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Abstract
This paper examines the role of cultural heritage governance as a legal pathway toward sustain-
able development, with special reference to the Sigiriya World Heritage Site in Sri Lanka. Draw-
ing from doctrinal legal analysis and interpretive evaluation of both national and international
heritage instruments, the study explores how the country’s heritage legislation, principally the
Antiquities Ordinance of 1940 and related regulatory frameworks-interfaces with the obligations
of the 1972 UNESCO World Heritage Convention. Sigiriya, a site of exceptional archaeological
and symbolic value, presents a critical test case for balancing conservation imperatives with
social inclusion, community benefit, and sustainable use. Through a close reading of statutory
provisions, institutional mandates, and policy mechanisms, the paper identifies gaps between
legal protection and practical management, particularly in the integration of cultural heritage
within broader sustainable development agendas. The analysis underscores the need for a holistic
governance model in which heritage law serves not only as a tool of preservation but also as an
enabler of social harmony, economic resilience, and peacebuilding. By situating tangible heritage
within the discourse of sustainability, the paper argues for reimagining heritage governance as
a dynamic and participatory framework-one that sustains both cultural memory and the living
communities connected to it. Sigiriya thus emerges as a site through which the intersections of
law, heritage, and sustainability can be meaningfully understood and advanced.

Keywords: Cultural heritage governance, Sustainable development, Heritage law, Sigiriya World
Heritage Site, Peacebuilding

Introduction
Sri Lanka’s tangible cultural heritage represents a
living continuum of identity, history, and creativ-
ity that spans more than two millennia. The is-
land’s archaeological landscape encompasses an-
cient capitals, monastic complexes, irrigation sys-
tems, and fortified citadels that reflect sophisti-
cated urban planning, hydraulic engineering, and
artistic achievement. Among its many signifi-
cant heritage landscapes, Sigiriya stands out as a
world-renowned site that embodies the intersec-
tion of art, architecture, and governance. Rising
nearly two hundred meters above the surrounding
plains, this fifth-century rock fortress represents
not merely an architectural marvel but a complex
statement of political power, religious patronage,
and aesthetic vision.

As a World Heritage Site recognized by UNESCO
in 1982, Sigiriya reflects both the enduring value
of ancient urban planning and the evolving legal
frameworks that govern its preservation and sus-
tainable management. The site encompasses not
only the central rock fortress but also an exten-
sive urban complex with water gardens, boulder
gardens, and terraced gardens that demonstrate
advanced hydraulic technology and sophisticated
landscape design. The famous frescoes, the mir-
ror wall with ancient graffiti, and the lion gateway
remain as testament to the artistic achievements
of the Anuradhapura period.
This paper builds upon legal analysis developed
through doctoral research on Sri Lanka’s tan-
gible cultural heritage law, examining how the
governance of Sigiriya can inform broader dis-
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cussions on sustainable development, social cohe-
sion, and peacebuilding. The research addresses
a fundamental question: how can heritage law
transcend its traditional preservationist function
to become an instrument of sustainable devel-
opment that serves both conservation objectives
and contemporary societal needs? In addressing
this question, the paper situates Sigiriya within
the broader context of Sri Lanka’s constitutional
framework, statutory heritage protection mech-
anisms, and international obligations under the
World Heritage Convention.
The significance of this inquiry extends beyond
technical legal analysis. Sri Lanka’s post-conflict
context demands that cultural heritage gover-
nance contribute meaningfully to national rec-
onciliation, social inclusion, and economic op-
portunity. Heritage sites such as Sigiriya attract
substantial tourism revenue, employ local com-
munities, and serve as sources of national pride
that transcend ethnic and religious divisions. Un-
derstanding how legal frameworks can optimize
these benefits while ensuring authentic conserva-
tion remains a critical policy challenge.
The paper proceeds through several analytical
stages. Following this introduction, it examines
the legal and scholarly literature that informs her-
itage governance in Sri Lanka and internationally.
It then analyzes the specific governance structure
at Sigiriya, identifying the institutional actors,
statutory mandates, and management mecha-
nisms currently in place. The subsequent sections
explore the relationship between cultural heritage
law and sustainable development objectives, iden-
tify critical gaps in the current legal framework,
and propose policy reforms that could strengthen
heritage governance as a pathway toward sustain-
able development.

Methodology
This research employs doctrinal legal analysis as
its primary methodological approach, examining
statutory provisions, regulatory instruments, and
institutional frameworks that govern cultural her-
itage in Sri Lanka. The doctrinal method involves
systematic analysis of legal texts, including pri-
mary legislation such as the Antiquities Ordi-
nance No. 9 of 1940, the Central Cultural Fund
Act No. 57 of 1980, and the Sigiriya Heritage

Foundation Act No. 62 of 1998. The analysis
extends to constitutional provisions relevant to
heritage protection, particularly those addressing
fundamental rights, directive principles of state
policy, and the distribution of powers between
central and provincial authorities as established
by the Constitution of 1978.
The interpretive evaluation draws upon interna-
tional legal instruments, principally the 1972 UN-
ESCO World Heritage Convention and its Oper-
ational Guidelines as updated in 2019. The re-
search examines how international norms have
been incorporated into domestic law and pol-
icy, identifying areas of alignment and divergence.
The methodology also incorporates critical anal-
ysis of scholarly commentary from international
heritage law experts including Blake, Francioni,
Lenzerini, and Pickard, as well as Sri Lankan legal
scholars such as Amarasinghe and Weerasekera.
The case study approach focuses on Sigiriya as
a representative example of the challenges and
opportunities inherent in heritage governance.
The selection of Sigiriya reflects its status as Sri
Lanka’s most visited heritage site, its designation
as a World Heritage property, and the complex
institutional arrangements governing its manage-
ment. The case study methodology allows for
detailed examination of how abstract legal prin-
ciples translate into practical management deci-
sions and outcomes.

