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Foreword

Museums, ecomuseums and the global challenge of sustainability and climate change

Alberto Garlandini

In recent years, museology and museums have changed considerably. The view of museums only as conservation institutions is outdated. All over the world, museums have taken on new social responsibilities and expanded their traditional activities and fields. They now work beyond the museum building itself, dealing with cultural, natural, tangible and intangible heritage in the local environment, while maintaining their original objectives. Museums engage in intercultural dialogue and the construction of new cultural identities, promote participation and inclusion, and help citizens and communities to open up to what is new and different.

This preface addresses the theoretical and operational contributions that ecomuseums have made to museology and to the mission and action of museums. It also highlights the new approach of ICOM and museums to the challenges of sustainable development and the climate crisis. In the first section, I describe the interaction between museology and ecomuseology, as well as ICOM’s new definition of museums. The second section addresses the new social role of museums, the evolution of the ICOM vision and the concept of extended museums and cultural landscapes. It also refers to the Resolution on Museums, Communities and Sustainability passed by the ICOM General Assembly in Kyoto in 2019. The third section describes how museums could respond to the UN Sustainable Development Goals and climate justice. The last section highlights the role of Hugues De Varine in the history of museology, ecomuseums and community museums.

Museology, ecomuseology and ICOM museum definition

New museological trends and new museums continuously appear. I recently wrote the entry “Museology and Museography” for the Italian Treccani Encyclopaedia of Contemporary Art (Garlandini, 2021). In that contribution I highlighted that museums and museology are constantly evolving and addressed the role and impact of New Museology and Ecomuseology on museological theory and practice.

Museums and ecomuseums have different origins and histories. Ecomuseums were created as a reaction against museums as closed institutions, focused only on collections of tangible objects and managed by experts from outside the communities (Davis, 2011).

The birth of the New Museology and ecomuseums, as well as a turning point in the history of museology, can be considered to date back to 1972, when UNESCO and ICOM1 organised the Roundtable in Santiago, Chile, on the importance of museums in the contemporary world (Do Nascimiento Junior, 2012). The Round Table drew attention to the social role of museums and the need for a ‘democratisation of culture’. It defined the museum as an institution that works in close connection with communities and strives to foster their development and improve their quality of life.

In 1974 Museum, the Quarterly Journal edited by UNESCO, published the results of the Round Table (Museum, 1974); the Editorial pointed out that:

 

The meeting’s central theme was a novel one: the “integral museum”, the interdisciplinary museum par excellence, which corresponds with another new concept, the ecomuseums. (….) The museum is not only concerned with the heritage of the past: it is concerned with development.”

 

The Resolutions adopted by the Round Table expressed the Basic principles of the integral museum:

 

The social, economic and cultural changes occurring in the world, and particularly in many underdeveloped areas, constitute a challenge to museology. (….)

 

The transformation in museological activities calls for a gradual change in the outlook of curators and administrators and in the institutional structures for which they are responsible. In addition the integrated museum requires the permanent or temporary assistance of experts from various disciplines, including the social sciences.

 

The new type of museum, by its specific features, seems the most suited to function as a regional museum or as a museum for small- and medium-sized population centres.

 

Based on the considerations above and considering that:

 

The museum is an “institution in the service of society which acquires, preserves, and makes available exhibits illustrative of the natural and human evolution and, above all, displays them for educational, cultural and study purposes”.

 

The Round Table on “The importance and Development of Museums in the Contemporary World”

 

RESOLVES

 

That the museum should widen their perspectives to include branches other than those in which they specialized with a view to creating an awareness of the anthropological, social, economic and technological development of the countries ….” ( Do Nascimiento Junior, 2012, Vol I p. 208)

 

The Round Table expressed the holistic vision of a multidisciplinary museum: a new ‘museum in the service of society’ that shows visitors their place in the world and makes them aware of their situation as individuals and as members of society. Since 1972, museums have changed dramatically. Museums have strengthened their social role, seeking solutions to social, environmental and economic problems and acting positively towards the urgent need for active responses to climate change.

However, the core functions of museums - conservation, exhibition, education, communication and promotion of collections - remain. But museums have also become centres of communication and participation. They promote inclusion and mediation, engage in intercultural dialogue, address new audiences and use new languages and media.

Many museums have embraced the insights and social experiences shown by ecomuseums. Community activities have become a fertile common ground ‘at the service of society and its development’. In some countries, ecomuseums and museums, in particular small and medium-sized local, community and ethnographic museums, have started to collaborate successfully. The Italian Network of Ecomuseums is a positive example of this cooperative approach with museums. In 2016, the Italian Network promoted the participation of ecomuseums in the ICOM General Conference in Milan (see next section on ‘Extended Museums and Cultural Landscapes’) and approved the “Strategic Document of Italian Ecomuseums”2. The Document expressed:

 

“the need to seek new alliances with conform experiences and subjects to share principles and objectives. Some examples: At local scale: museums, regional institutions, “Soprintendenze”, national and regional parks, university departments, environmental and cultural associations, (……). At national and international scale: ICOM, (….) operators of the new museology, international networks of ecomuseums and community museums.” (The Strategic Document of Italian Ecomuseums, p. 2)

 

A great number of ecomuseums do not prioritise the conservation and exhibition of traditional collections. The ecomuseums’ mission is more focused on the promotion and safeguarding of the intangible and living heritage of their communities and their ‘place’. However, I don’t think that that feature of theirs should be seen as a distinction between ecomuseums and other museums. On the contrary, the mission of ecomuseums is a further expression of the diversity of museums. Indeed, UNESCO’s 2015 Recommendation on Museums (UNESCO, 2015) emphasizes diversity as the strength of museums.

In 2016 ICOM decided to update the definition of museum to respond to the profound, global changes in societies and museums. The first definition of the museum was approved by ICOM in 1974 and since then it had been changed only slightly; the last small-scale modification was approved in 20073.

