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Over the past decade, cultural heritage has moved steadily from the margins of impact assessment practice 
toward the centre of environmental and social risk discourse. This shift reflects a growing recognition of 
Indigenous rights, heightened expectations around procedural fairness, and increasing attention to both tangible 
and intangible heritage values. At the same time, a series of high-profile heritage-related governance breakdowns 
has revealed a persistent disconnect between formal compliance and effective outcomes. In several cases, 
significant cultural heritage risk and adverse project outcomes have materialised despite the presence of 
approved assessments, mitigation plans, and regulatory sign-off, exposing limitations in how these instruments 
govern real-world decision making. These events have prompted renewed scrutiny of how heritage risks are 
identified, evaluated, and governed, and have underscored the need to look beyond individual sites or mitigation 
measures to the systems that shape decision making itself. 

Damage to internationally significant archaeological sites at Juukan Gorge in 2020 is widely recognised as a 
pivotal moment in this regard. The incident demonstrated that failures in cultural heritage governance can 
generate material consequences at the highest organisational levels, including reputational damage, regulatory 
intervention, and governance reform. Most importantly, it reframed cultural heritage as a C-suite issue rather than 
a technical or procedural one. In the years since, it has become increasingly clear that the central challenge is not 
only how cultural heritage is assessed, but how the quality and credibility of those assessments are evaluated, 
communicated, and acted upon within broader project and corporate governance systems. 

Conventional cultural heritage impact assessment remains indispensable, yet it is constrained by structural 
limitations. Assessments tend to focus on identifying sites, predicting impacts, and proposing mitigation within a 
defined project footprint. While technically necessary, this approach often assumes that procedural completeness 
equates to adequate risk management. In practice, project compliance and due diligence reviews frequently focus 
on the presence of required components rather than their analytical robustness, the qualifications of those 
producing them, or the integrity of underlying decision-making processes. As a result, weaknesses may remain 
latent until construction or operations commence, at which point unanticipated discoveries, conflict, delays, and 
irreversible heritage loss can occur. 
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A further defining feature of cultural heritage risk is that the most consequential outcomes are rarely proportional 
to the physical scale of disturbance. A geographically limited impact can escalate into systemic project risk once 
amplification mechanisms are triggered, including regulatory escalation, media scrutiny, investor response, and 
mobilisation by affected communities. In this sense, cultural heritage behaves as a low-frequency, high-severity 
exposure in which disproportionate outcomes dominate, with governance and legitimacy pathways often 
outweighing direct physical damage (Mason 2026). 

These systemic shortcomings led to the development of two complementary analytical frameworks designed to 
assess cultural heritage safeguards themselves rather than only their outputs. The first, the Cultural Heritage 
Assessment Tool (CHAT), operates at the project level and is intended to evaluate whether cultural heritage is 
being approached in a rigorous, transparent, and defensible manner within individual assessments. The second, 
the Heritage Sustainability Index (HSI), operates at the organisational level and examines whether institutional 
policies, governance arrangements, and public commitments create conditions under which effective heritage 
protection is likely to occur. 

The Cultural Heritage Assessment Tool is an open-source, Excel-based evaluation framework developed to 
support consistent, transparent, and defensible assessment of cultural heritage safeguards at the project level. 
Rather than focusing on the identification or mitigation of individual heritage sites, CHAT evaluates the quality, 
credibility, and resilience of the systems through which cultural heritage is managed within environmental and 
social impact assessments and related due diligence processes. Its purpose is not to replace regulatory review or 
to judge compliance in isolation, but to identify structural vulnerabilities that elevate legal, procedural, and heritage 
risk, particularly those that can trigger high-impact governance failures and loss of social licence. 

The CHAT evaluation framework is derived from the analysis and recommendations presented in Mason and 
Martindale (2023), which critically examines how cultural heritage due diligence is addressed within environmental 
and social impact assessments, particularly in the context of international financing and lender review. The 
framework was developed in response to repeated evidence that formal compliance with assessment 
requirements does not necessarily translate into effective heritage protection. CHAT therefore shifts analytical 
attention from the presence of assessment components to the conditions that determine whether those 
components are likely to function as intended in practice. 

CHAT assesses project performance using four interdependent categories, referred to as pillars: legal 
compliance, technical expertise, technical quality, and community engagement. Together, these pillars represent 
the minimum conditions required for effective cultural heritage management. Legal compliance addresses the 
extent to which applicable legislation, policy, permitting requirements, and lender standards are clearly identified, 
correctly interpreted, and substantively embedded within assessment and management processes. Technical 
expertise evaluates whether work is undertaken by appropriately qualified professionals with demonstrated 
experience in relevant cultural, archaeological, and regulatory contexts. Technical quality examines the 
robustness of assessment methods, data quality, analytical reasoning, and the defensibility of conclusions and 
mitigation recommendations. Community engagement considers the quality, timing, and substance of consultation 
and participation, including with Indigenous Peoples and other affected communities, and the extent to which 
engagement outcomes demonstrably influence project design and decision making. 