Literature Review and Legal
Framework
Evolution of Heritage Protection in Sri
Lanka
The legal protection of Sri Lanka’s cultural her-
itage has evolved through multiple phases, re-
flecting changing conceptions of heritage value,
ownership, and responsibility. The foundational
statute remains the Antiquities Ordinance No. 9
of 1940, enacted during the colonial period to
address the extraction and export of archaeolog-
ical materials. The Ordinance established the le-
gal category of “antiquities,” defined mechanisms
for declaring sites and objects as protected and
created institutional structures for archaeological
management under the Commissioner of Archae-
ology.
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As Amarasinghe observes in his comprehensive
analysis of Sri Lankan legal heritage, the 1940
Ordinance reflected colonial administrative prior-
ities that emphasized classification, registration,
and state control over archaeological resources.
The Ordinance has been amended subsequently,
most notably by Act No. 24 of 1998 and Act No.
12 of 2005, to address emerging challenges in-
cluding illegal excavation, trafficking in cultural
objects, and the need for more stringent enforce-
ment mechanisms. However, the basic conceptual
framework established in 1940 remains largely in-
tact, raising questions about its adequacy for ad-
dressing contemporary heritage governance chal-
lenges.
The Central Cultural Fund Act No. 57 of 1980
marked a significant evolution in Sri Lanka’s her-
itage governance model. The Act established the
Central Cultural Fund as a statutory body with
authority to manage cultural heritage sites, col-
lect revenue from tourism, and invest in con-
servation and development activities. The CCF
model represented recognition that heritage sites
required dedicated institutional capacity and fi-
nancial resources beyond what the Department
of Archaeology could provide through general
government budgets. The establishment of the
CCF reflected the best international practices in
heritage management, which increasingly empha-
sized site-based institutions with operational au-
tonomy and sustainable funding mechanisms.
The Sigiriya Heritage Foundation Act No. 62 of
1998 created a site-specific institutional frame-
work for Sigiriya, recognizing its unique signifi-
cance and management requirements. This Act
established a foundation structure with represen-
tation from multiple stakeholders, including gov-
ernment agencies, academic institutions, and cul-
tural organizations. The legislative approach re-
flected growing understanding that major her-
itage sites benefit from dedicated governance
structures that can coordinate multiple interests
and balance competing demands.
Additional statutes relevant to heritage gover-
nance include the Cultural Property Act No. 73
of 1988, which addresses the export of cultural
objects and implements Sri Lanka’s obligations
under international conventions regarding illicit
trafficking. The National Environmental Act No.
47 of 1980 provides frameworks for environmen-
tal impact assessment and natural resource pro-

tection that intersect with heritage conservation,
though the integration between environmental
and cultural heritage protection remains incom-
plete. The Urban Development Authority Act No.
41 of 1978 establishes planning controls that af-
fect heritage zones in urban contexts, occasion-
ally creating jurisdictional tensions with heritage-
specific legislation.

International Legal Framework
The 1972 UNESCO Convention concerning the
protection of the world cultural and natural her-
itage provides the primary international legal
framework for heritage protection. The Conven-
tion establishes the concept of "outstanding uni-
versal value" as the threshold for World Her-
itage designation, requiring that sites possess ex-
ceptional characteristics that transcend national
boundaries and hold significance for humanity as
a whole. Sri Lanka ratified the Convention and
has successfully inscribed eight properties on the
World Heritage List, including Sigiriya in 1982.
The Convention creates both rights and obli-
gations for states parties. Countries gain inter-
national recognition for their heritage sites, ac-
cess to technical assistance and limited finan-
cial support through the World Heritage Fund,
and benefits from the prestige associated with
World Heritage status. In return, states par-
ties assume obligations to identify, protect, con-
serve, and transmit heritage to future genera-
tions. The Convention requires states to integrate
heritage protection into comprehensive planning
programs, establish appropriate legal and admin-
istrative frameworks, and report periodically on
the state of conservation of their World Heritage
properties.
The Operational Guidelines for the Implemen-
tation of the World Heritage Convention pro-
vide detailed procedural and substantive stan-
dards for heritage protection. The 2019 version
of the Guidelines, which represents the culmina-
tion of decades of refinement, emphasizes sev-
eral principles particularly relevant to this anal-
ysis. These include the importance of authen-
ticity and integrity as conditions for outstand-
ing universal value, the requirement for adequate
legal protection and management systems, and
the growing emphasis on community participa-
tion and sustainable development. The Guidelines
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increasingly recognize that heritage conservation
cannot be divorced from broader development ob-
jectives and must contribute to social and eco-
nomic wellbeing.
International charters and guidelines, though not
legally binding treaties, provide influential nor-
mative frameworks. The Venice Charter of 1964,
produced by the International Congress of Archi-
tects and Technicians of Historic Monuments, es-
tablished principles for conservation and restora-
tion that emphasize respect for original fabric,
minimal intervention, and reversibility of con-
servation treatments. These principles have pro-
foundly influenced conservation practice globally
and inform the interpretation of legal obligations
under national heritage laws.
The 1954 Hague Convention for the Protection of
Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict,
while primarily focused on wartime protection, es-
tablishes principles regarding state responsibility
for cultural heritage that extend beyond conflict
situations. The Convention recognizes that dam-
age to cultural heritage constitutes harm to hu-
manity’s common patrimony, a principle that un-
derpins contemporary international heritage law.