In 2019 the ICOM General Assembly in Kyoto rejected a first proposal of new museum definition because the content of the proposal was not shared by the membership. In 2020 ICOM Executive Board appointed a new Standing Committee called ICOM Define and two co-chairs, Lauran Bonilla Merchav and Bruno Brulon. ICOM Define developed a new transparent and participatory methodology to involve ICOM Committees and members and carried out four rounds of consultation in 18 months. In May and June 2022 the ICOM Advisory Council, composed of the Chairpersons of National and International Committees, Regional Alliances, and Affiliated Organisations, and the Executive Board selected the new museum definition to be brought forward to a vote at the Extraordinary General Assembly during the Prague ICOM General Conference. On 24th August 2022, the proposal of new museum definition was approved by 92,4% of ICOM General Assembly. The new definition is the following:

 

“A museum is a not-for-profit, permanent institution in the service of society that researches, collects, conserves, interprets and exhibits tangible and intangible heritage. Open to the public, accessible and inclusive, museums foster diversity and sustainability. They operate and communicate ethically, professionally and with the participation of communities, offering varied experiences for education, enjoyment, reflection and knowledge sharing.”

 

The new definition has been democratically constructed and selected and represents the overall vision of the global museum and heritage community. It aligns with the UNESCO 2015 recommendation on museums, as well as the UN Agenda 2030. It is a balanced melange of terms that already were in the old definition and of new strategic terms, such as accessibility, inclusiveness, diversity, sustainability, ethics, professionalism, participation, communities, knowledge sharing.

Each key term expresses one crucial challenge that museums face globally. The definition takes into account the Resolutions and Strategies approved in the last ICOM General Conferences, with particular reference to the participation of communities, sustainable development and climate change.

 

The new definition presents what museums are, what qualifies them, what they do, what people experience at museums, what values shape museums, who museums work for. It reflects what museums are today throughout the world and expresses the geographical, cultural, and professional diversity of the global museum community. Each museum, no matter its dimension, typology, collection, property, may find that its mission and activities are taken into account in the definition and can implement its content in the daily work.

The 2015 Recommendation on the social role of museums: a successful cooperation between UNESCO and ICOM4

Before 2015, UNESCO’s sole international instrument dedicated to museums was the Recommendation Concerning the Most Effective Means of Rendering Museums Accessible to Everyone approved on 14 December 19605. It was an important Recommendation, aimed to ensure greater access to museums by all sections of society. However, after 1960 museums underwent a deep transformation and asked for a new international act. UNESCO and ICOM agreed on the need of a new Recommendation and worked together successfully.

UNESCO’s Recommendation concerning the Protection and Promotion of Museums and Collections, their Diversity and their Role6 (UNESCO, 2015) was adopted on 17 November 2015. The Recommendation emphasizes the importance of museums in today’s societies and defines the policies for museums and heritage that Member States are invited to promote. It highlights the primary functions of museums – preservation, research, communication and education –, their diversity and their social and economic roles as well as their extended mission. It also underlines how museums shall react to new global challenges, particularly sustainable development. The Recommendation states that ICOM’s Code of Ethics, definition of museum and standards are the most widely shared international reference in museum management.

In order to implement the 2015 Recommendation, UNESCO convened the first High Level Forum on Museums in Shenzhen, China, in November 2016. The Shenzhen Forum brought together over fifty world-class museum directors and experts, policy makers and stakeholders. ICOM actively participated in the Forum and many ICOM representatives, such as Laishun An, Carlos Brandao and Alberto Garlandini, contributed to the Forum’s debates and decisions. The Forum approved the Shenzhen Declaration on Museums and Collections7. The Declaration confirms the social, cultural, educational and economic role of museums and invites the Member States to integrate the Recommendation in their legislation and in local and national policies. I quote here the part of the Declaration dedicated to the diversity of museums:

 

“We, experts and representatives of Member States and institutions assembled in Shenzhen, People’s Republic of China, …… call upon museums, national authorities, international organisations, governmental, nongovernmental and private institutions, and individuals directly and indirectly engaged in culture, heritage and museums to:

 

1.Continuously engage in the revitalisation of museums, so that the diversity of their collections and operational modalities can be adapted to contemporary missions, and so that their activities can continue to promote museums as sites for national and international dialogue, for developing inclusive discourses around heritage in order to lessen social, cultural and economic inequalities and to increase public enjoyment;

2.Ensure that fundamental functions of museums, as stated in the UNESCO 2015 Recommendation and in the ICOM codes of ethics, such as preservation, research, communication and education, are not compromised by economic concerns, but instead broadened to provide greater learning, enjoyment and exchange opportunities;

3.Value the role of museums in stimulating contemporary cultural expressions and local cultural economies, and integrate existing and new museum projects into an inclusive cultural landscape, respectful of environmental concerns and impartial in the sharing of benefits.” (from the Shenzhen Declaration on museums and collections, Section I. DIVERSITY OF MUSEUMS AND COLLECTIONS, AND THEIR OPERATIONAL MODALITIES)

 

The Shenzen Declaration emphasises the role of museums in addressing environmental challenges as part of the global commitment to sustainable development. The Shenzhen Declaration encourages UNESCO to improve cooperation with ICOM and reference to key ICOM documents. Since 2015, one of ICOM’s tasks is to support the implementation of the UNESCO Recommendation. ICOM urges governments to be aware of new challenges and opportunities, to move from words to deeds and to implement what has been decided at international summits.

The evolution of ICOM’s vision and strategy

Museums live in the contemporary era and face the crucial issues of our time. In recent years, ICOM has reflected on the impact on museums of the challenges contemporary societies are facing: migration and the crisis of traditional community identities, inequality and racism, diversity and decolonisation, urban regeneration and the digital revolution, sustainable development and climate change, pandemics and conflicts.

ICOM has changed a lot. I would like to address here some milestones in ICOM’s debate and action that have been influenced by the experience of ecomuseums. I will start with the contribution of ecomuseums to the 2016 ICOM General Conference in Milan.

Extended museums and cultural landscapes: the contribution of ecomuseums to ICOM’s 2016 General Conference in Milan

The 2016 ICOM Triennial Conference was held in Milan from 3rd to 9th July (Garlandini, 2017). Milan’s 24th General Conference was the occasion for a fruitful meeting between museology and ecomuseology. Under the leadership of Hugues De Varine, ecomuseums and community museums organized two successful events during ICOM’s Conference: a meeting between the international network of ecomuseums and ICOM’s International Committee for Museums and Collections of Ethnography - ICME, and a Forum at Milan’s Polytechnic University.

