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Regenerative development differs from sustainable
development, for it does not stop short at
maintaining status quo in the impacts brought about
by any human activities. The essence of regenerative
development, in the context of heritage tourism, is to
build upon existing endogenous resources, especially
local communities (human capital) and materials, as
means to: restore disrupted systems and enhance its
resilience; as well as unlock the new potential of each
system after each cycle of regeneration. Unlike
sustainable development, regenerative development
views each element as part of a larger system, thus
the reciprocity. Regenerative development is critical
to cultural heritage management, such as in unwiring
unsustainable practices of heritagisation. 

From Over- to Under-tourism: 
Rethinking Sustainable Cultural Heritage Tourism in a Post-pandemic World 

The cultural heritage industry is one of the fastest
expanding industries worldwide, with its contribution
to global tourism revenue already exceeding a third
in 2013 (SRI International 2013; UNWTO 2018). With
culture standing at the heart of tourism policies in
over 90 per cent of the countries worldwide (UNWTO
2016), the COVID-19 pandemic has created yet
another crisis for heritage cities - under-tourism. 

I. Introduction

The heritage tourism model of Hoi An has evolved
radically since its inscription onto the UNESCO World
Heritage List in 1995. Local cooperatives and
grassroot initiatives that once served as foundations
of heritage management have since been displaced
by top-down management strategies. Apart from
community disenfranchisement, 'Disneyfication' and
over-tourism are some issues that recur in major
heritage sites worldwide. Quang Nam, however,
became the second most severely affected
Vietnamese city during the global pandemic, with is
Gross Domestic Product falling by over 90% (General
Statistics Office of Vietnam 2021) . 

(-) Case Study: Hoi An, Vietnam 

Hoi An, Quang Nam, Vietnam. (Source: VietReader Viet Nam )

The inflow of
tourists into Hoi An
during New Year's
Day in 2021,
amidst the COVID-
19 pandemic.
(Source: Vietnam
Tourism)

III. Regenerative Development

Old sustainability paradigm
(X = sustainable development) 

Regenerative paradigm, with
each system indissociable
from the broader system

II. Issue

Jumping onto the bandwagon, the Vietnamese
borders announced plans in late October 2021 to
reopen its borders, firstly at the resort island of Phu
Quoc, for tourism. This is given the salience of
international tourists to its economy, with their
average daily expenditure at least 10 times greater
than that of the domestic (Kuentak 2021). The lack of
plans to build up the local communities' resilience
against future 'disasters' is, indeed, concerning. 
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Notwithstanding the urgency to revive the crumbling
economy, the reintroduction of global mass tourism
as a long-term solution fails to address deeply-seated
problems pertinent to the heritagisation. The view of
cultural (and natural) assets as an extractive industry
reflects a critically unsustainable relationship that
requires immediate ratification. More critical is it to
challenge 'status quos' or 'net-zero' outcomes as
purported by sustainable development, for this
concept was shaped by 'behavioural worldviews' that
conditions humans to view nature as a machine and
have an eventual dominance over it. 



(+) Case Study 1: Greece 

Bottom-up initiatives to safeguard Cretan heritage,
including its gastronomic heritage. (Source:
Petassos Travel)

Reguengos de Monsaraz, a historic village of
Alentejo, which is part of the CREATOUR regenerative
development project. (Source: Município de
Reguengos de Monsaraz)

There has been a growing interest to pilot regenerative heritage
tourism projects across the world, many of which have yielded
promising results. In Crete, Greece, there has been a paradigm shift
to promoting quality, over quantity, in tourism outcomes.
Grassroots have been mobilised to offer experiences that showcase
Cretan heritage holistically, not just its architecture and archaeology
but also other including its agroecology and gastronomy. Besides
serving as platforms for meaningful tourist-locals interactions, they
have been beneficial to reinforcing the sense of identity and pride
over time. The Cretan example illustrates the indissoluble
relationship and reciprocity among different elements of a system,
each serving as 'additives' critical to the regeneration of the place. 

(+) Case Study 2: Portugal
CREATOUR features 40 pilot projects aimed at revitalising  the
smaller, impoverished villages of Mainland Portugal. Tapping on 
 endogenous processes and resources, it leverages creative
tourism as regenerative element. CREATOUR has been
indispensable in building up the resilience of these neglected
communities, particularly in paving way for a circular economy
and locals-oriented approach to tourism. These villages have
blossomed even with the pandemic, as an escape from safe-
distancing measures and a discovery of unique regional
differences in culture and heritage. 
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IV. Discussion / Conclusion 
Like climate change, the COVID-19 pandemic is also
an "unnatural," manmade disaster because the
socio-economic vulnerability of these communities
arise from deeply-rooted inequalities by
differential opportunities for mobility (Sheller and
Mimi 2006). Both exemplars demonstrate how
community involvement can set forth cascades of
positive impacts, first by nurturing a culture of
stewardship. It then kickstarts small but impactful
cycles of regeneration, all of which are critical to
safeguarding the authenticity and integrity of
cultural heritage sites. Instead of turning to 'quick
fixes,' it is thus imperative to rethink trajectories to
tourism growth for post-pandemic recovery, to
prevent the reproduction of uneven geographies
and to create more resilient communities directly
and/or indirectly associated with cultural heritage.
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The paradigm shifts in development. (Source: Author, adapted from
Mang and Reed 2013)
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