Scholarly Perspectives on Heritage Law
and Governance
Blake’s comprehensive treatise on international
cultural heritage law provides essential theoretical
foundations for understanding heritage as a legal
category. Blake argues that heritage law functions
simultaneously as public law, establishing state
obligations and regulatory frameworks, and as a
form of human rights law, recognizing cultural
rights and community interests in heritage. This
dual character creates inherent tensions between
top-down regulatory approaches and bottom-up
participatory models. Blake emphasizes that ef-
fective heritage governance requires reconciling
these tensions through legal frameworks that es-
tablish clear protection standards while creating
meaningful opportunities for community involve-
ment.
Francioni and Lenzerini, in their authoritative
commentary on the World Heritage Conven-
tion, analyze how the Convention’s implementa-
tion has evolved from a monuments-focused ap-
proach toward more integrated heritage manage-
ment that considers social, economic, and envi-

ronmental dimensions. They argue that the con-
cept of outstanding universal value must be inter-
preted dynamically, recognizing that heritage sig-
nificance encompasses not only aesthetic and his-
torical values but also social meanings and func-
tions. Their analysis highlights the importance of
management systems that maintain heritage in-
tegrity while allowing for adaptive uses that serve
contemporary needs.
Pickard’s edited volume on policy and law in her-
itage conservation examines the relationship be-
tween legal frameworks and conservation practice
across multiple jurisdictions. A central theme is
that heritage law must extend beyond prohibi-
tions and restrictions to create enabling frame-
works that incentivize conservation, facilitate
public-private partnerships, and integrate her-
itage considerations into broader policy domains
including urban planning, economic development,
and environmental protection. Pickard empha-
sizes that effective heritage governance requires
coordination across multiple legal and adminis-
trative systems that typically operate indepen-
dently.
Cookson’s work on archaeological heritage law
explores the specific challenges of protecting ar-
chaeological sites and materials. Cookson empha-
sizes that archaeological heritage faces distinc-
tive threats including unauthorized excavation,
site destruction through development, and traf-
ficking in archaeological objects. Legal protection
must address not only intentional harm but also
unintentional damage resulting from agricultural
activities, construction, and natural processes.
Cookson argues for legal frameworks that com-
bine regulatory controls with positive incentives,
including compensation mechanisms for landown-
ers and communities that bear costs associated
with heritage protection.
Feilden and Jokilehto’s management guidelines
for world cultural heritage sites provide technical
and philosophical foundations for site manage-
ment planning. They emphasize that conserva-
tion must be understood as a process rather than
a state, requiring ongoing intervention, monitor-
ing, and adaptation. Their framework integrates
technical conservation considerations with insti-
tutional, financial, and social factors, recognizing
that successful heritage management depends on
adequate resources, skilled personnel, and com-
munity support. Particularly relevant to this anal-
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ysis is their emphasis on authenticity as a dy-
namic concept that encompasses both material
fabric and intangible associations, meanings, and
uses.

Sri Lankan Scholarship on Heritage Law
Amarasinghe’s foundational works on Sri Lankan
legal heritage and cultural property protection
provide essential context for understanding the
development of heritage law within Sri Lanka’s
distinctive legal system. Amarasinghe traces how
Sri Lanka’s legal framework evolved from pre-
colonial customary laws through colonial statu-
tory frameworks to post-independence national
legislation. His analysis emphasizes that effective
heritage protection requires legal frameworks that
reflect local values and circumstances while meet-
ing international standards. Amarasinghe identi-
fies several persistent challenges in Sri Lankan
heritage law, including inadequate coordination
between national and provincial authorities, lim-
ited community participation in heritage manage-
ment, and insufficient integration between cul-
tural heritage protection and related policy do-
mains such as environmental protection and ur-
ban planning.
Amarasinghe’s later work on archaeological her-
itage management provides detailed analysis of
institutional structures and management prac-
tices. He identifies critical gaps in implementa-
tion, noting that statutory frameworks often re-
main inadequately enforced due to resource lim-
itations, institutional fragmentation, and com-
peting development pressures. His research em-
phasizes the need for updated legal frameworks
that address contemporary challenges including
climate change impacts on heritage sites, tourism
management, and digital documentation tech-
nologies.
Weerasekera’s recent analysis of legal protec-
tion for tangible and intangible cultural heritage
examines how Sri Lankan law addresses both
physical heritage and living cultural practices.
Weerasekera argues that Sri Lanka’s legal frame-
work remains heavily weighted toward tangible
heritage, with inadequate attention to intangible
cultural heritage despite international recognition
of its importance. This imbalance affects man-
agement approaches at sites like Sigiriya, where
intangible associations and cultural practices con-

nected to the site receive less legal protection
than physical structures. Weerasekera advocates
for integrated legal frameworks that recognize
the interconnection between tangible and intan-
gible heritage and that create participatory mech-
anisms for communities to contribute to heritage
management decisions

