
private management
Blenheim Palace, the ancestral home of 
the Dukes of Marlborough and birthplace 
of Winston Churchill, is one of the few 
sites on the World Heritage List that is 
owned and operated by a private trust, 
which manages the palace and grounds, 
hospitality services, and an extensive edu-
cation and outreach program. Three non-
profit entities are cooperating closely to 
return Stowe, the great eighteenth-century 
estate of the Dukes of Buckingham, to its 
former grandeur. The estate had suffered 
following the death of the last Duke of 
Buckingham in the 1860s. Recently, its pic-
turesque gardens, which now belong to 
the National Trust, were nominated to the 
World Heritage List. A preservation trust 
has recently been established expressly to 
raise funds for the restoration of the great 
house and to operate it in the future. Stowe 
was included on WMF’s 2002 list of the 100 
Most Endangered Sites.
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n January 1895, robert Hunter, octavia Hill, and 
Hardwicke rawnsley gathered at the Duke of 
Westminster’s home in london and founded the 
national trust as a private company to “admin-
ister its property with a view to the protection 
of the public interests in open spaces.” the Duke, 

overseeing the establishment of britain’s first heritage 
trust, exclaimed, “Mark my words, this is going to be a 
very big thing.” His words would prove prophetic. 

the founding of britain’s pre-eminent private heri-
tage trust marked the beginning of private-sector 
involvement in the preservation of sites of outstanding 
historic and cultural significance. in little over a cen-
tury, the national trust would be responsible for the 
preservation of more than 250 historic properties and 
maintenance of some 247,000 hectares of land, making 
it the second largest private landowner in britain after 
the crown estates. the example of the national trust 
represents one of the most spectacular successes in 
the history of international preservation. 

Patterned in large part on land trusts established to 
protect natural resources and wildlife areas, heritage 
trusts appear in a wide range of manifestations that 
vary in scope, size, and mandate. for their demonstrated 
efficacy, however, nonprofit heritage trusts have played 
only a small role in strengthening the protection of the 
world’s most important sites, particularly in the develop-
ing world, where preservation challenges often exceed 
the capacity of local governments to cope with them. 

for professionals in government heritage agen-
cies—proud of their history but beleaguered by a 
lack of resources—privatized management presents 
a tantalizing alternative. nongovernmental organiza-
tions unbounded by the bureaucracy and political 
changes that affect government cultural agencies, 
private heritage trusts have been able to act in concert 
with cultural ministries and government site manag-
ers to further the goals of conservation. However, as 
standards and conventions for private management 
have yet to be established, the results can be either 
spectacular or catastrophic, as with italy’s proposed 
sale of archaeological sites (see page 8).  

to date, little information has been available for 
those looking to the private sector for site manage-
ment and support. to address this, WMf has examined 
a range of public-private heritage partnerships that 
could very well serve as models for those interested in 
establishing heritage trusts. an analysis of trust models, 
along with a host of additional resources, are posted at 
WMf’s new website—Heritagetrusts.org. 
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champions of  
urban conservation
Cities, with their constantly changing economics, 
demographics, and political leadership, present 
the most trying challenge for heritage conser-
vation. The Kathmandu Valley Preservation Trust 
is a U.S.-based nonprofit organization that 
focuses on artisan training and community reha-
bilitation to accomplish its preservation goals. 
In Mostar, the Aga Khan Trust for Culture’s 
Historic Cities Program, in partnership with WMF, 
has developed a preservation master plan, a 
neighborhood rehabilitation program, and a 
restoration priority list for historic buildings in 
the wake of the Bosnian civil war of the 1990s. 
Work includes making traditional buildings avail-
able for new commercial activity and training 
local people in site management. UNESCO 
and the World Bank are working to restore the 
Mostar Bridge, the centerpiece of this urban 
conservation effort. Historic Mostar and sacred 
sites in the Kathmandu Valley (see page 22) have 
been included on WMF’s Watch list.
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divestiture 
Turning over cultural resources to a 
nonprofit entity for management may 
give public authorities an expanded 
opportunity to help from the sidelines, 
while shedding the burden of complex 
management activities. In East Germany, the Worlitz-Dessau Foundation receives government 
support to manage the “Garden State,” created in the eighteenth century by the Dukes of 
Anhalt-Saxony. The foundation is in a better position than the government to establish conser-
vation priorities within the context of local development and handle outreach and fundraising 
activities. In New Orleans, Save our Cemeteries has become the de facto manager of unique 
aboveground cemeteries, such as mid-nineteenth-century Lafayette No. 1 in New Orleans, that 
are at once primary historical resources of the city, tourist attractions, and active burial grounds 
and places of reverence. Save our Cemeteries manages the public areas of the burial grounds, 
provides expert advice on conservation of the tombs to family custodians, and takes ownership 
and responsibility for tombs that are not in active use. 

