NAPI

North African Policy Initiative

Promoting Social Reconciliation through Participatory Cultural
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Policy issue

The failure to include the residents of Tripoli’s Old City in local cultural policies and
practices has led to the divergence of their attitude and interests from that of
cultural actors. This division is fueling social fragmentation and conflict, and is
undermining the preservation of the cultural heritage of Tripoli’s Old City.

Key recommendations

This paper recommends that the Old Tripoli City Administration Bureau adopts the
following actions:

> Host a local art competition to identify local residents interested in cultural
activities who may help bridge the gap between outside cultural actors and
the local community

> Implement art-based initiatives to allow local residents to voice their
concerns and vision for the Old City

> Facilitate roundtable discussions to recognize the issues deemed important
by local residents and negotiate the role of culture in the Old City

» Host solution-oriented workshop(s) to actively address the concerns raised
during roundtable discussions

» Form an inter-group committee for participative decision-making. This
committee should draft an action plan to establish a pilot cultural
production space in the Old City
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This paper examines the role of the Old Tripoli City Administration Bureau (OTCAB) in encouraging
the participation of the Old City residents in local cultural activities. The objective of the paper is to outline
policy recommendations that the OTCAB can pursue to promote social reconciliation between outside
cultural actors and the local resident community. Social fragmentation between these groups is common
because of the absence of cross-group participation, which even sometimes leads to violence. The findings
of this research reveal that outside culture actors in the Old City do not take into consideration the needs
and perspectives of the local community. As a result, local residents perceive culture actors as elites who
threaten their ownership and cultural customs. This social tension compromises OTCAB’s objectives of
improving living conditions for residents and promoting the Old City as a center for arts and culture. To
mitigate these social tensions and promote more interaction, dialogue, and cooperation between these
communities, this analysis recommends a five-step approach for OTCAB that utilizes cultural cooperation
to create occasions for confrontation, conversation, exchange, and collaboration between the two
primary stakeholder groups: outside cultural actors and the local resident community.

1. Introduction

Established in 2018, OTCAB is an independent
local state entity affiliated to the Government
of National Accord. In the OId City, OTCAB is
responsible for preserving historical buildings;
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community. The Old City has been neglected for a number of decades, negatively impacting the district’s
infrastructure and living conditions. For this reason, many of its current inhabitants have different
concerns and priorities than those of cultural actors like artists and civil society organizations who
advocate for the Old City’s historical preservation against tangible and intangible transformations that are
promoted by some of the Old City’s residents.

2. Conflicting Interests among Stakeholders

The users of the Old City are multi-cultural and diverse in how they understand and use the site. For this
reason, they sometimes hold divergent interests and pursue opposing actions that lead to contestation.
This research focuses on two main clusters of communities that are categorized based on their conflicting
perspectives on how to manage the Old City. The first group is cultural actors, and the second group is the
local residency community.

A. Cultural Actors
i. Tripolitan families: These are first-to-third generation families who originally inhabited the site
before moving out to modern neighborhoods. These individuals attribute a sense of belonging,

1Scene (2020, November 17). Cultural Resource Mapping. http://scene.org.ly/crm
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memory, and value to the heritage site as an anchor for their identity. In response to decades
of negligence and deterioration in the Old City, since 2011 this group has been organizing
cultural activities on the site. They seek to promote the Old City as a symbol of their identity
and advocate for its historical preservation. Since these actors no longer use the site as a place
of living, they welcome policies that turn it into an open museum of cultural heritage.?

ii. Artists, civil society organizations, and private groups: The Tripolitans’ awareness-raising
campaigns foregrounded an appealing venue for artists and cultural managers. As a result, the
number of art events and gallery spaces has substantially increased since 2011. These actors
represent Libya’s upper-class elites. They are a community that has benefited from social,
educational, and financial privileges and who often use “high” modern artistic practices.?
Based on interviews with these artists and cultural managers, their objectives and
methodologies do not generally appeal to, nor seek to appeal to, the interests and preferences
of the Old City’s residents.

iii. Experts: Conservation professionals, architects, and historians engage with the site for its
historical value and are often involved in the activities of the above sub-groups.

B. Local Resident Community
Due to decades of neglect, many parts of the Old City began to resemble a slum.* Families and
individuals from marginalized social groups , as well as migrants, have settled on the site
alongside the few remaining Tripolitan residents.> In the absence of effective management
before 2019, these incoming settlers have been transforming the site’s architecture according
to their functional needs and preferences.®” This desire to renovate and transform the Old City
contrasts with the Cultural Actors’ interests in preserving it as a heritage site.

3. Exclusion and Poor Communication

Exclusive Practices by Cultural Actors

OTCAB supports cultural activities in the Old City in order to rehabilitate buildings and to promote the
historical value of the site to the rest of the society. ® Accordingly, OTCAB offers spaces for artists and
cultural civil society organizations as venues to promote their cultural and artistic projects.’ In addition to
cultural and architectural significance, cultural actors said they prefer to use spaces in the Old City because

2 Based on field observation since 2011; and informant #3 (OTCAB), personal communication, November 17, 2020.

3 Informants #5, #6, #8, #9, #11, and #15 (managers of cultural organisations), personal communication, from October 15 2020
to November 3 2020.