Heritage Governance at Sigiriya:
Institutional and Legal Analysis
The Sigiriya World Heritage Site: Signif-
icance and Composition
Sigiriya represents one of the most remarkable ex-
amples of ancient urban planning and landscape
architecture in South Asia. Constructed during
the reign of King Kasyapa in the fifth century CE,
the site encompasses a fortified palace complex
atop a massive rock outcrop, surrounded by an
elaborately planned urban area with sophisticated
water management systems. The rock fortress it-
self features architectural elements including the
famous lion gateway, from which the site derives
its name, and galleries decorated with exceptional
frescoes depicting female figures in a distinctive
artistic style. The mirror wall, originally polished
to a reflective finish, bears hundreds of ancient in-
scriptions representing early Sinhala poetry and
providing valuable linguistic and historical evi-
dence.
The broader Sigiriya complex extends well be-
yond the central rock, incorporating water gar-
dens with hydraulic features that demonstrate
advanced engineering capabilities. These gardens
include symmetrical ponds, fountains, and wa-
ter channels that functioned both aesthetically
and practically in managing water resources. The
boulder gardens feature massive stone formations
integrated into the landscape design, while ter-
raced gardens on the western slopes demonstrate
sophisticated grading and drainage techniques.
Archaeological evidence indicates that the urban
complex supported a substantial population and
represented a complete planned city rather than
merely a royal retreat.
The site’s significance extends beyond its archi-
tectural and technological achievements to en-
compass cultural, religious, and artistic dimen-
sions. The frescoes represent a unique artistic
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tradition that bridges earlier Buddhist painting
styles with innovations in composition and tech-
nique. The site’s Buddhist associations, predat-
ing and postdating the palace period, connect it
to broader patterns of religious patronage and
monastic development across Sri Lanka. As docu-
mented in the ICOMOS evaluation, Sigiriya’s out-
standing universal value derives from this combi-
nation of exceptional architectural achievement,
technological innovation, artistic merit, and his-
torical significance as a representation of fifth-
century Sinhalese civilization.

Statutory Framework and Institutional
Arrangements
The governance of Sigiriya operates through a
complex institutional architecture involving mul-
tiple statutory bodies with overlapping and some-
times competing mandates. The Department of
Archaeology, established under the Antiquities
Ordinance, retains ultimate authority over ar-
chaeological matters at the site, including exca-
vation, conservation of structures, and regulation
of activities that might affect archaeological re-
mains. The Commissioner of Archaeology holds
statutory powers to declare sites as protected
monuments, regulate access, and enforce prohi-
bitions against damaging or altering protected
structures.
The Central Cultural Fund, established by the
Act of 1980, manages the site’s day-to-day op-
erations, including visitor services, revenue col-
lection, maintenance activities, and public pro-
gramming. The CCF model provides operational
autonomy and allows retention of revenues gener-
ated from admission fees, creating a sustainable
funding mechanism for conservation and manage-
ment. The CCF’s mandate includes not only site
management but also investment in conservation
activities across multiple heritage sites, creating
a system where revenue from high-visitation sites
like Sigiriya supports conservation at less-visited
locations.
The Sigiriya Heritage Foundation Act of 1998
created an additional institutional layer intended
to provide strategic oversight and coordination.
The Foundation brings together representatives
from government agencies, academic institutions,
and cultural organizations to advise on policy
matters, review conservation priorities, and facil-

itate research activities. The Foundation model
reflects recognition that major heritage sites ben-
efit from multi-stakeholder governance structures
that can balance diverse interests and perspec-
tives.
This multi-layered institutional structure reflects
both strengths and weaknesses. The arrange-
ment provides specialized expertise through dif-
ferent institutions focusing on archaeological, op-
erational, and strategic dimensions. It creates
mechanisms for stakeholder input through the
Foundation’s representative structure. However,
the multiplicity of institutions also creates po-
tential for jurisdictional confusion, coordination
challenges, and inefficiencies. Feilden and Jok-
ilehto emphasize that effective heritage manage-
ment requires clear delineation of responsibilities,
efficient decision-making processes, and mech-
anisms for resolving inter-institutional disputes.
The Sigiriya governance structure would benefit
from more explicit statutory provisions clarifying
the respective roles and authorities of the Depart-
ment of Archaeology, the CCF, and the Founda-
tion.

Management Planning and Conservation
Practice
The management of Sigiriya operates through
both formal management plans and ongoing
conservation activities. UNESCO’s Operational
Guidelines require World Heritage sites to have
comprehensive management plans that address
conservation, visitor management, risk prepared-
ness, and community engagement. Management
planning at Sigiriya has evolved over decades,
informed by periodic ICOMOS evaluations and
technical assistance from international conserva-
tion organizations including ICCROM.
The 1994 ICOMOS mission to evaluate Anurad-
hapura, Sigiriya, and Polonnaruwa identified sev-
eral conservation challenges requiring urgent at-
tention. These included deterioration of the fres-
coes due to environmental exposure and visitor
impact, structural concerns regarding the stabil-
ity of certain architectural elements, vegetation
management on the rock face, and the need for
improved visitor circulation to reduce pressure on
vulnerable areas. The mission’s recommendations
informed subsequent conservation interventions
and management adjustments.
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Conservation practice at Sigiriya reflects tension
between preservation imperatives and accessibil-
ity objectives. The site’s status as a major tourist
destination creates substantial revenue but also
generates conservation pressures. High visitation
levels contribute to wear on pathways and struc-
tures, create microclimatic changes in enclosed
spaces, and increase risk of accidental dam-
age. Management responses have included visi-
tor number controls during peak periods, routing
adjustments to distribute visitor pressure more
evenly, and investment in infrastructure improve-
ments that allow access while protecting vulner-
able features.
The integration of traditional conservation
knowledge with contemporary scientific tech-
niques represents another dimension of prac-
tice at Sigiriya. Traditional lime-based mortars
and locally sourced materials feature prominently
in conservation treatments, reflecting both cul-
tural authenticity concerns and practical consid-
erations of compatibility and long-term perfor-
mance. However, modern analytical techniques,
including materials analysis, structural monitor-
ing, and digital documentation, increasingly in-
form conservation decision-making. This integra-
tion of traditional and modern approaches aligns
with international best practices as articulated by
Feilden and Jokilehto.

