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“CULTURE AS A GLOBAL PUBLIC GOOD” FROM UNESCO’S PERSPECTIVE 
AND IMPLICATIONS FOR CULTURAL HERITAGE MANAGEMENT 
IN HUE CITY, VIETNAM

Nguyen Viet Phuong, Ph.D.*
Nguyen Thi Thanh Huyen, Ph.D.**

1. Introduction

At the World Conference on Cultural Policies and Sustainable Development (MONDIACULT 2022), UNESCO issued a landmark declaration officially recognizing culture as a “global public good.” The conference further urged the international community to elevate culture into a standalone goal within the post-2030 sustainable development agenda. Transcending conventional economic frameworks, UNESCO affirms that culture constitutes a shared system of human values—one that underpins collective identity, social cohesion, and enduring peace. This conceptual shift demands that nations reframe culture: far from being a mere resource for economic exploitation, it represents a fundamental right to be safeguarded and an indispensable pillar in any nation’s strategy for sustainable development.

The shift in the global perception of culture holds profound implications for both nations and localities. Hue City is currently facing an urgent imperative to restructure its heritage management model. This transition must ensure compliance with international standards while effectively reconciling the dialectical relationships between heritage preservation and economic growth pressures; between the forces of urbanization and commercialization and the authenticity of heritage; and between climate change and the physical degradation of historical monuments…

In this light, approaching culture as a global public good to inform heritage management practices is an urgent imperative for guiding Hue’s development into Vietnam’s quintessential heritage city by 2030. This paper contends that, if safeguarded and shared as the common heritage of humanity, Hue’s cultural heritage will truly serve as an enabler and driver to foster a sustainable, inclusive, and human-centered historic city.

2. “Culture as a Global Public Good” from UNESCO’s Perspective
Within the framework of microeconomics and welfare economics, the concept of a “public good” was pioneered by Paul A. Samuelson (1915–2009). In his seminal essay, The Pure Theory of Public Expenditure, Samuelson employed the term “collective consumption goods” to define those “which all enjoy in common in the sense that each individual’s consumption of such a good leads to no subtraction from any other individual’s consumption of that good” (Samuelson, 1954, p. 387). Contemporary scholars subsequently refined this into the modern concept of “public goods” based on the dual attributes of consumption non-rivalry and non-excludability, thereby distinguishing them from private goods (Musgrave & Musgrave, 1973; Cornes & Sandler, 1994).

Non-rivalry is understood to mean that one consumer’s use of the good does not diminish the quantity or benefits available to others; in other words, the marginal cost of extending it to an additional consumer is zero.

Non-excludability means that once the good has been provided, no one can be prevented from enjoying it, regardless of whether they pay or not. When applied on a scale that transcends national borders, reaching across multiple regions and generations, this concept is expanded into “global public goods”.

From an economic standpoint, however, cultural goods seldom satisfy both criteria simultaneously to be deemed “pure public goods”. In practice, the vast majority of cultural products and services generate private utility, classifying them as “impure public goods” or “club goods” (Latoszek & Kłos, 2023, pp. 91, 276). A historical monument or a performing arts showcase with restricted entry, for instance, exhibits excludability, while remaining susceptible to congestion (rivalry). This dynamic typically precipitates “market failure”, where the private sector lacks sufficient incentives to supply and safeguard cultural values because profit margins hover near zero, culminating in a systematic underprovision of these public goods.

Recognizing the limitations of a purely economic approach, UNESCO and contemporary scholars have redefined the concept of culture as a public good. Public goods are not viewed as commercially tradeable commodities, but rather as constitutive aspects of what is good for a society and community. 