The ecomuseums’ Forum discussed the new prospects of ecomuseology and gave a relevant contribution to ICOM debate. The Forum approved the 2016 Milan Cooperation Charter Ecomuseums and Cultural landscape8 that states:

1.“ The Forum has endorsed the Florence and Faro European Conventions, as well as the ICOM Resolution on the Responsibility of Museums Towards Landscape approved by ICOM’s General Assembly at the end of the 24th General Conference in Milan, the ICOM Carta di Siena and the ICOMOS Quebec Declaration.

2.We consider ourselves capable of being an interface between the world of museums (ICOM) and the world of monuments and sites (ICOMOS). We will work to be associated to the activities of these two organisations and their specialized structures, because of our expertise in the field of participatory management of living heritage and landscape at local level.

3.We will work to maintain close relations with the relevant International Committees of ICOM (ICOFOM, ICME), with the International Scientific Committee on Cultural Landscapes (ISCCL) of ICOMOS, and with the international and national NGOs pertaining to the fields of anthropology and sustainable tourism.” (from The 2016 Milan Cooperation Charter)

 

The Forum expressed the ecomuseums’ commitment to cooperate with museums at local, national and global level and to engage with the new challenges emerging from the ICOM’s General Conference. The contributions and results of the Forum were published by Milan’s Politecnico University: Ecomuseums and cultural landscapes. State of the art and future prospects (Riva, 2017)9 .

ICOM’s 2016 General Assembly in Milan approved the Resolution No. 1 The Responsibility of Museums Towards Landscape10. The Resolution addressed the social role of museums and introduced the concept of “extended museums”.

 

Resolution No. 1: The Responsibility of Museums Towards Landscape

 

Museums and landscapes are an essential element of humanity’s physical, natural, social and symbolic environment.

 

Landscape is a highly complex network, defined by relationships between social and natural elements. The richness of landscape arises from its diversity. Museums are part of the landscape. They collect tangible and intangible testimonials linked to the environment. The collections forming part of their heritage cannot be explained without the landscape.

 

Museums have a particular responsibility towards the landscape that surrounds them, urban or rural.

 

This implies a dual duty: on the one hand, the management and upkeep of heritage in a sustainable development perspective for the territory; on the other, attention given to images and representations that identify and connote the landscape itself.

 

Considering the above, and

 

1.Remembering UNESCO Conventions, ICOM Code of Ethics and NATHIST Code of Ethics;

2.Knowing that the concept of Cultural Landscape incorporates not only the physical size of a territory, but also a wide range of intangible factors - from language to lifestyle; from religious belief to the different forms of social life; from technology to ways of life and production, as well as to power relations and exchanges between generations;

3.Recognizing that such concept encompasses soundscapes, olfactory, sensory and mental landscapes, and also the landscapes of memory and of conflict, often incorporated in places, objects, documents and images, endlessly expanding opportunities for museums to take action on cultural landscapes;

4.Understanding that museums contribute with the knowledge and expertise of their professionals, to raise awareness among communities - helping the development of decisions that involve a transformation of the landscape;

5.Considering that museums share the task with other institutions working to preserve heritage and ensuring its management and development.

 

The 31st General Assembly of ICOM recommends that:

 

- Museums extend their mission from a legal and operational point of view and manage buildings and sites of cultural landscape as ‘extended museums’, offering enhanced protection and accessibility to such heritage in closed relationship with communities.

 

- Museums contribute not only to the knowledge of the values of cultural landscapes, but also to the development of symbolic frameworks that determine them, so that the notion of cultural landscape becomes an instrument for the assessment of what needs to be protected, enhanced and handed on to future generations, and what will go instead questioned, criticized and modified.” (31st General Assembly of ICOM. Milan, Italy, 2016. Resolution No. 1: The Responsibility of Museums Towards Landscape)

 

This Resolution shows that today’s museums have new social objectives and broader territorial responsibilities than in the past. Museums are not only concerned with the collections they conserve, but also with the heritage and landscape that surrounds them. Museums are territorial structures and resources for their communities. They work far and wide and manage tangible and intangible heritage spread over vast areas.

Many key issues raised by ecomuseums are relevant in the ICOM Resolution: the focus on diversity, intangible heritage and the environment, the importance given to the intangible heritage factors of communities and the sustainable development of the territory.

The most innovative aspect of ICOM’s 2016 Resolution is the concept of “extended museums”. This concept is influenced by the longstanding studies of Italian museologists on the “museo diffuso”. Since the 1970s Andrea Emiliani, a famous Italian art historian, wrote about the relationships between museums and communities. Later, in 1980, André Chastel, a French art historian author of acknowledged works on the Italian Renaissance, brilliantly captured a unique characteristic of Italy, which he called ‘a museum of museums’. “All in all, we have to consider Italy par excellence as the ‘natural museum’”(Chastel, 1980, p. 12). There are three reasons why Chastel considers Italy to be a natural museum. Firstly, because a large number of sculptures, paintings and works of art are preserved in situ; secondly, because many museum collections are exhibited in historic buildings of great architectural and artistic value; thirdly, because Florence, Siena, Venice and many other Italian cities are art centres designed and built to enhance their monuments and palaces. Italy is a country in which “thanks to an exemplary interlocking mechanism, the (museum) collection is housed in (historic) architecture set in a city (of art). These three types of museum dialogue harmoniously with each other’ (Chastel, 1980). Historically, Italian museums have paid special attention to social and territorial activities. They have focused on the tangible and intangible interrelationships of collections with their historical context. The Milan Conference was a significant step towards closer interaction between museology and ecomuseology and greater cooperation between museums and ecomuseums. In 2017, ICOM Europe and ICOM Poland organised a seminar in Wilanow, Poland. The seminar addressed the topic ‘Designing an extended museum: cultural and natural heritage - society - economy - territory and urban landscape’. The contributions of the Seminar were published in the volume titled Extended Museums in its Milieu (Folga-Januszewska, 2018).