Cultural Heritage Law and Sus-
tainable Development: Concep-
tual Linkages
Heritage and the Sustainable Develop-
ment Framework
The linkage between cultural heritage and
sustainable development has gained increasing
recognition in both global and national policy
contexts. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable De-
velopment, while not explicitly addressing cul-
tural heritage as a standalone goal, implicitly in-
tegrates heritage concerns under multiple Sus-
tainable Development Goals. Goal 11, focused on
sustainable cities and communities, specifically
includes targets related to safeguarding cultural
and natural heritage. Goal 16, addressing peace,
justice, and strong institutions, connects to her-
itage’s role in building social cohesion and inclu-

sive societies. Additionally, heritage contributes
to goals addressing poverty reduction, education,
economic growth, and climate action.
This integration reflects evolving understanding
that heritage conservation cannot be divorced
from broader development objectives. Heritage
sites function simultaneously as conservation pri-
orities, economic assets, educational resources,
and social spaces that contribute to community
identity and cohesion. Effective heritage gover-
nance must therefore address multiple dimen-
sions including physical preservation, economic
sustainability, social equity, and environmental re-
sponsibility.
Within Sri Lanka, heritage legislation such as
the Antiquities Ordinance and the Central Cul-
tural Fund Act have traditionally emphasized
protection and preservation, reflecting an ear-
lier paradigm that viewed conservation primarily
as preventing damage and maintaining physical
fabric. Recent policy discourse increasingly rec-
ognizes the social and economic dimensions of
heritage, acknowledging that conservation serves
contemporary needs alongside historical preserva-
tion objectives. This shift reflects both interna-
tional trends in heritage theory and practice and
domestic recognition that heritage can contribute
to post-conflict reconciliation and sustainable de-
velopment.

Economic Dimensions of Heritage Gov-
ernance
Heritage tourism represents a substantial eco-
nomic sector in Sri Lanka, generating revenue,
employment, and foreign exchange. Sigiriya ex-
emplifies heritage’s economic potential, attract-
ing hundreds of thousands of visitors annually and
serving as a cornerstone of the country’s tourism
industry. Admission fees and related expenditures
generate revenue that supports site operations
and conservation activities. Local communities
benefit through employment in hospitality, trans-
portation, guiding, and craft production. The
multiplier effects of heritage tourism extend well
beyond immediate site revenues to encompass re-
gional economic development.
However, realizing heritage’s economic potential
while maintaining conservation integrity requires
sophisticated governance frameworks. Cookson
emphasizes that heritage management must bal-
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ance revenue generation with preservation re-
sponsibilities, ensuring that economic uses do
not compromise authenticity or threaten phys-
ical fabric. This balance requires careful visitor
management, appropriate infrastructure develop-
ment, and reinvestment of revenues into conser-
vation and community benefit.
The Central Cultural Fund model represents one
approach to sustainable heritage financing. By al-
lowing sites to retain revenues and invest in con-
servation and development, the CCF creates in-
centives for effective management and reduces
dependence on unpredictable government appro-
priations. However, this model also creates poten-
tial inequities, as high-visitation sites like Sigiriya
generate substantial revenues while less-visited
sites struggle to fund basic maintenance. Her-
itage governance frameworks must address these
disparities through revenue-sharing mechanisms
and cross-subsidization systems.

Social Dimensions: Community Partici-
pation and Cultural Rights
Sustainable heritage governance requires mean-
ingful community participation in management
decisions. Blake argues that heritage law must
recognize communities as rights-holders rather
than merely stakeholders, acknowledging that
heritage embodies cultural identities and that
communities possess legitimate interests in how
heritage is managed. This perspective challenges
traditional top-down governance models that vest
authority exclusively in state institutions.
Sri Lankan heritage law provides limited mech-
anisms for community participation in heritage
management. The Antiquities Ordinance grants
extensive powers to the Commissioner of Archae-
ology but creates no formal roles for commu-
nity input. The Central Cultural Fund’s struc-
ture similarly emphasizes institutional manage-
ment over community engagement. The Sigiriya
Heritage Foundation Act includes provisions for
stakeholder representation, but implementation
has focused primarily on governmental and aca-
demic stakeholders rather than local communities
directly affected by heritage management deci-
sions.
International best practices increasingly empha-
size participatory governance models that cre-
ate formal mechanisms for community involve-

ment in management planning, decision-making,
and benefit-sharing. These models recognize that
local communities possess valuable traditional
knowledge about heritage sites, bear direct im-
pacts from conservation restrictions and tourism
activities, and have legitimate interests in sharing
heritage benefits. Effective community participa-
tion requires not only consultation mechanisms
but also capacity building, equitable benefit dis-
tribution, and recognition of cultural rights.