This concept is intimately linked to philosopher Charles Taylor’s notion of “irreducibly social goods” (Taylor, 1995), meaning that culture cannot be decomposed into individual units of utility because it is collectively forged, produced, and enjoyed through social relations. The value of culture does not lie in the mere aggregation of individual benefits; rather, it yields value directly to society as a whole and affects individuals only indirectly. To be British, Vietnamese, or residents of Hue, an individual must share a particular historical perspective, a set of values, a common language, and shared institutions—values that exist only as a shared experience. Consequently, for UNESCO, positioning culture as a “global public good” is an assertion of its intrinsic value. Whether provided by the public or private sector, culture always resonates far beyond the immediate conditions of its creation, diffusing across space and time to enrich the spiritual web of all humanity. The richness and distinctiveness of cultural expressions hold value for everyone, everywhere. Because culture is textured by an infinite web of connections and interactions, its preservation demands global connectivity, collaboration, and a renewed, shared trust in multilateralism from the international community.
The conception of culture as a “global public good” is far from mere symbolic rhetoric; it has been institutionalized into a global strategic agenda, as crystallized in the MONDIACULT 2022 Declaration in Mexico, and more recently, the Global Report on Cultural Policies (UNESCO, 2025). UNESCO’s perspective focuses primarily on the following strategic directions:

First, positioning culture as a stand-alone development goal beyond 2030
The current 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (SDGs) lacks a dedicated goal for culture, often relegating it to a secondary enabler or merely appending it to other development targets. In this context, the MONDIACULT 2022 Declaration represented a historic watershed when 150 Member States unanimously called for the recognition of culture as a stand-alone goal in the post-2030 development agenda.

Through the adoption of the Pact for the Future (2025), the international community has further reaffirmed that safeguarding and promoting culture is an integral and inseparable component of sustainable development. Ultimately, establishing a dedicated goal serves to institute a transparent accountability framework, systematically channeling public and private investment into cultural infrastructure. Culture is not merely an instrument for economic growth; rather, it is an end in its own right—the ultimate objective for forging a just, inclusive, and human-centered future.

Second, protecting cultural rights as an essential foundation of human rights

Recognizing culture as a global public good is intrinsically linked to affirming and safeguarding cultural rights, which are viewed as a core component of universal human rights. According to UNESCO, cultural rights encompass the right to access, participate in, contribute to, and enjoy one’s own cultural heritage as well as that of humanity without discrimination. 

The MONDIACULT 2022 Declaration commits to fostering an enabling environment conducive to the exercise of both individual and collective cultural rights, particularly for vulnerable groups, women, indigenous peoples, and minorities. In this context, cultural rights extend to cultural self-determination and historical justice achieved through the return and restitution of cultural property. UNESCO emphasizes that combating the illicit trafficking of cultural property and promoting international dialogue to return antiquities to their countries of origin is a moral imperative, aimed at redressing past injustices and restoring identity to deprived communities.

Third, resisting the excessive commodification of culture

UNESCO warns that the over-commercialization and capitalization of culture risk stripping cultural values of their authenticity, reducing them to mere commodities in the service of consumerism. To safeguard the “publicness” of culture, governments must establish robust legal frameworks to ensure the preservation of both the diversity and authenticity of this public good.

Fourth, the digital environment as a new public goods space and the challenges posed by artificial intelligence

The process of digital transformation has fundamentally restructured the entire cultural value chain. Digital platforms have emerged as new public cultural spaces, where internet connectivity and digital literacy serve as essential prerequisites for the realization of cultural rights. However, the MONDIACULT 2022 Declaration and recent international reports highlight the critical risks of a widening global “digital divide”. Most pronounced in developing nations, this divide effectively debars populations from actively participating in the production and distribution of digital cultural goods.

In particular, the recent surge in artificial intelligence (AI) has posed unprecedented legal and ethical dilemmas. While AI models are trained on massive volumes of “cultural data” collectively generated by society, the resulting economic benefits are captured almost exclusively by tech giants. UNESCO contends that cultural data must be recognized as a collective common good. Without transparent algorithmic governance, AI risks precipitating cultural flattening, widespread copyright infringements, and heightened biases that erode indigenous cultures. Consequently, states are urged to establish equitable compensation models (such as an AI tax) to redistribute the economic value derived from cultural data, safeguard creators’ intellectual property rights, and ensure the diversity of cultural expressions in the digital realm.

Fifth, culture as an indispensable resource for sustainable development and climate action

The recognition of culture as a global public good is further situated against the backdrop of the ecological crisis. The MONDIACULT 2022 Declaration underscores that culture is not merely a victim of climate change—with heritage assets threatened by rising sea levels and extreme weather—but also an invaluable resource for mitigation and adaptation strategies.

