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These many success stories were achieved against a 

background of African thinking, and African solutions 

to global problems. Under normal circumstances, 

Africa is not always given a chance to be itself, and to 

try its own initiatives. The covid-19 pandemic partly cut 

off Africa from the rest of the world, allowing the 

continent to implement its own solutions and to good 

effect. On this point, it is vital to think about what the 

post covid-19 future for heritage conservation on the 

continent might look like and what opportunities and 

constraints it might bring to heritage.  

2. Risk management in African heritage 

conservation ï what might the future look like? 

There is a general sense that the covid-19 pandemic 

introduced a new normal, totally different to what 

preceded it (Chirikure 2020; Douglass 2020; 

Ogundiran 2020). Risk and uncertainty were always 

essential variables in the management of cultural and 

natural heritage in Africa. Before covid-19, many 

heritage places had disaster and risk management 

plans as part of, or in addition to, integrated 

management plans. Under the previous ónormalô, such 

plans covered the likely impact of man-made and 

natural factors and sought ways of managing them.  

1. Introduction 

Using thoughts by some scientists, a BBC online report 

questioned why South Africa (and by extension Africa) 

had so few deaths from covid-19 given that the 

pandemic wrought, and is still wreaking havoc, in some 

of the worldôs most advanced economies (Harding 2020). 

What followed, especially from African quarters, was an 

avalanche of outrage. A fundamental question was why 

must Africa always experience the worst, and must the 

continent also not shine and lead? To be fair, the author 

made attempts to correct the offensive headline, but the 

damage had already been done. For centuries, Africa 

has unjustifiably been seen in negative light, and never 

with positive illumination, especially by some Westerners 

(Chirikure 2015). If it is good, then it cannot be Africa or 

African. Well, in the 1890s and 1900s, Great Zimbabwe 

had to be built by people from outside the continent. Fast 

forward in the year 2020, African success at handling a 

pandemic that troubled the developed nations is raising 

questions about how and perhaps why the continent long 

equated with darkness has been so successful. From an 

African centred pivot, varying degrees of success were 

achieved from Algeria to Senegal and South Africa and 

other countries. 
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However, the risk that was not covered was the one 

introduced by unforeseen events such as pandemics. 

The lockdowns imposed to manage pandemics were 

unprecedented. It is not yet clear what the impact on 

museum collections and heritage places, especially 

those that required constant care has been. On one 

level, pre-existing risk management tools contributed 

towards alleviating some of the impact of this 

unanticipated threat. This reaffirms the importance of risk 

management in the sense that it helps heritage places to 

weather any storm. At another level, very few heritage 

managers anticipated lockdowns and associated 

measures. The question then becomes how might the 

heritage fraternity rethink risk management to ensure 

that unanticipated risks are factored so that the heritage 

and those that it employs can weather the storms? Part 

of the answer lies in detailed studies aimed at 

understanding the effects of the pandemic and 

opportunities it brought.  

3. Tourism and heritage in Africa 

Related to the above, is the fact that heritage is about 

livelihoods (Chirikure 2020). It also brings revenue 

through tourism. Before the pandemic, most tourism in 

Africa, especially that at places such as the Victoria 

Falls, Serengeti, Virunga and others was based on the 

spend of international tourists. Covid-19 resulted in 

lockdown and closing off of borders. In most cases, it 

was only the local tourists who could visit heritage places 

and museums. Consequently, this motivates added and 

renewed efforts aimed at promoting local heritage 

tourism. Adequate investments into products that attract 

local visitors are extremely essential in the post-covid-19 

world. We need to teach each other how to love Africa 

and to show that by visiting our own places. 

International tourists are welcome, but it is local tourists 

who will bring in more impact in terms of revenue, spend 

and also promoting peace, social cohesion and many 

other good things. Local tourism if well-developed is 

bound to be more sustainable and underscores the 

forgotten fact that Africa must consume its heritage. It 

must not look after the heritage for those from other 

continents to enjoy.  

4. Local knowledge and resilience  

In most cases, the lockdown reduced connections or 

interrupted them, which opened unprecedented space 

for local solutions. Because this has worked, it is time to 

apply African solutions to global problems in the post 

covid-19 period. Part of the concern and debate has 

been that the 1972 Convention and Operational 

Guidelines do not fully capture African sensibilities. The 

success of Africa in managing the pandemic and 

heritage during the same pandemic suggests that African 

knowledge has potential to produce solutions for the rest 

of the world. It can only achieve that when space is 

opened for it. This will not be politely bestowed on Africa 

and Africans ï rather adequate and robust research and 

theorisation must be performed to persuade others of the 

merits of the African experiences. Meanwhile, that 

resilience and risk management resting on local 

knowledge is better than that resting on imported 

solutions needs no emphasis. Such knowledge was 

applied by communities, by women and by youths and 

resulted in sustainable heritage management. Therefore, 

more work needs to be done to incorporate these groups 

and African values locally and globally. Gone must be 

the pre-covid-19 situation when ignorance promoted the 

undermining of some African knowledge, ushering in a 

new era where African knowledge can be mixed with 

other knowledge to produce solutions for humanity.  
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World Heritage has a language, an approach and traditions that emphasise universals and often not particulars. 

Covi-19 has shown that in some cases it is the local particulars and the specifics that work better than the 

generalised prescriptions. Are we therefore going to see more local solutions, especially those championed by 

communities taking a centre stage in protecting, conserving and utilising all forms of heritage including World 

Heritage? Finally, are experts prepared to learn more and take instructions from communities? Answers to these 

questions will determine whether the African heritage fraternity will take opportunities associated with a rethink 

occasioned by the pandemic and its aftermath.  

5. Conclusion 

The post-covid-19 times must be associated with the unleashing of Africaôs potential, especially in terms of 

conversation inspired by local approaches, local communities and balanced by a careful selection of imported 

solutions that might work locally. The lessons from this pandemic experience must take Africa forward, not back to 

the situation where Africa and its knowledge was always questioned and challenged. African expertise and African 

communities must also be valued while Africans must learn to interact and collaborate across Anglophone and 

Francophone divides. Of course, collaborations and learning from others is always welcome. What will not work is a 

situation where African knowledge is shelved in favour of that from elsewhere and African heritage managers 

continue to sideline African communities of scholars and those who live within and around heritage places in favour 

of those from outside the continent. 
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The African World Heritage Fund (AWHF) concluded of a 5 Year Agreement with the Government of the Republic of 

Cameroon, through the Ministry of Arts and Culture, represented by Honorable Mr. Bidoung MKPATT, Minister of Arts and 

Culture, Cameroon. The Agreement will see the Government of the Republic of Cameroon making an annual financial 

contribution to the AWHF, to continue its work of uplifting Africaôs rich heritage.  Hon. Mkpatt expressed that the agreement 

with AWHF results from the engagement at the highest level of the Government of Cameroon, to strengthen the capacity of 

AWHF to support World Heritage implementation in Africa. 

The formal signing of the Agreement was facilitated through H. E. Mr. Adrien Kouambo Jomague, High Commissioner of 

the Republic of Cameroon to South Africa at the High Commission in Pretoria, while the Minister joined via Zoom from 

Yaounde, Cameroon. AWHF is committed to bringing Cameroonian professionals and institutions into its regional 

capacity-building programs, particularly in the preparation of World Heritage nomination dossiers and the better 

conservation and management of World Heritage properties.  

 


