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Working with young people age 13-25 and World Heritage – A Summit Approach. 
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Abstract:  
This paper reviews the 2015 UK UNESCO World Heritage Youth Summit which was held 
at the Blaenavon Industrial Landscape World Heritage Site. It proposes how the 
currently under engaged teenage audience can become engaged with World Heritage 
Sites and World Heritage Education through Youth Summits and a Youth Ambassadors 
Programme. 
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“I believe World Heritage is important in order to create an understanding of the area 

and a sense of belonging within the community” 

Youth Participant at the UNESCO UK World Heritage Youth Summit 2015.  

 

Introduction 

Young people (aged 13-25) are a major human resource for site development and key 
agents for sector change and technical innovation. Within a World Heritage context in 
the UK, young people are not capitalised on as a resource, despite making up 15% 
(Indexmundi.com, 2015) of the UK’s population and being a key demographic for sites 
to engage with. In 2012, the Blaenavon Industrial Landscape World Heritage Site (BIL 
WHS) decided to address the lack of participation with young people in their World 
Heritage Site and created a project to innovatively engage young people aged 13-25; 
the UK UNESCO World Heritage Youth Summit (Figure 1) and later, the World Heritage 
Youth Ambassadors Programme. The project was designed to empower young people 
to have an active role and voice in the management of the World Heritage Site, and has 
been incredibly successful, winning in 2016 the Welsh Council for Voluntary Action’s 
National Volunteer Group of the year.  

 

 

Figure 1: 2015 UK UNESCO World Heritage Youth Summit.  

 

UNESCO Youth Engagement and World Heritage Education 

In 2014, UNESCO launched a youth strategy with three strands which it had identified 
through a global consultation (UNESCO, 2014). One of the main strands is civic 
engagement, demographic participation and social innovation, recognising that young 
people should be supported to engage with their rights and responsibilities as active 
citizens and to support their communities. The strategy provides high level advice, 
guidance and information about engaging with young people and its benefits, and the 
processes needed to engage.   

Article 27 of the UNESCO World Heritage Convention states that: 

‘The States Parties to this Convention shall endeavour by all appropriate means, and in 
particular by educational and information programmes, to strengthen appreciation and 
respect by their peoples of the cultural and natural heritage defined in Articles 1 and 2 
of the Convention’ (UNESCO 1972) 
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Further guidance is provided by the operational guidelines (UNESCO, 2015) for World 
Heritage Sites which state that World Heritage Sites should manage their site through 
participatory means, (Section VI.A, 211, c & d, 217, 219) and that a thorough 
understanding of the site should be achieved by all stakeholders. Young people should 
be considered as a key demographic group to achieve this. The World Heritage 
Convention supports and encourages the development of educational materials, 
activities and programmes. To help sites to deliver the convention, UNESCO has 
produced educational materials such as the “World Heritage in Young Hands” 
educational resource, (UNESCO, 2002) which is aimed at secondary school teachers to 
support them in delivering a curriculum based series of lessons exploring World 
Heritage.  

Even with encouragement, information and support, World Heritage sites in the UK 
struggle to engage with the teenage audience. Despite their global importance, World 
Heritage Sites have no statutory funding available to support the delivery of the World 
Heritage Convention, or to support their management, preservation, promotion and 
transmission of their Outstanding Universal Value. They therefore have difficulty in 
engaging with young people exacerbated by lack of funding, opportunity, resources 
and knowledge of how to effectively engage with this age group.  

It is recognised that in the UK young people age 13-18 (and 25 in special education) are 
considered a hard to reach target audience for any form of heritage and there is limited 
information available to any heritage organisation on the views and attitudes of young 
people when considering the historic environment. Within a UK World Heritage Site 
context, young people age 13-18 are not fully, or well, engaged with. Most World 
Heritage sites work towards Article 27 through education and interpretation 
programmes, some of which engage with secondary school children, but most of which 
are aimed at families, or primary school groups, as they are commonly the easiest 
audiences to attract and achieve high numbers of engagement. The few World Heritage 
Sites within the UK that do engage with this age group, (notably in addition to 
Blaenavon Industrial Landscape;  the Jurassic Coast, Maritime Greenwich, Ironbridge, 
Cornwall Mining Landscape and Saltaire)  generally engage through externally funded 
activity based projects, or the application of secondary school curriculum based 
learning. There is little long term sustainable engagement with young people as key 
stakeholders, or as decision makers within World Heritage Sites until recently in the 
Blaenavon World Heritage Site.   