In the face of the escalating climate crisis, indigenous knowledge, traditional practices, and the cultural value systems of local communities serve as indispensable assets for helping humanity comprehend and live in harmony with nature. Indeed, traditional agricultural and water-management systems, along with vernacular building materials, have proven to be inherently sustainable and low-carbon. Consequently, international frameworks call for the systematic integration of cultural heritage into National Adaptation Plans (NAPs) and climate finance, while driving a ‘just transition’ within the cultural and creative industries.


It can be asserted that framing culture as a global public good marks a paradigm shift in UNESCO’s conceptual evolution. This perspective dismantles the utilitarian mindset that reduces culture to a mere commercial tool or transactional entertainment service, while establishing a cornerstone principle: Culture belongs to humanity, serving as the bedrock of identity, social cohesion, and national resilience. UNESCO consistently asserts that safeguarding this public good demands collective global action to guarantee equitable access, resist technological or market-driven exploitation, and empower communities in the governance of their own heritage and creativity. As such, this framework serves as a vital theoretical reference for identity-rich historic cities like Hue in shaping their strategies for heritage preservation and value promotion in the new era.

3. The Current Landscape of Cultural Heritage Management in Hue City, Vietnam
3.1. An Overview of Hue’s Cultural Heritage Ecosystem
Viewed through the UNESCO prism, this heritage system is not merely a national asset; it has indeed become a ‘public good’—a vital repository that safeguards the collective memory, identity, social bonds, and boundless creative capacity of humanity.

Currently, Hue City possesses eight UNESCO-recognized world heritage inscriptions (Hue Municipal Party Committee, 2025, p. 11). This heritage system is structured around three primary pillars: First, tangible heritage, which comprises the Complex of Hue Monuments, royal tombs, aristocratic mansions, traditional garden houses, and French architectural heritage; Second, intangible heritage (including Nha Nhac—Vietnamese court music, Ca Hue, royal costumes, and imperial court cuisine); and Third, documentary heritage (the Nguyen Dynasty Woodblocks and Imperial Archives) (see Tran Duc Anh Son, 2023). Crucially, these heritage typologies do not exist in isolation but are intricately interwoven into a cohesive organic whole, whereby physical architectural spaces serve as the active venues for preserving and practicing intangible artistic expressions and traditional lifestyles, all of which are recorded and authenticated by documentary heritage. This profound interconnectedness defines Vietnam’s unique “heritage city” of Hue, demanding a holistic management policy with a comprehensive vision to safeguard the authenticity and integrity of this cultural heritage system.

3.2. Achievements and Challenges in Cultural Heritage Management in Hue City
Hue City possesses a vast, rich, and comprehensive cultural heritage ecosystem spanning all three domains: tangible, intangible, and documentary heritage. Through the tireless efforts of Party committees, local authorities, and the community, the safeguarding and promotion of Hue’s cultural heritage values have yielded significant achievements.

In terms of tangible space conservation, particularly in managing the Complex of Hue Monuments, the project for resident relocation and site clearance in Zone I of the Hue Citadel has been fundamentally completed (Hue Municipal Party Committee, 2025, p. 11). This stands as a testament to the profound resolve to restore the original spatial context of the heritage, thereby ensuring the authenticity and integrity of this historic architectural complex.

Efforts to restore the original spatial contexts of heritage are intrinsically linked to the revitalization and development of the tourism economy, particularly in the post-COVID-19 landscape. This is exemplified by the robust resurgence of the tourism sector, which is progressively consolidating its position as a premier and distinctive national and international tourism hub; in 2025, total visitor arrivals reached approximately 6 million, with international tourists accounting for over 2.4 million (Hue Municipal Party Committee, 2025, pp. 6-7).