Museums and ecomuseums, communities and sustainability

I would like to highlight the EU-LAC-MUSEUMS project, which focused on the promotion of cultural, scientific and social cooperation between museums, community museums, ecomuseums and their communities in the European, Latin American and Caribbean regions. The EU-LAC-MUSEUMS project began in 2016, with the support of ICOM and funded by Horizon2020, the European Union’s research programme. It finished in 2021. For four years the project dealt with the theme Museums and Community: Concepts, Experiences, and Sustainability in Europe, Latin America and the Caribbean. The goal of the project was to reinforce mutual understanding, interconnectivity and cooperation, as well as create a common vision for sustainable, local and regional museums. The project reached 154 countries, with over 100,000 people engaged in on-site or online activities and more than 100 community workshops hosted at 30 museum sites involving 28,000 participants. Karen Brown of the University of St Andrews in Scotland coordinated the project, in collaboration with Peter Davis of Newcastle University, UK, Hugues de Varine, recognised leader of the international network of ecomuseums and community museums, Beatriz Espinosa, President of the ICOM Regional Alliance for Latin America and the Caribbean, and Luis Raposo, President of the ICOM Regional Alliance for Europe.

 

“Societal challenges can lead to opportunities if approached in the right way. Europe is currently undergoing a crisis of identity, seeking to define its past, present, and future position in relation to the wider world, and to consolidate regional cohesion across generations within a wider, global knowledge economy. EU-LAC-MUSEUMS, ICOM Europe and ICOM LAC are committed to the idea that fostering inter-cultural dialogue and creativity through their regional and community museums is fundamental to this process.” (Dr Karen Brown, EU-LAC-MUSEUMS Project Coordinator)11

 

The results of the project are published in a website12 and in an e-book (Brown, Davis and Raposo 2019). It is interesting to note that the ICOM members that coordinated EU-LAC-MUSEUMS were also promoters of the resolution on Museums, Communities and Sustainability that was approved by Kyoto’s ICOM General Assembly in 2019:

 

Noting the Declaration of Santiago de Chile (UNESCO, 1973), reconfirming ICOM’s Resolutions relating to communities, sustainability and cultural landscapes, and noting that the ICOM Resolution concerning the “extended museum” adopted in Milan in 2016 underlined that museums are more than traditional buildings, collections and established curatorial practices, having value for social, cultural, environmental and economic development, thereby furthering the aims of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals,

 

The 34th General Assembly recommends ICOM to:

•provide greater recognition of, and support for, the vast number of community-led organisations that do not currently fulfil the ICOM Definition of a Museum (2007) but that further the goals of safeguarding and promoting access to natural, cultural and intangible heritages and their sustainable use for environmental, social and economic development of communities, towards achievement of the UN 2030 goals and climate justice;

•remain sensitive to local and regional differences, and demonstrate awareness of the geo-political dimension of the concept of the Museum, especially relating to the resource needs of community-based museums in lower to middle income countries;

•recognize the value of community-based museums for the promotion of ICOM, UNESCO and international charter instruments and their values of human rights and peace, and sustainable community development in general, especially in the contexts of indigenous and ethnic minority communities, and in the face of the challenges posed by migration;

•encourage collaborative work with and between community-based museums on national and bi-regional levels;

•contribute to building the capacity of community-based museums and ecomuseums in their transformative approaches towards sustainable living communities and territorial development and the protection and enhancement of cultural landscapes; and

•strengthen, enable and mobilise ICOM National and International Committees, as well as Regional Alliances and Affiliated Organisations, to act as mediators for cultural understanding at the community level and between regions to achieve the above goals.” (34th General Assembly of ICOM. Kyoto, Japan, 2019.Resolution No. 5 “Museums, Communities and Sustainability”)

Museums, ecomuseums and the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Agenda

In September 2015, the United Nations adopted the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The SDGs officially entered into force on 1 January 2016. The SDGs are mobilising the efforts of all countries to end poverty, combat inequality and tackle climate change. The UN SDGs are essential for a post-pandemic recovery towards greener, more inclusive economies and more resilient societies.

In September 2019 in Kyoto, Japan, ICOM’s General Assembly passed the resolution “On Sustainability and the Implementation of Agenda 2030: Transforming our world “:

 

Considering humanity’s current demands on the planet are unsustainable; the planet and all its inhabitants, human and non-human are facing an entangled series of unprecedented environmental and societal crises, the impacts of which: rising inequality, wars, poverty, climate change and loss of biodiversity, are serving to amplify these crises.

 

Recognizing the members of the United Nations have unanimously agreed to implement Agenda 2030, Transforming our World, to address the crises and to initiate the creation of pathways to a sustainable future. Understanding that museums, as trusted sources of knowledge, are invaluable resources for engaging communities and are ideally positioned to empower the global society to collectively imagine, design and create a sustainable future for all,

 

The 34th General Assembly recommends that ICOM, its Committees, Alliances, Affiliated Organisations and Secretariat:

 

•recognise that all museums have a role to play in shaping and creating a sustainable future through our various programmes, partnerships and operations;

•endorse the urgent call by ICOM’s Working Group on Sustainability for museums to respond through rethinking and recasting their values, missions, and strategies;

•become familiar with, and assist in all ways possible, the goals and targets of the UN SDGs and use the 2030 ‘Transforming our World’ Agenda as the guiding framework to incorporate sustainability into our own internal and external practices and educational programming; and

•empower ourselves, our visitors and our communities through making positive contributions to achieving the goals of Agenda 2030, Transforming Our World; acknowledging and reducing our environmental impact, including our carbon footprint, and helping secure a sustainable future for all inhabitants of the planet: human and non-human. (34th General Assembly of ICOM. Kyoto, Japan, 2019. Resolution No.1 “On sustainability and the implementation of Agenda 2030, Transforming our world”)

 

With this resolution, ICOM has committed to making the 2030 Agenda the superstructure of museum work over the next decade and beyond. In this commitment, ICOM is supported by the Sustainability Working Group, with the aim of assisting ICOM members in incorporating sustainability and the SDGs into their work, building confidence, expertise and capacity for action. The Group is developing a comprehensive Action Plan for the implementation of the 2019 Recommendation. A first draft of the Action Plan was discussed at the 2022 General Conference in Prague. After a survey of members in the autumn of 2022, the final version will be submitted to the ICOM Executive Council for approval in December of the same year. The Plan will include measures to reduce ICOM’s environmental impact and the carbon footprint of its events and committees. The ICOM Secretariat has already registered its carbon footprint. Implementation of the Action Plan will begin in early 2023. The Plan will be monitored and, if necessary, amended at the ICOM General Assemblies in 2025 and 2028.