 

Case Study: Blaenavon Industrial World Heritage Site 

Blaenavon Industrial Landscape World Heritage Site (BIL WHS), situated in South Wales, 
UK,   was in inscribed in 2000 in recognition of the exceptional testimony to the forces 
that drove South Wales to become the World’s major producers of Coal and Iron in the 
19th Century, so fueling the industrial revolution. BIL WHS has a fully established and 
successful working partnership made up of 12 key partners that deliver the Blaenavon 
Industrial Landscape World Heritage Site Management Plan. The Partnership has a high 
level strategic board, under which sits an operational steering group and 6 key working 
groups, which includes an Education and Interpretation Working Group.  
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In 2012, the Blaenavon World Heritage Site Partnership undertook a community 

consultation which identified:  

- There was no participatory engagement with young people within the 

community of Blaenavon, or within the World Heritage Site as stakeholders 

- There was a no meaningful youth engagement outside of formal school and 

holiday workshops 

- The site did not have an appropriate approach to enable engagement for 

young people age 13-25.  

- There was no appropriate curriculum that had been developed enough to 

deliver relevant activity around the World Heritage topic 

- The community had a negative view of young people  

- It would be difficult to allow young people to lead in an already well managed 

World Heritage Site.  

In response to the community consultation, the Education and Interpretation Working 
Group decided to address the lack of youth engagement and participation and create 
a meaningful youth engagement project. A Summit was identified as a different and 
exciting opportunity to engage with young people age 13-18. World Heritage Youth 
Summits are a conference held over several days to engage young people specifically 
with the concept of World Heritage and to celebrate the unique beauty and importance 
of the UK’s World Heritage Sites. Summits are held every few years in the UK. The 
Blaenavon Summit was held under the patronage of UNESCO and followed on from 
similar events held at the Jurassic Coast World Heritage Site in 2009, New Lanark (2010) 
and Greenwich Maritime World Heritage Site in 2012.   

It was recognised however that a Summit alone could not provide long term sustainable 
engagement. It would not provide the meaningful participation or youth led practice 
that was required to engage young people in the decision making processes of the 
World Heritage Site, and so the “Summit” was broken down into three key project areas 
designed to engage in different ways, with the maximum amount of young people. 
These areas were -  

 A three  day conference 

 An entry  Competition  

 The Youth Ambassadors scheme (Figure 2) and legacy.  
 
Each element of the project provided a unique way to engage with the key 
demographic of 13-25 year olds and has been subsequently evaluated. This article will 
focus primarily on the conference and competition elements, as the Youth Ambassador 
scheme is still underway and requires a more comprehensive and detailed evaluation 
than is currently available.  

 



ISSUE FOUR (2016) 
 

 

4 

 

 

Figure 2: Members of the Blaenavon Industrial Landscape World Heritage Youth 
Ambassadors Programme.  

 

The Youth Summit 

On 20-22nd October 2015, Blaenavon welcomed 134 delegates to an exciting 3 day 
Conference exploring World Heritage in the UK.  Young people aged between 12 and 
17 (25 in special education) came together from across the country to celebrate and 
learn about World Heritage and how culture can change the world.   

The delivery and management of the Summit was a key area that was examined to 
ensure that young people were appropriately engaged. Overall the Summit was 
overseen by a project board which consisted of the Education and Interpretation 
Working Group made up of heritage learning professionals and additional key partners 
who were co-opted to address the youth working professional skill gap that existed 
within the group. The day to day management was overseen by a single heritage 
project manager, but importantly was supported by a youth professional project 
officer. The split of the two professions meant that both areas; transmission of 
Outstanding Universal Value and youth engagement were considered professionally 
and appropriately. In addition to this, the Youth Ambassadors were engaged as an 
advisory group, and often sat in the meetings which ensured there was always a youth 
voice to the development and management of the Summit.   

The Summit funding package provided a key way of engaging with the concept of youth 
engagement at an organisational level. The funding package to deliver the Summit was 
a key challenge and took 2 years to secure. The primary reason for this was that the 
eligibility criteria of many sources of external funding meant many were unable to 
support Summit infrastructure, transport and accommodation costs, no matter how 
worthwhile. The Summit was therefore largely supported by the members of the 
Blaenavon World Heritage Site Partnership. All staff time was provided in kind. This 
funding arrangement meant that the entire partnership was engaged with the concept 
of meaningful youth participation and engagement, and this has had a longer lasting 
impact on the management of the World Heritage Site. Youth participation and 
engagement is now part of Steering Group meetings, youth ambassadors sit on the 
group, and youth engagement and civic participation will be written into the new 5 year 
management plan for Blaenavon Industrial Landscape.  
 
