have been industrial,
while only 8% were in the first five years of the convention. Disparate geographies, serial listings and
transnational designations have also been increasing to a point where 65% of new World Heritage
Sites and 67% of new industrial World Heritage Sites do not contain contiguous borders. Scale, in
particular, and approaching each site relatively systematically via the designation, management and
political intersections of the heritage sites, enabled not only a clearer analysis of each site but the ability
to more clearly cross-analyze stakeholder responses and policy documents. Landscape, while
certainly useful to provide context to elements within each site and also highlight broader spatial and
scalar patterns and/or anomalies, was less useful in a cross-comparative sense, particularly whenwe
were unable to visit the totality of the CWDML. Overall, however, we found a scalar approach
significantlymore effective in addressing questions of sustainablemanagement, tourism and heritage
within, and particularly across, the diversity of industrial World Heritage.
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Notes

1. More democratic, however, does not necessarily mean less conflict. Taormina and Bonini Baraldi (2022)
find the ever-increasingly complex partnerships within the policies of World Heritage Sites does indeed
generate increased public participation, but that participation, at least in urban sites, actually tends
to emerge from conflicts resulting from the WHS as much as the strategic planning of the WHSs
themselves.
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