ICOM, museums and the climate crisis

In 2016, the Paris Agreement on Climate Change came into force, addressing the need to limit the rise in global temperatures. The climate crisis is having a devastating impact on the world’s natural and cultural heritage, both tangible and intangible. The relationships between humanity, the biosphere and the geosphere are intertwined. The world’s nature and cultures in the Anthropocene are suffering because landscapes, natural resources and livability are under threat. Indigenous communities are on the front line. Not only are their livelihoods threatened, but also their cultural heritage cannot survive without their natural habitats. Native languages are also in steady decline due to the climate crisis.

Museums are in a unique position to support environmental policies, disseminate scientific information and promote knowledge and sustainable practices in their communities. They can also influence public opinion and encourage action.

ICOM participates in international government forums to ensure that decision-makers around the world recognise and integrate museums into their policies regarding heritage, sustainability and climate justice. I would like to mention the 2017 G7 Culture Ministers’ meeting in Florence and the G20 Culture Ministers’ meeting in Rome in 2021. The final declarations of these important governmental meetings endorsed measures to strengthen the fight against illicit trafficking and to safeguard cultural heritage. These meetings also recognised ICOM as an important international actor and highlighted the role of museums in heritage protection, sustainable development and education. ICOM President Alberto Garlandini’s keynote speech at the G20 Ministers of Culture Meeting was about Addressing the climate crisis through culture13:

 

Actively fighting climate change and the loss of biodiversity is one of the ethical imperatives of our time…… The focus on climate change and sustainable development is part of ICOM’s commitment on the protection of Cultural Heritage, Education and Capacity Building. As International Council of Museums we propose:

 

1.to consider museums as relevant institutions in charge of promoting communities’ knowledge about the climate crisis and sustainable behaviour;

2.to foster the educational commitment of museums on sustainability, climatic justice and intercultural pedagogy; to integrate museums’ activities with the G20 strategies so as to promote responsibility and civic participation from school children to senior citizens;

3. to rely on ICOM as an international partner in the fight against the climate crisis and in the protection and promotion of cultural and natural heritage. (From Alberto Garlandini’s speech on “Addressing the climate crisis through culture”)

 

In 2021, on the occasion of Earth Day (21 April), ICOM became an official supporter of the Global Coalition #UnitedforBiodiversity by joining more than 200 institutions and 36 organisations to respond to the appeal launched by the European Commission. ICOM involved its network in the common effort to overcome three ecological emergencies: biodiversity loss, climate change and pollution. ICOM also participated in the 2021 United Nations Climate Change Conference (COP26) in Glasgow, Scotland.

On 11 November 2021, the ICOM President joined a panel in the EU pavilion and showed how heritage institutions, practitioners and politicians are responding to the climate emergency. He also called for more integrated and effective action. In 2022, ICOM signed a memorandum of understanding with the Climate Heritage Network (CHN).

The CHN is a voluntary network of mutual support committed to climate justice through the mobilisation of the arts, cultural and heritage communities. As part of this network, ICOM collaborates with partner organisations and mobilises the museum community to promote climate action and sustainability initiatives.

Maximizing the impact of culture and museums on local sustainable development

In 2018, ICOM and the OECD, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, jointly developed a Guide to help museums, communities and local governments increase the social and economic impact of cultural heritage (ICOM-OECD, 2018). In 2018, more than 20 museums and cities and several ICOM committees tested the Guide. The launch version of the Guide was presented on 6 December 2018 in Venice, at the OECD International Conference on Culture and Local Development. The final version was presented at the ICOM General Conference in Kyoto on 4 September 2019.

 

The introduction to the Guide states that:

 

“Today museums are increasingly recognising their role as agents of social and economic change. They generate knowledge for and about society, are a place for social interaction and dialogue, and a source of creativity and innovation for the local economy. Conservation and display of heritage are still their core functions, but for local governments museums become not only one of the many actors of local development, but a driver of change”.

 

The Guide provides strategies, actions and a self-assessment framework:

•for museums to strengthen the linkages with local economy and social fabric

• for local governments to enhance the social and economic value of museums and heritage as part of sustainable local development.

 

In order to support museums to operate while considering the impact of their activities, the Guide is structured around five themes:

1.Leveraging on the power of museums for local economic development

2.Building on the role of museums for urban regeneration and community development

3.Catalysing culturally aware and creative societies

4.Promoting museums as spaces for inclusion, health and well-being

5.Mainstreaming the role of museums in local development

 

For each theme the Guide addresses policies and action options to museums and local governments.

Sustainability is a main issue in ICOM’s 2022-2028 Strategic Plan and a key term in the new museum definition. OECD-ICOM Guide has become a common reference point in the museum community. No. 283-284 of Museum International (2019), ICOM’s academic journal, is dedicated to Museums & Local Development. The volume presents theoretical articles and case studies of museums that have specifically utilised or tested the Guide in fostering development and social projects. The Editorial Board points out that the volume “follows on from the high level intergovernmental collaboration between the OECD and ICOM seeking to highlight the role that museums play in local development.”14

In conclusion

I would like to conclude this preface by recalling Hugues De Varine’s leading role in the history of museology, ecomuseums and community museums. In 2021 I talked about Hugues’ contribution in one of the ten webinars titled Babel Tower: museum people in dialogue. Babel Tower is a project developed by the University of Liége and the Lusòfona University of Lisbon and coordinated by Manuelina Duarte and Giusy Pappalardo. The remarkable results of the project have been collected in a volume titled Babel Tower: Museum people in dialogue, published by ICOFOM, the ICOM International Committee for Museology (Duarte, 2022).

The Babel Tower webinars were a journey through the multivalent, diverse, complex and changing world of museums and ecomuseums, museology and ecomuseology. The Babel Tower started with Manuelina Duarte’s “Insurgent Museologies” and Giusy Pappalardo’s ecomuseums, continued with Hugues De Varine’s community museums and community museology and ended with Mario Moutino’s sociomuseology and the innovative social experiences of many museums.

I had the privilege to write the conclusion of the volume Babel Tower, and also to participate in the Babel Tower’s webinar dedicated to the last book written by Hugues De Varine L’Ecomusee singulier et pluriel (De Varine,2017).