To date, Hue City has consistently ranked among the top five nationwide in the Digital Transformation Index (DTI). Notably, in the domain of cultural preservation, the city has pioneered the development of ‘digital heritage,’ systematically converting physical cultural assets into digital public goods that offer unrestricted accessibility. According to the cultural heritage statistics report (April 2026) by the Hue City Department of Culture and Sports, the volume of digitized heritage is monumental. The Hue City Library has digitized 452,108 Han-Nom documents, while the Hue Monuments Conservation Center has digitized 571 archival files (comprising 114,872 document pages), and completed the 3D digitization of the Thai Hoa Palace (Palace of Supreme Harmony), 32 doctor steles at the Temple of Literature, the Nine Dynastic Urns, alongside 207 antiquities (10 of which feature AI/AR integrations). Furthermore, virtual reality technology (VR360) has been deployed across nine sites under the Ho Chi Minh Museum, and smart interactive station technology has been integrated to establish 96 digital touchpoints across 13 heritage locations to enrich visitor experiences (Hue City Department of Culture and Sports, April 2026).

Virtual Reality (VR360) and Augmented Reality (AR) technologies have also been successfully leveraged through the ‘Finding the Lost Palace’ project, which pairs Nreal Air Glass AR headsets to reconstruct imperial court rituals directly within their original spatial contexts (Nguyen Hoang Anh, 2025). Recently, the integration of Nomion technology—combining NFC identification chips and blockchain to forge unique digital identities for Nguyen Dynasty antiquities at the Hue Museum of Royal Antiquities—has opened up immersive virtual exhibition spaces, facilitating transparent, secure, and unrestricted global access to historical data (Pham Thi Thuy Hang, 2025).

Despite these significant achievements, viewing the management of cultural heritage in Hue City through the paradigm of “culture as a global public good” reveals several critical challenges and bottlenecks.
First, the conflict between preserving the authenticity and integrity of cultural heritage and the commercialization of tourism. UNESCO warns that commercialization risks transforming culture from a “public good” into a mass-market commodity valued purely through a market lens. Excessive tourism exploitation can compromise authenticity, giving rise to the “staged authenticity” (or “theatricalization”) of intangible heritage and severing it from its original context.

Second, challenges concerning community cultural rights. UNESCO affirms that communities must be placed at the center of all heritage protection efforts. However, conservation resources are predominantly prioritized for revenue-generating monuments, while adequate support policies remain lacking for private and community-owned heritage sites (such as noble residences and traditional garden houses). Commercialization also exposes local residents to the risk of being “objectified” within their very own cultural spaces.

Third, challenges within the digital space. The lack of an open data platform risks data fragmentation. Furthermore, any digitization process carried out without active community participation threatens to result in “decontextualized aestheticization”
. 
Fourth, the impacts of climate change. Climate change is identified as one of the greatest threats to global cultural heritage today. The increasing frequency of extreme weather events, combined with Hue’s characteristic high temperature and humidity that foster mold and wood-boring insects, is severely degrading the lifespan of wooden architectural structures and ancient documentary heritage systems (such as woodblocks and imperial archives).

4. Recommendations for Heritage Management in Hue City from a UNESCO Perspective
Hue’s official elevation to a centrally run municipality demands a fundamental reshaping of its urban development philosophy. The Master Plan for Thua Thien Hue Urban Area up to 2045, vision to 2065 explicitly sets the objective of developing on the foundation of “preserving and promoting the values of the ancient capital heritage and Hue’s cultural identity” (Prime Minister, 2024). To actualize this goal and address ongoing challenges, applying UNESCO’s philosophy of “culture as a global public good” offers a compelling theoretical framework for formulating policy recommendations for cultural heritage management in Hue City within the new context of global, national, and local development.

First, raising awareness of Hue’s cultural heritage as a shared common good, rather than merely a tool for tourism attraction. Approaching culture as a public good demands a fundamental shift in mindset, moving away from viewing cultural heritage merely as a tourist-economic resource toward recognizing its irreducible social value and intrinsic worth. According to UNESCO, excessive commercialization risks transforming culture from a public good into a “club good”, eroding cultural diversity and homogenizing identities (IFACCA, 2024, p. 20). Consequently, cultural tourism in Hue must be carefully managed to avoid undermining the heritage’s authenticity and integrity. Furthermore, efforts to preserve monuments, royal tombs, and traditional festivals should not be measured solely through the lens of GDP contributions or ticket sales; instead, greater emphasis must be placed on their capacity for identity construction, social cohesion, and historical education.