advocacy
One of the most effective roles a trust 
can undertake in the name of preser-
vation is that of an advocate, work-
ing to create public awareness of a 
site at risk. In Chile, the Valparaiso 
Foundation rallied public support to 
save a funicular system, perhaps the 
city’s most picturesque feature and a 
cherished vehicle for social interaction. 
Through a publicity campaign and seed 
funding, they leveraged public support 
for rehabilitation of the system, rather 
than scrapping it for more modern 
conveyances. Historic Valparaiso is now 
on Chile’s short list for World Heritage 
designation. On the island of Barbados, 
the National Trust struggled to save the 
Caribbean’s last wind-powered sugar 
mill. The site’s inclusion in the World 
Monuments Watch list sparked public 
pride and recognition, and galvanized 
support behind a restoration effort. 
Funds for its restoration then became 
available both from government and 
from local business. 
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a case of split jurisdiction 
When public and private entities work independently and toward mutually 
exclusive goals, they often fail to manage a site properly. A public fundrais-
ing appeal conducted by the Statue of Liberty/Ellis Island Foundation raised 
more than $400 million for restoration in the 1980s, but left 80 percent of 
the island in shambles, abandoned and inaccessible to the thousands of visi-
tors who come to its popular Immigration Museum. The island is a National 
Park and part of the Statue of Liberty World Heritage Site. Jurisdiction over 
its buildings has been up for grabs for decades; recently, it was shifted from 
New York to New Jersey in a court battle. A new non-profit group, Friends 
of Ellis Island, is seeking consensus on the use of the abandoned South End, 
but the sheer size of the complex and its current state of degradation pres-
ent major conservation challenges.

In Cambodia, a need to generate tourism revenue led the government to privatize visitor management at the twelfth-century 
Khmer capital of Angkor. While the Angkor conservation agency, Apsara, receives some funding from the ticket sales, it has lost a 
modicum of its control over tourism at the site. News of exploitative tourism plans reaches the press at regular intervals. Although 
no damage has occurred, the spiritual quality of the monument, a place of worship for thousands of Cambodians, is fading. Angkor 
and the South End of Ellis Island were included on WMF’s 1996 Watch list. Angkor is recognized as a World Heritage Site in Danger.

archaeology 
meets conservation 
Though recognized as a science for more than a 
century, archaeology rarely travels in the com-
pany of conservation. As a result, many of the 
world’s most dramatic sites, laid bare through 
excavation, are at risk, suffering from exposure 
to the elements and unmanaged tourism. A 
few innovative trusts, however, are addressing 
these issues. 

At the Moghul city of Champaner, Gujarat, 
India, the nonprofit Heritage Trust has steadfast-
ly defended the importance of the historic city, 
now in ruins, against encroachment, pollution, 
and disruptions from a nearby mining operation. 
The trust has successfully advocated the city’s 
nomination to UNESCO’s World Heritage List.

Butrint, a vast Roman ruin in a pristine natu-
ral setting on the western coast of Albania, was 
discovered by Italian archaeologists in the 1920s. 
The U.K.-based Butrint Foundation—in partner-
ship with the Albanian government and with 
support of the World Bank—has spearheaded a 
master plan to renew archaeological research in 
concert with a conservation and environmental 
management program. 
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