In his long and fruitful professional life Hugues has produced an unlimited number of theoretical and practical contributions on museums, ecomuseums, community museums, cultural and natural heritage, community, local development, sustainable tourism and diversity. Hugues would prefer to be called an agent of local development or a promoter of sustainable development in the service of communities rather than being considered a museologist or an ecomuseologist. When he speaks of heritage, he refers more to the intangible and living heritage of communities than to their tangible heritage.

Hugues is far from being an academic pontificating on the life of museums and ecomuseums from his ivory tower. Since his experience as director of ICOM and his deep involvement in the experience of the Le Creusot ecomuseum in the 1960s and 1970s, Hugues has put himself on the line by participating in the life of community museums, travelling all over the world, engaging in the daily life of communities. Hugues has always worked in the field. He learnt from the real life of museums and communities and taught and inspired generations of museum professionals and volunteers by drawing on his unique experience.

Hugues De Varine’s teachings are more important than ever now that ICOM, museums and ecomuseums are facing unexpected and dramatic challenges, from the pandemic to numerous armed conflicts around the world.
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Introduction

Nunzia Borrelli, Peter Davis and Raul Dal Santo

This book is the result of an online meeting held on 30 September 2021 entitled ‘Ecomuseums and Climate Action’. This was a satellite event, jointly organised by the Italian Ecomuseum Network and the University of Milan Bicocca, of Pre-COP 26 on climate change, held in Milan, and the World Forum for Democracy promoted by the European Council. The aim of the online meeting, which was attended by some 100 participants from around the world actively involved in ecomuseums, community museums and sustainability, was to share information on how their organisations can contribute to the debate on the climate crisis and promote local action. The conference considered the actions necessary for ecomuseums, working with their communities, to protect our cultural, natural and intangible heritage, those features that make our places special and give us a sense of belonging. Questions were asked about how ecomuseums and community museums are acting as catalysts for transition, renewal and sustainable development and how they can contribute effectively to the Sustainable Development Goals and climate action. These are big questions for small museums.

Milan is an appropriate place to ask such questions, as one of the city’s best known inhabitants, Leonardo da Vinci, constantly reflected in his turbulent sketches and dramatic writing on the future of the Earth and the potential for disaster. In Walter Isaacson’s Leonardo da Vinci: The Biography (2018) there are frequent references to Leonardo’s fascination with, and reflections on, apocalypse. It was a vision he frequently returned to, and in the Codex Arundel we read this description written by him:

“The rivers will be deprived of their waters, the earth will no longer put forth her greenery; the fields will no more be decked with waving corn; all the animals, finding no fresh grass for pasture, will die. In this way the fertile and fruitful earth will be forced to end with the element of fire; and then its surface will be left burnt up to a cinder and this will be the end of all earthly nature”.

This is not a prophecy, but simply Leonardo’s fertile imagination, his vision of what an apocalypse could be. But it is not far from describing many of the terrible events we are witnessing. Huge forest fires have become common in 2021, with disastrous effects on nature and communities. In California, the largest and most ancient trees in the world, some of which are over 2500 years old, were threatened as the Sequoia National Park, faced a huge fire hazard. Many ancient and gigantic trees have been lost and Sequoia National Park has been closed to visitors. The distribution in Italy of the beautiful butterfly used as the logo for the conference – the white letter hairstreak (Satyrium w-album)(Fig.1)1 – has been greatly reduced due to climate change.


[image: ]

Fig. 1. The White Letter Hairstreak butterfly (Satyrium w-album), a signal species of climate change (Photo by Zeynel from Wikimedia Commons)



As we write, in September 2022, there have been other tragic environmental events: typhoons in the Philippines, hurricanes in Cuba, catastrophic floods in Pakistan, heavy rains in Italy, continuous fires in Oregon in the United States, deadly landslides in Uganda, all while, according to the United Nations, the rate of desertification has reached thirty times its historical rate. All these events have had an impact on communities, many of them in remote rural areas, but also in cities. The impact of rising sea levels on societies and cultural heritage was highlighted in Venice, which in 2019 was inundated by exceptional tides over a six-week period, sparking fears of the worsening impact of climate change on coastal communities. It is clear that the climate crisis, the loss of cultural heritage and the biodiversity crisis are interconnected. This has been recognised in Pakistan, where the issue of climate change is a serious concern; the government has approved two related policies - a comprehensive Climate Change Policy 2021 and a Wildlife Policy 2021 - the latter of which generates employment opportunities for local people by involving them in wildlife protection. 


Returning to Leonardo, a fundamental characteristic of his life was his love for the town of Vinci, it was his place and he returned there often. We can only imagine how he would have felt about the potential impact of the climate crisis on the town, its people, its landscape, its economy and its traditions. Place and belonging - the intersection of community, culture, traditions, history, landscape and nature - are at the heart of ecomuseums and community museums, and have been since the inception of the idea some 50 years ago. As individuals and communities we cherish these places. We are proud of them, but how can we, against all odds, build for the future? We are not looking for utopia, but simply for a place where we can live in dignity for all of us, a place where we can appreciate the old ways in modern times. Can rural landscapes and communities around the world, with their centuries-old rhythms of work, weather and nature, survive and can we leave a legacy for the future?

The chapters in this book explore how ecomuseums and community museums can play an active role in mitigating the impacts of climate change, using the knowledge and skills of local communities and their tangible cultural and natural assets. The museum world in general, and ICOM in particular, is actively engaged in these debates. ICOM participated in the G20 Culture Ministers’ meeting in 2021 on the topic of climate change and culture, where ICOM President Alberto Garlandini drew attention to the close connection between climate change and the damage to natural and cultural heritage. He emphasised how museums, as trusted institutions, can play an important role in raising awareness and engaging local communities to support climate action and elaborates on these ideas in his Preface to this book.

At ICOM’s General Assembly at Kyoto in 2019, two important resolutions were passed that are especially relevant to discussions of the role of museums in relation to climate change and the sustainability development goals. Resolution No.1 “On sustainability and the implementation of Agenda 2030” was an overarching statement about museum roles. Resolution No. 5 “Museums, Communities and Sustainability” demanded ICOM give greater recognition of, and support for, community museums and ecomuseums. This resolution stressed the contribution that they make to safeguarding, understanding and promoting access to natural, cultural and intangible heritages – in other words they are no longer on the margins of museology and deserve appropriate recognition.