Drawing on UNESCO’s 2025 Global Report on Cultural Policies, Hue City must systematically integrate cultural and heritage conservation criteria into the evaluation and approval of socio-economic development, infrastructure, and urban planning initiatives. Sustainable tourism development must ensure that economic yields are reinvested into heritage restoration, local community livelihoods, and elevate the intrinsic value of the historic urban landscape—rather than pursuing growth at all costs.

To operationalize this approach and solve resource shortages without falling into over-commercialization, Hue should strategically implement Public-Private Partnerships (PPP) in heritage management. Under this model, the state retains control over planning and safeguarding the integrity of heritage sites, while private enterprises manage operations, service venues, and ticketing to boost professionalism and efficiency.

Aiming to expand public enjoyment and access without compromising the “publicness” of the heritage, the development of a ‘night-time economy’ must strictly honor the solemnity of historic spaces, steering clear of intrusive and chaotic commercialization. Priority should be given to six heritage-friendly night-time offerings: night heritage tours (featuring artistic illumination and re-enacted rituals), river cruises and waterfront experiences, royal cuisine streets, night arts and festival performances, wellness tourism (meditation and yoga), and low-impact cultural entertainment spaces. These mechanisms will enable Hue to generate sustainable revenue for heritage restoration while safeguarding its cultural identity.

Second, affirming cultural rights and fostering community participation. Cultural heritage truly functions as a “public good” only when access and participation are guaranteed for all segments of society. Within the Hue cultural heritage ecosystem, the local community is not only the heir but also the primary creative agent and custodian sustaining the vitality of intangible values. Current management policies must transition from a state-centric, top-down model toward a collaborative framework of shared responsibility with the community. To this end, the role of local communities in developing, operating, and organizing activities within grassroots cultural institutions must be systematically strengthened (Hue Municipal People’s Committee, 2026). Specifically, establishing robust mechanisms for direct financial support and empowerment is paramount to assist individuals and family clans in safeguarding and restoring privately owned heritage assets—such as royal mansions, traditional garden houses, and village communal halls—preventing these monuments from falling into disrepair or being fragmented due to a lack of funding. Upholding cultural rights inherently means improving the living and working conditions of cultural practitioners. This requires translating the Law on Cultural Heritage into actionable support—namely through regular living stipends, dedicated spaces for teaching, and intellectual property protection for Hue’s royal and folk artisans, allowing them to confidently pass down their master knowledge and traditions to future generations

Third, developing digital heritage into an open and sustainable public good
Digital transformation in heritage management must transcend the mere storage of static images; it should focus on creating an open, equitable, and ethically grounded “digital heritage” ecosystem. Under Phase 1 of the National Target Program on Cultural Development (2025–2035), Hue has set a target for 100% of its cultural and artistic entities to undergo digital transformation, alongside constructing a digital map of its monument network and artifacts (Hue Municipal People’s Committee, 2026). 
However, to ensure that digital heritage truly functions as a public good, several key actions must be prioritized:

First, establishing a standardized open data repository. It is highly essential to construct an interconnected digital heritage system, standardize metadata, and provide controlled open access to the general public, researchers, and creative practitioners. This systematic framework will transform digital assets—such as 3D models, architectural patterns, motifs, and traditional color palettes (such as the imperial “Ngu sac”)—into a rich reservoir of raw materials that fuel the growth of cultural and creative industries as well as applied arts.

Second, managing risks and protect data sovereignty. UNESCO has repeatedly warned of the risks of digital over-exploitation and the unauthorized harvesting of cultural data by artificial intelligence algorithms without fair compensation to source communities. A viable solution to address this challenge is establishing transparent copyright and licensing frameworks—such as controlled open licenses—to protect heritage authenticity and moral rights. This intervention aims to prevent digitalization from becoming a superficial exercise that merely generates visually appealing 3D models while failing to decode the deep layers of socio-historical meaning, which ultimately decontextualizes and strips the heritage of the environmental context from which it emerged.