Heritage and Peacebuilding
In post-conflict societies, cultural heritage as-
sumes particular significance as a potential con-
tributor to reconciliation and social cohesion. Sri
Lanka’s protracted ethnic conflict and ongoing
reconciliation challenges create special impera-
tives for heritage governance that contributes to
peace rather than reinforcing divisions. Heritage
sites that transcend ethnic and religious identi-
ties, like Sigiriya, offer opportunities for building
shared narratives and fostering inclusive national
identity.
However, heritage can also become contested ter-
rain that reinforces divisions when governance
structures exclude communities or when inter-
pretation emphasizes exclusive ownership rather
than shared significance. Effective heritage gov-
ernance in divided societies requires careful at-
tention to inclusive representation, equitable ac-
cess, and interpretive approaches that acknowl-
edge complexity and multiple perspectives.
The connection between heritage governance and
peacebuilding extends beyond symbolic dimen-
sions to encompass practical contributions in-
cluding economic opportunity, education, and
institution-building. Heritage sites that generate
employment and economic benefits create com-
mon interests that transcend divisions. Educa-
tional programming that brings diverse communi-
ties together around shared cultural heritage con-
tributes to mutual understanding. Heritage in-
stitutions that model inclusive, transparent, and
participatory governance demonstrate possibili-
ties for broader social transformation.
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Challenges and Legal Gaps in Cur-
rent Heritage Governance
Institutional Coordination and Jurisdic-
tional Clarity
Despite a comprehensive statutory framework,
several gaps persist in the practical implementa-
tion of Sri Lanka’s heritage law. A primary chal-
lenge involves overlapping institutional mandates
that create coordination difficulties and occa-
sional jurisdictional conflicts. The distribution of
authority among the Department of Archaeology,
the Central Cultural Fund, provincial councils un-
der the constitutional devolution framework, and
local government entities create complexity that
sometimes impedes efficient decision-making and
coherent policy implementation.
The relationship between the Antiquities Ordi-
nance and other statutory frameworks presents
particular challenges. The National Environmen-
tal Act No. 47 of 1980, while providing a ba-
sis for environmental protection through envi-
ronmental impact assessment and pollution con-
trol, does not explicitly address the relationship
between natural and cultural heritage. Projects
that affect heritage sites must navigate separate
approval processes under heritage and environ-
mental legislation, creating potential for incon-
sistent decisions and regulatory gaps. Enhanced
coordination mechanisms and clearer statutory
provisions regarding the integration of cultural
heritage and environmental considerations would
strengthen protection for heritage sites affected
by development pressures.
Similarly, the Urban Development Authority Act
No. 41 of 1978 has occasionally created ten-
sions in heritage zones where urban planning ob-
jectives intersect with archaeological protection.
The UDA’s authority over land use planning can
conflict with heritage preservation priorities when
development pressures affect areas surrounding
heritage sites. Weerasekera notes that these ju-
risdictional ambiguities undermine effective her-
itage protection and create uncertainty for com-
munities, developers, and heritage managers. Le-
gal reform should clarify hierarchies of authority
and establish mechanisms for coordinated plan-
ning in heritage-sensitive areas.

Community Participation and Benefit
Sharing
The limited mechanisms for community partici-
pation in heritage governance represent a signif-
icant gap between current practice and interna-
tional best practices. The Antiquities Ordinance’s
colonial-era framework vests authority in cen-
tralized institutions without creating formal roles
for local communities. While heritage institutions
may engage communities through informal con-
sultation, the absence of statutory requirements
for participation means that community engage-
ment remains discretionary and inconsistent.
This gap affects both the quality of heritage
management and its contribution to sustain-
able development. Local communities possess
valuable traditional knowledge about heritage
sites, including historical associations, custom-
ary practices, and environmental conditions. Ex-
cluding this knowledge from management de-
cisions reduces effectiveness and authenticity.
Moreover, communities that bear costs from her-
itage protection, including restrictions on land
use and economic activities, should participate in
decision-making and share equitably in heritage
benefits. Without formal participation mecha-
nisms, heritage governance risks imposing top-
down solutions that lack local legitimacy and sup-
port.
Benefit-sharing arrangements at major heritage
sites like Sigiriya require more systematic atten-
tion. While the sites generate substantial revenue,
mechanisms for ensuring that surrounding com-
munities receive equitable benefits remain un-
derdeveloped. Employment opportunities for lo-
cal residents, investment in community infras-
tructure and services, and support for local en-
terprises should feature prominently in heritage
management planning. Legal frameworks should
establish requirements for community benefit-
sharing as a component of sustainable heritage
governance.