How museums can support climate actions is an increasing part of academic and museological debate. Fiona Cameron’s The Liquid Museum (2015) explains how museums and cultural institutions could promote governance processes that are less interested in problem solving and are more focused on reflexivity and creativity. She suggests museums can create cooperative ways of considering climate change as a creative opportunity to encourage new ways of living. Rather than treating visitors as a passive audience, museums need to acknowledge their creative potential, as actors having expectations, holding valued opinions, expertise, skills, capacities and desires. McGhie, Mander and Minns (2020) affirm that museums have a potential “as sites for subverting and imaging other potential societies and futures, and a growth of capabilities speaks well to the language of a productive future where, in the language of the Sustainable Development Goals no-one is left behind” (McGhie, Mander and Minns (2020: 189). Jenny Newell (2020) discussed the experiences of five Climate museums in New York, Hong Kong, Rio, Bremerhaven and Olso, highlighting the strategies they have adopted to raise visitors’ awareness of the need to change their lifestyle to tackle the climate crisis. Harrison and Sterling brought together theoretical contributions and good practices related to how museums can contribute to climate action in Reimaging Museums for Climate Action (2021), an edited volume launched as an open access book as part of the official COP26 UN Climate Change Conference Green Zone.

Although the ways in which museums can contribute to climate change have been widely discussed, there is currently no book that presents the role of ecomuseums in terms of climate action. Although there are fewer ecomuseums than ‘traditional’ museums, they are now widespread (there are 244 in Italy alone and hundreds in other countries around the world), so the following chapters highlight the characteristics of ecomuseums and community museums - in theory and in practice - that make them particularly relevant to the climate debate. They are mainly small local organisations with strong ties to the community, not subject to the bureaucratic demands that bind traditional museums. They are in tune with two slogans that emerged in the 1960s as environmental concerns grew: ‘Think global, act local’ and ‘Small is beautiful’. Think Global, Act Local – although appropriated by the environmental movement, was actually coined as early as 1915 by the Scottish conservationist Patrick Geddes, but is just as pertinent today, and especially so for community museums and ecomuseums. As community-based organisations ecomuseums are aware of the big picture, but their focus is on their place, their locality, their heritage. Individual ecomuseums can react to local needs, and take small steps to a better future. If all ecomuseums and community museums act together they can make a real difference. Small is Beautiful was also adopted by the environmental movement, but was the title of Schumacher’s book Small is Beautiful: A Study of Economics as if People Mattered. He suggested we used appropriate technologies, actions and policies as an alternative to the mainstream idea of “bigger is better”. Ecomuseums and community museums are mostly small organisations, but above all they are rooted in their communities and therefore fit perfectly into this ‘small’ philosophy. They can be attentive, agile and seize opportunities. Hugues de Varine suggested that ecomuseums should be bold, imaginative and find new ways of working; ecomuseums can do this because they know their territory and its cultural heritage, they are not subject to specific rules or conventions and their communities can make the important decisions.

This book is divided into two key sections. The first explores and highlights theoretical approaches to ecomuseums and climate change, the second provides examples of a range of ecomuseum practices towards sustainability and the climate crisis from Europe, Africa, Canada and Brazil.

Henry McGhie’s introductory chapter sets the scene by reflecting on how ecomuseums can support Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals, and how ecomuseums are particularly well placed to support some of the principles of the SDGs. To illustrate this, he uses the 21 Principles of Ecomuseums, discussing each in turn to create an understanding of how these two frameworks – ecomuseum philosophy and SDGs principles – interact and are mutually supportive. Following this, he reveals how the work of ecomuseums can be related to the Seven Key Activities, set out in his Museums and the Sustainable Development Goals. In chapter 2, Douglas Worts and Raul Dal Santo question whether museums have the capacity to become catalytic agents, to bring about meaningful cultural change. Are they capable of fostering the requisite levels of public reflection, dialogue and action required? The two authors suggest that while traditional museums tend to operate as providers of education and entertainment in the leisure economy, ecomuseums and community museums engage closely with living local culture and could therefore offer insights to traditional museums on how to better embrace the role of cultural catalysts in the face of climate change. The chapter also presents a planning tool for museums, called the ‘Inside-Outside Model: Museums Planning for Cultural Impacts’, which seeks to steer the activities of museums towards promoting cultural impact at different levels. In chapter 3, Lisa Pigozzi, Nunzia Borrelli and Raul Dal Santo describe the European project Ecoheritage (funded through Erasmus Plus and involving 4 European countries), which started in December 2020 with the aim of producing learning tools for ecomuseums. Ecoheritage partners conducted a survey that included questions related to the SDGs and their influence on the activities of ecomuseums. The partners strongly believe that ecomuseums can contribute to the achievement of the SDGs and climate action, but recognise the need to identify and share examples of good practice and to develop learning tools. The conclusions reached by the Ecoheritage project, although limited to the four countries involved in the research, indicate that although most of the ecomuseums interviewed during the Ecoheritage project do not have specific projects concerning climate action, the SDGs are firmly embedded in their strategic plans.

In chapter 4 Michela Rota discusses how culture shapes the way we perceive, make sense of and behave towards changing realities. The author suggests that culture gives meaning to our perceptions; it brings humanity together through thoughts, emotions and imagination and consequently is a very effective tool for disseminating knowledge to citizens and promoting their participation in sustainable development. All museums, as cultural institutions, can act as a vector for the successful implementation of all 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the 2030 Agenda. The author argues that, within the framework of European Union (EU) policy, decision-makers, as well as EU citizens and communities, must make full use of culture and cultural institutions to ensure better promotion of, and response to the SDGs.

Ginevra Addis, in chapter 5, presents how curators in arts institutions have begun to explore how aesthetics can respond to the issue of sustainability and, more specifically, to the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The author suggests that the increasing convergence between aesthetics and sustainability over the last decade shows a growing response from artists, art institutions, curators and actors in ecomuseums. The author analyses how contemporary art is used as a vehicle for sustainability in Italian and European ecomuseums. She identifies two different ways of approaching the aesthetics of contemporary art, firstly from a conceptual point of view, focusing the artistic operation on different goals of the SDGs, and in particular on climate change, responsible consumption, reducing inequalities, earth life, diversity, peace and migration. The second approach uses the aesthetic beauty of art itself, as beauty has an impact on the sense of place, participatory inventory of heritage, improvement of suburbs and participation of citizens, especially youth groups.