The project board understood that the overall concept of World Heritage and 
Outstanding Universal Value would not be easily and immediately understood by young 
people who had no previous engagement with World Heritage. It was recognised young 
people in the first instance may not have been engaged in the heritage topic, but may 
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have been interested in the additional add-on experience they could gain from 
attendance. Time off school for an important CV enhancing experience was an 
attraction. The international significance was a consideration for some:  Mr Rimesh 
Khanal, an international Youth Peace Ambassador from Nepal was invited to speak 
(Figure 3). Rimesh was an engaging speaker and initiated many discussions by the 
young people, who were able to understand the global importance of World Heritage, 
but for initial engagement, it was the status of an international speaker that was the 
attraction. Material considerations such as being accommodated in a Premiere Inn 
hotel, having a smart dinner and disco evening event with live music, having a ‘goody 
bag’, and a t-shirt were also important. It was the stature of these opportunities, and 
the material considerations, rather than World Heritage that captured the interest of 
the young people initially. This approach has been continued within the Youth 
Ambassadors, and is demonstrably successful in initial engagement.  
 

 
Figure 3: Press cutting about the summit’s keynote speaker Mr Rimesh Khanal, 

International Youth Peace Ambassador from Nepal. 
 

Design and marketing was a key consideration to appropriately engage with young 
people. Blaenavon World Heritage Site has an established and professional brand, but 
had not been used to attract this age group previously. The brand was creatively 
considered to appeal to a teenage audience, and new ways of using the brand, 
including a new logo were designed, as illustrated by Figure 4.  

 

Figure 4: 2015 Youth Summit Logo. 
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To encourage a better understanding and support to a longer term sustainable 
approach to World Heritage youth engagement, a theme was chosen for the Summit; 
“How can we use World Heritage to change the place we live in for the better?” Using 
a theme that was relevant not only to Blaenavon, but to every World Heritage Site, 
helped young people break the wider concept of World Heritage into something they 
could relate to. It helped them to understand how World Heritage could help not only 
themselves, but their communities. It encouraged young people to be aware of their 
own roots, their cultural and social identity, and how they could create meaningful and 
lasting social innovation and change in their local area.  

The theme was first used as an engagement tool through an online creative team 
competition. The competition was deemed necessary as a technique of application to 
the Summit, as numbers were limited, and as a way to introduce World Heritage to 
young people with no prior knowledge. To ensure it was appropriate for young people, 
the competition was developed and designed by young people themselves (Torfaen 
Youth Forum). This approach was surprisingly met with limited success, however the 
vast majority of the barriers were at an administrative level, not a youth one. The 
feedback received was that the criteria for entry to the Summit was too prescriptive, 
and the work needed to complete the competition artwork was too time intensive for 
both the young person and the group leader. It also required a group that was already 
working together. However the groups that did participate and entered the 
competition reported that the exercise was worthwhile and enjoyable. Although this 
technique would have engaged young people effectively, it required sites to have a 
level of resource that is not available in World Heritage Sites currently, so in the end 
the Competition was a barrier to the Summit, and only a handful of groups entered. 
This approach would not be recommend as an entry requirement. 

 

 

Figure 5: Photograph of delegates from the 2015 Youth Summit with a tour guide miner 
at the Big Pit heritage attraction.  

 

The conference itself was an exciting three day programme with bespoke activities, 
international speakers and visits to key attractions within the Blaenavon Industrial 
Landscape (Figures 5 and 6). All of the activities were designed to key learning 
outcomes, but the delivery was left to the expertise of each individual organisation that 
the activity was based in. The activities in general were very well received, which was 
expected as they had been piloted with the Youth Ambassadors previously to ensure 
they worked successfully. To ensure that the Summit was Youth Led at every stage, and 
therefore appropriately targeted, the World Heritage Youth Ambassadors were 
created. The group was originally developed as a mechanism to support the delivery of 
the Summit and create a meaningful youth led element, but ended up as an externally 
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funded ongoing project to empower young people to participate in the World Heritage 
Site. 