Integration with Broader Policy Frame-
works
The relative isolation of heritage law from
broader policy domains limits heritage’s contri-
bution to sustainable development. Heritage con-
siderations should inform policies and decisions
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across multiple sectors including tourism devel-
opment, urban and regional planning, educa-
tion, economic development, and environmental
management. However, current legal frameworks
treat heritage primarily as a specialized regulatory
domain rather than as a cross-cutting concern re-
quiring integrated policy approaches.
Tourism policy provides a clear example. While
heritage sites attract the majority of Sri Lanka’s
cultural tourists, tourism development policies
have not systematically integrated heritage con-
servation principles. Tourism infrastructure devel-
opment, promotion strategies, and service stan-
dards should align with heritage conservation ob-
jectives, ensuring that tourism contributes rather
than undermines heritage integrity. Legal frame-
works should establish requirements for heritage
impact assessment in tourism development de-
cisions and create mechanisms for coordinating
tourism and heritage policies.
Educational policy presents another domain re-
quiring better integration. Heritage sites offer in-
valuable educational resources that can enhance
teaching across multiple subjects including his-
tory, art, science, and citizenship. However, edu-
cational programming at heritage sites remains
limited, and school curricula make insufficient
use of heritage resources. Legal frameworks could
strengthen heritage’s educational role by estab-
lishing mandates for heritage education, support-
ing teacher training, and facilitating school access
to heritage sites.

Adaptation to Contemporary Challenges
Sri Lanka’s heritage legislation, rooted in frame-
works established decades ago, requires updating
to address contemporary challenges including cli-
mate change, digital technologies, and evolving
international standards. Climate change poses in-
creasing risks to heritage sites through extreme
weather events, changing rainfall patterns, sea-
level rise, and temperature increases that affect
material stability and vegetation patterns. Her-
itage legislation should explicitly address climate
adaptation, requiring management plans to as-
sess climate risks and develop response strategies.
Digital technologies offer opportunities for docu-
mentation, public engagement, and research that
existing legal frameworks do not adequately ad-
dress. Digital recording techniques allow precise

documentation of architectural features and con-
dition states, supporting conservation planning
and creating records for posterity. Virtual access
technologies can reduce visitor pressure on fragile
sites while enhancing public engagement. How-
ever, digital heritage also raises new questions re-
garding intellectual property, data management,
and authentication. Updated legal frameworks
should establish protocols for digital heritage doc-
umentation and appropriate uses of digital tech-
nologies in heritage management.
The evolution of international heritage standards,
reflected in updated versions of UNESCO’s Op-
erational Guidelines and emerging international
practice, requires corresponding updates to do-
mestic legislation. Recent international devel-
opments emphasize climate resilience, commu-
nity participation, human rights integration, and
heritage’s contribution to sustainable develop-
ment. Amarasinghe’s research emphasizes that
Sri Lankan heritage law must evolve to remain
aligned with international standards while re-
specting local contexts and priorities.

Policy Reflections and Recom-
mendations
Legislative Reform Priorities
To strengthen heritage governance for a sustain-
able future, Sri Lanka should undertake com-
prehensive legislative reform that modernizes the
Antiquities Ordinance while preserving its foun-
dational strengths. Reform priorities should in-
clude explicit recognition of cultural rights, for-
mal mechanisms for community participation, in-
tegration of environmental sustainability princi-
ples, and coordination mechanisms that link her-
itage protection with related policy domains.
The incorporation of UNESCO’s 2019 Oper-
ational Guidelines should guide national pol-
icy reforms, aligning domestic law with inter-
national standards regarding community partici-
pation, sustainable development integration, and
climate adaptation. Legislative reform should es-
tablish clear requirements for management plan-
ning that addresses conservation, visitor man-
agement, risk preparedness, community benefit,
and sustainable resource use. Management plans
should undergo periodic review and update, en-
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suring that heritage management remains adap-
tive and responsive to changing conditions.
Legal frameworks should explicitly address the re-
lationship between tangible and intangible cul-
tural heritage, recognizing that sites embody not
only physical fabric but also meanings, associ-
ations, and practices. This recognition requires
management approaches that protect both ma-
terial authenticity and cultural continuity, engag-
ing communities in preserving and transmitting
heritage knowledge and traditions.

Institutional Capacity and Coordination
Enhanced institutional capacity represents a fun-
damental requirement for effective heritage gov-
ernance. Heritage institutions require adequate fi-
nancial resources, trained personnel with appro-
priate technical expertise, and operational sys-
tems that support efficient management. The
Central Cultural Fund model demonstrates the
value of sustainable financing mechanisms, but
broader application of this approach requires
careful attention to equity concerns and revenue-
sharing arrangements.
Coordination mechanisms should link heritage in-
stitutions with agencies responsible for related
functions including environmental protection, ur-
ban planning, tourism development, and educa-
tion. Formal coordination frameworks, including
inter-agency committees and joint planning pro-
cesses, can reduce jurisdictional conflicts and en-
sure coherent policy approaches. Legislative pro-
visions should establish requirements for consul-
tation and coordination when decisions in one
policy domain affect heritage interests.
Provincial and local governments should play en-
hanced roles in heritage governance, reflecting
the constitutional framework’s devolution princi-
ples while maintaining necessary national over-
sight of internationally significant heritage. Clar-
ifying the respective roles of national, provincial,
and local authorities, with appropriate capacity
building at all levels, can strengthen heritage gov-
ernance while ensuring consistent standards.