The final ‘theoretical’ chapter (6) in Part 1, by Ezio Marra et al, investigates how local policies, based on community participation (as shown by ecomuseums and community museums), can promote sustainability. Ecomuseums are local community projects that, by promoting the relationship between culture and the environment, stimulate the growth of ecological awareness, social cohesion and local economies. The thesis proposed is that democratic local community projects can raise environmental consciousness and support the SDGs. However, ecomuseums do not operate in a political vacuum, and the wider political environments within which ecomuseums and cultural institutions operate need to be taken into consideration. The question posed is how national political regimes interact with the environmental performance of cultural institutions and is there a linear or a more complex relationship between democracy and policies relating to environmental sustainability?

The second section of the book deals with practices. chapter 7 begins with a discussion by Glenn Sutter on the role that Canadian ecomuseums can play in relation to sustainability and SDGS. Previous studies on Canadian ecomuseums suggest that there is significant potential for climate action, especially since the ecomuseum model was adopted early in the country and many projects came into being in conjunction with a growing awareness of climate impacts. Unfortunately, the author indicates that Canadian ecomuseums are not able to make much of a contribution to climate action, either regionally or nationally, and investigates why this is the case by examining the development and current state of ecomuseums in Canada and assessing how current pockets of activity align with levels of concern about climate change.

In chapter 8, Gelsom Rozentino reveals how the networks of the Brazilian Association of Ecomuseums and Community Museums - ABREMC - play a key role in empowering ecomuseums. The ecomuseums and community museums that make up ABREMC consider the SDGs fundamental in their projects and actions. These community-based initiatives depend on local collective efforts for their existence and development; they are closer to the community, its identity and its territory. Such collective action is described in a detailed account of the Ecomuseu Ilha Grande which was founded by local people in 1999 and is now a university museum, part of the University of Rio de Janeiro. Ilha Grande is located in the municipality of Angra dos Reis, in the state of Rio de Janeiro, between Brazil’s two largest metropolises, Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo. It is an area of 193 km2, much sought after for its beautiful beaches, rich fauna and flora native to the Atlantic Forest, varied marine life and interesting geomorphological diversity. Ilha Grande has become one of the most visited tourist centres in Brazil and the rapid development of tourism and the lack of a strategic vision for tourism management have led to problems that the ecomuseum is trying to solve. Fortunately, the ecomuseum has developed rapidly since its foundation, creating the Museu do Cárcere with its craft room and community library, a Museum of the Environment, a Botanical Garden and a Centro de Convivência (Life Centre), a place for meetings, workshops, parties and performances. Using these resources, the Ecomuseu Ilha Grande values and emphasises the relationship between people and the material and immaterial heritage of the island, developing programmes, projects and actions of conservation, research, communication and education related to the SDGs.

In chapter 9, Chiara Razzano reflects on her experiences in the Ngorongoro Conservation Area (NCA), in northern Tanzania, and in particular on her interviews with representatives of the Conservation Authority, the management body of Ngorongoro. The author believes that one of ecomuseology’s main objectives, which is shared with the NCA, is sustainable development, pursued through conservation and education. Furthermore, the NCA and ecomuseums share some basic values, ideologies and practices. However, the author is aware that the sustainability mission of organisations such as the NCA and ecomuseums may be compromised due to global dynamics and pressures that characterise the use and governance of natural resources. As in many protected areas, sustainability and climate action in the Ngorongoro Conservation Area comes at the expense of local communities, whose livelihoods and survival inside and outside the NCA are threatened, while tourist access to natural sites is prioritised.

Chapter 10 by Karen Brown et al considers the Community Crafts and Cultures (‘CCC’) project (2017-2021) funded by the Scottish Funding Council’s Global Challenges Research Fund (GCRF) – a collaboration between The University of St Andrews, the National Museum of Costa Rica (NMCR), two community museums and one ecomuseum in Costa Rica. Understanding the intersections between ‘living heritage’ and community resilience has never been more urgent for community museums and ecomuseums in countries affected by climate change. This situation is exacerbated among indigenous communities, who often remain outside the political mainstream, even in countries like Costa Rica, which has set global standards in sustainable biodiversity management, including measures that can help alleviate poverty in some communities. Therefore, understanding how indigenous peoples conceive and develop sustainability in this modern context is essential to safeguard identity and cultural heritage. In this chapter, the authors address the role of community-led oral, material and technological methods to collect, preserve and share cultural memory and traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) across generations and relate their findings to the SDGs and climate change.

Clare Cooper, in chapter 11, describes the Cateran Ecomuseums “Cateran Museum of Rapid Transition”, founded in 2018 to reveal the area’s hidden heritage through a series of itineraries that aim to tell the story of people, places and landscapes across 8,000 years of human history and 400 million years of geological history. Like many parts of Scotland, the Ecomuseum has a rich natural and cultural heritage that includes prehistoric megaliths and Pictish landmarks; little-known stories of the great legends of King Arthur and the Pan-Gaelic hero Finn mac Cumhaill; and tales of the Caterans themselves, the warriors of the Highland clans who were associated with cattle raiding in the 17th-18th centuries. The chapter also reveals other stories: those of the Scottish Traveller Community, the great Jacobite rebellions and the transformations brought about by the agricultural and industrial revolutions. The geography of the Ecomuseum traverses one of Scotland’s great geological features, the Highland Boundary Fault, a 400-million-year-old collision of rocks that determined how and where people settled and used the land.

Óscar Navajas Corral and Jesús Fernández Fernández (chapter 12) illustrate the reality of ecomuseums in Spain and assess whether the increase in the number of ecomuseums is due to a new social mentality, more attentive to sustainability and climate change. They analyse the actions carried out by Spanish ecomuseums and present the specific case of La Ponte-Ecomuséu as an entity that generates actions for citizens, who are increasingly aware of the challenges facing societies today. After an overview of the emergence of ecomuseum ideas and the growth of community-based projects in Spain, the authors focus on La Ponte-Ecomuséu, a community and rural heritage organisation located in a small municipality (Santu Adrianu), with less than 260 inhabitants, in central Asturias. It is described as a social enterprise of knowledge, operating
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