Third, integrating digital platforms into physical spaces via the Smart Heritage City model. Digital transformation must transcend mere archiving or 3D displays, embedding itself deeply into practical urban governance via smart city frameworks. A highly practical solution to mitigate adverse environmental impacts is the deployment of Internet of Things (IoT) technologies, specifically smart sensor networks, to automatically monitor microclimate variables (such as temperature and humidity) that pose immediate threats to the structural survival of monuments. To seamlessly connect the network of heritage sites while safeguarding their surrounding landscapes—an inseparable component of Hue’s broader heritage ecosystem—local departments and agencies must continue to optimize a diversified, eco-friendly, and smart transportation system. Concurrently, the implementation of smart artistic illumination systems will not only yield municipal energy savings but also highlight the aesthetic splendor of night-time architecture without disrupting the historic landscape or degrading the solemnity of these sacred spaces. This systemic integration represents a vital step forward, wherein digital technology serves as an efficacious instrument to safeguard the sustainability of tangible public goods.
Fourth, centering cultural factors in climate change adaptation. The escalating complexity of climate change has amplified the frequency and severity of extreme weather events, posing severe threats to Hue’s monuments, cultural landscapes, and documentary heritage. Through the lens of global public goods, cultural heritage is simultaneously a vulnerable victim of and an invaluable resource for responding to ecological crises and natural disasters. Traditional architectural and ecological values of the Nguyen Dynasty—such as the art of feng shui (geomancy) and ecological landscape designs that harmonize with nature (including traditional garden houses and the intricate network of lakes, canals, and drainage systems within the Imperial Citadel)—offer highly practical solutions for sustainable urban development. Therefore, serious consideration must be given to researching and integrating these traditional knowledge systems into the city’s climate adaptation action plans, while actively maintaining and restoring biodiversity in the surrounding heritage buffer zones.

In alignment with the Government’s planning directives, Hue City must prioritize green infrastructure solutions, land elevation control, and the development of drainage landscape systems to mitigate flood risks for its monuments and heritage structures (Prime Minister, 2024), drawing inspiration from integrated ‘sponge’ urban models that combine green spaces, dikes, and water-resistant infrastructure. To operationalize this directive based on comprehensive risk assessments, Hue’s cultural heritage system requires a holistic adaptation strategy that seamlessly integrates traditional hydro-management wisdom with modern technology, utilizing ancestral knowledge as a vital resource for climate resilience. This involves prioritizing the upgrade of drainage networks, dikes, and flood-mitigation embankments in highly vulnerable areas. Concurrently, high priority must be given to enhancing disaster monitoring and early-warning systems, formulating robust emergency response protocols, and establishing structured evacuation procedures for cultural assets and antiquities when necessary, thereby safeguarding the integrity of the heritage under extreme weather scenarios. Additionally, dedicated micro-insurance mechanisms and climate finance pools should be set up for the urgent restoration of vulnerable physical structures, woodblocks, and royal archives. Finally, local museums and heritage sites must actively leverage their roles as trusted educational spaces to foster public awareness and promote Action for Climate Empowerment (ACE) regarding climate change.

5. Conclusion
Viewing culture, particularly the Complex of Hue Monuments, as a ‘global public good’ in alignment with UNESCO’s paradigm is not merely a theoretical shift but an urgent practical mandate. This positioning demands that Party committees, local authorities, management agencies, and the entire local community collectively share the responsibility of safeguarding and preserving this priceless common good for future generations.


Hue City stands at the threshold of immense opportunities and monumental challenges as it officially ascends to a centrally run municipality. To transcend its internal tensions between conservation and development, Hue must execute a synchronized suite of strategic solutions. By harmonizing state administrative capacity, respecting and empowering the cultural rights of local communities, and leveraging digital technologies in a transparent and ethical manner, Hue will not only safeguard the authenticity and integrity of its heritage system, but also sustainably activate these assets as a powerful catalyst, positioning itself as a preeminent model heritage city for both Vietnam and the wider region.
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HERITAGE GOVERNANCE IN HUE FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: 
* University of Sciences, Hue University


** University of Sciences, Hue University


� This term refers to heritage digitization projects (particularly XR/AR technologies) that focus solely on showcasing the visual surface and formal beauty of artifacts, while stripping away or weakening their historical, symbolic, and social contexts. This distortion often results from digitization efforts that lack the co-creative participation of cultural experts, artisans, and local communities. It also reflects the risk of cultural "decontextualization" that UNESCO consistently warns against in its digital heritage conservation strategies (see: Nguyen Hoang Anh, 2025, pp. 51–52). 