Community Engagement and Participa-
tory Governance
Developing robust mechanisms for community
participation requires both institutional changes

and cultural shifts in how heritage institutions ap-
proach their mandates. Formal structures should
create meaningful opportunities for community
input in management planning, decision-making,
and benefit distribution. These structures should
extend beyond consultation to include genuine
partnership arrangements that recognize commu-
nities as co-managers of heritage rather than
merely affected parties.
Capacity building represents a critical component
of participatory governance. Communities require
access to information, training in heritage man-
agement concepts and techniques, and support
for developing organizational capacity. Heritage
institutions should invest in community educa-
tion and training programs that enable meaning-
ful participation.
Benefit-sharing mechanisms should ensure that
communities derive tangible advantages from
heritage conservation and management. These
benefits may include employment opportunities,
support for local enterprises, infrastructure im-
provements, educational programs, and direct fi-
nancial transfers. Legal frameworks should estab-
lish principles for equitable benefit-sharing and
create accountability mechanisms ensuring that
commitments are honored.

Knowledge Production and Digital Inno-
vation
Heritage institutions like the Central Cultural
Fund should play leading roles in fostering part-
nerships among local communities, academic in-
stitutions, and policymakers to advance heritage
knowledge. Research programs should address
both conservation science questions and social
science dimensions including community rela-
tionships with heritage, economic impacts, and
governance effectiveness. Digital documentation
initiatives should systematically record heritage
sites, creating comprehensive archives that sup-
port conservation planning, research, and public
engagement.
Promoting transparency through accessible in-
formation systems enhances accountability and
public engagement. Heritage institutions should
make management plans, conservation reports,
research findings, and financial information read-
ily available to communities, researchers, and the
general public. Digital platforms can facilitate in-

94



de Alwis 2026 Proceedings of the ICHR2026 | 20-21 May 2026

formation sharing and enable broader participa-
tion in heritage discourse.
Heritage education programs should target di-
verse audiences including school children, local
communities, tourism professionals, and policy-
makers. Effective education programs build ap-
preciation for heritage significance, understand-
ing of conservation principles, and recognition
of heritage’s contribution to sustainable develop-
ment. Educational initiatives should utilize multi-
ple approaches including site interpretation, for-
mal curricula, public programming, and digital re-
sources.

Conclusion
Sigiriya stands not only as a monumental testa-
ment to Sri Lanka’s ancient civilization but also
as a symbol of the country’s evolving heritage
governance. By examining its legal and institu-
tional frameworks through the lens of sustain-
ability, this analysis demonstrates that heritage
law can act as a bridge between preservation and
progress. The site’s governance structure, while
reflecting important strengths including institu-
tional capacity and sustainable financing mecha-
nisms, also reveals gaps that limit heritage’s con-
tribution to broader sustainable development ob-
jectives.
The analysis underscores several critical insights.
First, effective heritage governance requires legal
frameworks that transcend traditional preserva-
tion mandates to embrace social, economic, and
environmental dimensions of sustainability. Her-
itage law must recognize cultural rights, create
meaningful opportunities for community partici-
pation, and establish mechanisms that link her-
itage protection with broader development poli-
cies. Second, institutional arrangements must
balance specialized technical expertise with co-
ordination across sectors and levels of govern-
ment. The complexity of heritage governance de-
mands clear delineation of responsibilities, effi-
cient decision-making processes, and mechanisms
for resolving jurisdictional disputes. Third, her-
itage’s contribution to sustainable development
depends on equitable benefit-sharing arrange-
ments that ensure communities realize tangible
advantages from conservation and management.
Strengthening cultural heritage governance

within sustainable development agendas will
not only safeguard the material past but also
nurture peace, resilience, and collective identity
for future generations. Sigiriya exemplifies both
the possibilities and the challenges inherent in
this endeavor. As one of Sri Lanka’s most sig-
nificant cultural assets and most visited heritage
destinations, it demonstrates heritage’s poten-
tial to generate revenue, create employment,
and serve as a source of national pride that
transcends divisions. Yet realizing this potential
fully requires legal and institutional reforms that
address the gaps identified in this analysis.
The path forward requires commitment from
multiple stakeholders. Government authorities
must prioritize legislative reform and invest in in-
stitutional capacity. Heritage professionals must
embrace participatory governance approaches
and recognize communities as partners rather
than subjects. Academic institutions must con-
tribute research that informs evidence-based pol-
icy. Civil society organizations must advocate
for transparency and accountability. Most impor-
tantly, communities connected to heritage sites
must claim their roles as co-custodians and en-
sure that heritage governance serves their inter-
ests alongside conservation objectives.
In Sri Lanka’s post-conflict context, heritage gov-
ernance assumes particular significance as a po-
tential contributor to reconciliation and social co-
hesion. Sites like Sigiriya, which represent shared
cultural achievement transcending ethnic and re-
ligious divisions, offer opportunities for building
inclusive national narratives. Legal and institu-
tional frameworks that promote participation, eq-
uity, and transparency can demonstrate possi-
bilities for broader social transformation. Her-
itage governance, properly conceived and imple-
mented, can thus serve not only conservation ob-
jectives but also the fundamental goal of building
a more just, peaceful, and sustainable society.
The challenges facing heritage governance at Si-
giriya and throughout Sri Lanka are substantial
but not insurmountable. International experience
demonstrates that heritage can contribute mean-
ingfully to sustainable development when legal
frameworks create enabling conditions, institu-
tions possess adequate capacity, and governance
approaches embrace participation and equity. Sri
Lanka’s rich heritage, combined with its legal tra-
ditions and institutional foundations, provides a
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strong basis for developing world-class heritage
governance. Realizing this potential requires sus-
tained commitment to reform, innovation, and
partnership across all sectors of society.
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