 

Figure 6: Youth Summit Delegates at a canal side World Heritage Site location.  

 

The World Heritage Youth Ambassadors are the fundamental element of the Summit 
that incurred a legacy of participation, and involvement in World Heritage 
Management. The World Heritage Youth Ambassador project is 100% funded by the 
Heritage Lottery Fund and is committed to being driven by young people at every level. 
It celebrates young people’s voices, opinions and inspires conversations about World 
Heritage and the community in which they live. They share experiences and 
communicate the views of young people to help advise on the management of the 
Blaenavon World Heritage Site and how services should be designed and delivered to 
be relevant for young people, by sitting on key management groups, such as the 
steering committee, and community groups. The project has been so successful that in 
2016 it won the National Volunteer Group of the year, the Blaenavon Partnership has 
now included youth participation as a core element to be considered and written into 
its new management plan, and the site is looking at the possibility of it being replicated 
across the UK is being looked at.  
 

 
Figure 7: One of the World Heritage Youth Ambassadors opening the Youth Summit. 

 
As a part of the Summit, the Youth Ambassadors could be identified by staff badges, 
black t-shirts and jackets (Figure 7). A Youth Ambassador was the main compere for the 
event and spoke with passion. They were trained as peer mentors, and supported and 
encouraged other young people to speak up and contribute to the event. The delegates 
were encouraged to go to the Ambassadors if they had any problems. Two of the 
bespoke activities were designed and specifically lead by young people themselves. 



ISSUE FOUR (2016) 
 

 

8 

 

One of those activities (the railway activity) was the top scoring activity from the 
evaluations, demonstrating that young people engage better with other young people. 
 
Following the Summit, feedback from the Ambassadors themselves was that while they 
had benefited from a lot of training, at the actual event they were treated as another 
participant. They were not allowed as much responsibility as they had originally 
thought they would have as there were so many adults around.  Although this was 
unintended, it would be recommended that more work went into training the adults 
to let the young people lead to achieve a better level of civic participation and feeling 
of responsibility.   
 

Other activities that were highly successful were where the youth services, and 
professional youth workers were involved in either support or delivery, demonstrating 
that in order to engage appropriately and effectively, the correct skills are needed. 
Team building activities were developed and run by the Torfaen Youth Service, part of 
Torfaen County Borough Council. They sought to bring the young people together in a 
fun and engaging way using non-heritage related activity that was very successful. 
Inclusion and recognition of the professional skill needed to engage young people was 
an important part of engaging appropriately with the teenage audience. Using the local 
youth service, who also brought safeguarding and welfare expertise, was essential and 
created the correct atmosphere.   

 

During the Summit young people were able to share their experiences and enthusiasm 
for their local World Heritage Sites and their ambitions for the future of the World they 
live in. The evaluation forms and subsequent feedback demonstrated that Young 
People who participated in the Blaenavon World Heritage Site went away 
understanding the importance of World Heritage and particularly learnt about the 
social and regenerative impact it had on local communities. The evaluation of the 
Summit demonstrated that 95% of young people stated that they had learnt something 
from the Summit, 83% of participants felt that World Heritage was important or 
exceptionally important and 67% of the participants felt they wanted to become 
involved and participate in the heritage area that they came from, and become 
“champions” of World Heritage. Overall, a success.  
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Conclusion 

 

Although young people are recognised as a key demographic for engagement and a key 

resource to enhance the transmission of Outstanding Universal Value of World 

Heritage, many UK World Heritage Sites struggle to engage with the teenage audience. 

This is usually due to a lack of resource, opportunity and knowledge of how to engage 

effectively and appropriately.  As a tool for youth engagement a Summit is an excellent 

way of encouraging young people to think about World Heritage and become involved 

in the concept of Outstanding Universal Value. By working together as a partnership at 

the highest levels and engaging with professionally skilled youth workers ensures that 

the right skills create the right atmosphere. By recognising that World Heritage is not 

of instantaneous and immediate interest to young people, appropriate initial and 

ongoing engagement incentives need to used, this brings young people to a place they 

may not have engaged with in any other way. By resourcing work with a youth group, 

and creating ambassadors brings a consistent youth voice and demonstrates that 

young people can make a real difference to their community and beyond. A Summit is 

an amazing way to engage with a teenage audience bringing young people together to 

gain knowledge and understanding of World Heritage and become actively involved 

with a topic that they are unlikely to engage with in any other circumstances.  
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