The framework can be understood through the metaphor of a chair. Each pillar functions as a leg, and each leg is 
essential. If any one pillar is absent or weak, the overall assessment framework loses stability, increasing the risk 
that heritage impacts will not be adequately anticipated, managed, or escalated to decision makers. This 
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metaphor reinforces the need for a holistic approach to cultural heritage risk management and explicitly rejects 
the notion that strength in one domain can compensate for deficiencies in another. 

Within the CHAT workbook, indicators associated with each pillar are assessed using a standardised qualitative 
scoring rubric grounded in documentary evidence. Scores are aggregated at the pillar level and normalised before 
being combined into an overall summary score. The resulting output functions as a diagnostic and synthesis tool 
rather than a composite index. This approach allows complex qualitative information to be communicated clearly 
while avoiding false precision. In applied settings, CHAT supports internal quality assurance, regulator or lender 
due diligence, and comparative analysis across projects or over time. 

CHAT is intentionally designed as an open-source tool. Its long-term credibility and relevance depend on active 
contribution from the cultural heritage community, including the sharing of technical input, the identification of 
salient indicators, means of verification, and the refinement of scoring logic based on emerging practice. 
Contributors to the development of CHAT are acknowledged within the Excel workbook itself, including 
organisational recognition on the landing page. 

While CHAT focuses on the quality and integrity of project-level assessments, many heritage-related outcomes 
are shaped by organisational context. Corporate policies, incentive structures, governance arrangements, and 
public commitments strongly influence how heritage advice is interpreted and acted upon. In response to this 
broader organizational dimension, the Heritage Sustainability Index was developed to provide a complementary, 
organisation-level perspective on cultural heritage risk and performance. 

The Heritage Sustainability Index is a global, data-driven benchmarking tool designed to assess and compare 
corporate safeguard policies and practices for the protection of cultural heritage (Mason 2025). The HSI responds 
to the absence of a systematic mechanism to evaluate how corporations recognise, commit to, and operationalise 
cultural heritage responsibilities within broader ESG and sustainability frameworks. It is explicitly comparative in 
intent, enabling variability in corporate performance to be made visible across sectors and peer groups. 

Methodologically, the HSI evaluates publicly available corporate disclosures using a defined set of indicators and 
sub-indicators aligned with recognised international standards and norms, including those relating to cultural 
heritage protection, Indigenous Peoples’ rights, human rights, and sustainability. Indicators capture the presence 
and scope of heritage protection policies, prohibited and restricted activities, commitments relating to UNESCO 
World Heritage and Indigenous Peoples, alignment with international initiatives, and evidence of active corporate 
support for cultural heritage through funding, sponsorships, partnerships, or in-kind contributions. Indicators are 
identified and scored through a transparent, rules-based methodology that converts qualitative commitments into 
comparable numeric values. 

The HSI was initially applied to Global Systemically Important Banks (G-SIBs) to establish a baseline and to test 
its ability to discriminate between differing levels of cultural heritage safeguard performance. Results 
demonstrated substantial variability across the sample, indicating that the index is effective in identifying relative 
strengths and weaknesses in corporate safeguard architectures. Subsequent refinement of the index reduced 
indicator overlap, streamlined scoring, and introduced more nuanced weighting, enhancing its applicability beyond 
the financial sector. Ongoing pilot application to two major mining corporations further illustrates the adaptability of 
the framework across industries with materially different heritage risk profiles. 
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The analytical value of the HSI lies not in ranking for its own sake, but in revealing where weaknesses in policy 
architecture or governance practice elevate exposure to reputational, financial, and legitimacy-based risk. Low 
HSI values are interpreted as signals of latent vulnerability rather than evidence of poor on-the-ground outcomes. 
In this sense, the HSI functions as a forward-looking risk diagnostic, complementing CHAT’s project-level focus by 
identifying organisational conditions that shape whether effective heritage protection is likely to occur in practice. 

Used together, CHAT and the HSI address different but interconnected dimensions of cultural heritage risk. The 
CHAT helps clarify whether project-level safeguards are credible, defensible, and aligned with recognised good 
practice, while the HSI examines whether organisational settings reduce or amplify exposure to fat tail cultural 
heritage risks (that is, rare but high severity events with disproportionate consequences). Together, these tools 
translate cultural heritage risk into decision-relevant terms for boards, lenders, insurers, investors, regulators, and 
civil society actors who increasingly encounter heritage as a material governance and sustainability concern. 

As expectations around cultural heritage accountability continue to evolve, impact assessment practice must 
adapt accordingly. Evaluating the quality, robustness, and governance context of cultural heritage safeguards is 
now an essential component of responsible practice. By providing structured, transparent frameworks for 
examining heritage protection at both project and organisational scales, the Cultural Heritage Assessment Tool 
and the Heritage Sustainability Index offer practical responses to this challenge and contribute to a more resilient 
and accountable approach to cultural heritage management within impact assessment. 
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