4 Laura Rossi, ‘The Politics of Selective Preservation: A Study of Causes and Consequences of Cultural Heritage Destruction
during Peace: The Cases of Afghanistan, Egypt and Libya’ (Rutgers University-Graduate School-New Brunswick, 2013), p. 21.

5 Fuzia Elkekli, ‘The Identity of the Medina, Tripoli, Libya: Conservation and Urban Planning from the Nineteenth Century to the
Present’, School of Geography and Development (The University of Arizona, 2014).

6 Ezzedin Shawesh, ‘The Changing Identity of the Built Environment in Tripoli City, Libya’ (University of Newcastle Upon Tyne,
2000). L Micara, Tripoli Medina Mediterranea: Tripoli: A Mediterranean Medina, Architettura, Urbanistica, Ambiente (Gangemi
Editore, 2014), p. 141 <https://books.google.com.ly/books?id=TNGmAgAAQBAJ>. Mohamed Almokhtar, ‘Analyzing Urban
Growth and Management for the City of Tripoli, Libya’ (University of Kansas, 2015)
<https://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/bitstream/handle/1808/19166/ATTWAIRI_ku_0099D_14208_DATA_1.pdf;sequence=1>
[accessed 9 January 2018].

7 Omar Emhamed Elbendak, ‘Urban Transformation and Social Change in a Libyan City: An Anthropological Study of Tripoli’,
2008 <http://eprints.maynoothuniversity.ie/1332/1/Ph.D._Thesis.pdf> [accessed 9 January 2018].

8 Informant #1 (OTCAB), personal communication, November 17, 2020; and Decree (180) of 2018 regarding the establishment
of the Old City of Tripoli Administration Bureau (OTCAB), Article 3.

9 Informant #1 (OTCAB), personal communication, November 17, 2020.
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of OTCAB’S easy booking procedures (compared to other government-managed spaces) and the lack of
free, public venues elsewhere.

However, only one of the 13 culture managers that have used the spaces since 2019 is a resident of the
Old City. Furthermore, many of these artists and cultural actors do not prioritize the incorporation of local
residents in their activities. They explain that residents are excluded because:

(1.) The limited capacity of their organizations means they can only focus on a few objectives.
(2.) They do not prioritize local residents due to previously discouraging experiences and dissimilar
interests.
In short, while cultural actors are trying to valorize and rehabilitate the site,'° local residents feel
unrepresented in these projects and practices. They even worry that their ownership, presence, and
customs are threatened by these cultural actors.!! A few residents also disapprove of the behaviors of
some young cultural actors (for example, taking pictures of local women without requesting permission,

or organizing mixed-gender events, etc...).*?

The Different Interest of Residents

Because of their different cultural backgrounds and concerns, the residents of the Old City have different
ideas about how the site should be managed. This social fragmentation prevents inter-stakeholder
exchange of interpretations and values, which could contribute to the protection of the heritage site
against vandalism. In the absence of such communication, residents have expressed their resentment
towards OTCAB’s focus on developing cultural spaces. Furthermore, infrastructure projects that necessary
for improving the residents’ living conditions are progressing slower than cultural initiatives because they
require a long time to be completed. This constitutes another point of contention among the stakeholders.

For many residents, it is not the historical and cultural values of the site that are a priority. Instead, some
argue, the OTCAB should prioritize the functional value of the Old City to improve the area’s infrastructure
and living conditions. Accordingly, residents transformed the buildings based on their needs and
preferences.’® As Tripolitans and experts protested these transformations, the residents expressed
defense of their ownership of the site and contested what the viewed as an attempt by outside cultural
actors to control the Old City. Furthermore, some local residents disapprove of the contemporary, “open-
minded” behaviors of some young cultural actors that engage with the site nowadays.’* On a more
positive note, there have been occasions when the local community participated or displayed interest in
some cultural activities, but this is often a result of personal connections between the cultural actors and
the local community.

10 Gwas, S. (2019, April 06). The Reopening Beit Eskandar for Arts after its Restoration. Alwasat. http://alwasat.ly/news/art-
culture/241081?fbclid=IwAR1KTHG1BAxIU1LiexChcrgeWHvGQkb-wLkPQNUR1FOpgFXxDYHCGbsO3xMQ; and OTCAB (n.d.). Old
Tripoli City Administration Bureau http://otab.ly/

11 Based on first-hand observation and interviews with Informant #6, #11, #15, and #16, personal communication (from
October 15 to Nevember 3, 2020).

12 Informant #15 (cultural manager) and #16 (resident of the Old City), personal communication, October 15 and 17, 2020.

13 Ezzedin Shawesh, ‘The Changing Identity of the Built Environment in Tripoli City, Libya’ (University of Newcastle Upon Tyne,
2000). L Micara, Tripoli Medina Mediterranea: Tripoli: A Mediterranean Medina, Architettura, Urbanistica, Ambiente (Gangemi
Editore, 2014), p. 141 <https://books.google.com.ly/books?id=TNGmMAgAAQBAJ>. Mohamed Almokhtar, ‘Analyzing Urban
Growth and Management for the City of Tripoli, Libya’ (University of Kansas, 2015)
<https://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/bitstream/handle/1808/19166/ATTWAIRI_ku_0099D_14208_DATA_1.pdf;sequence=1>
[accessed 9 January 2018].

14 Informant #15 (cultural manager) and #16 (resident of the Old City), personal communication, October 15 and 17, 2020.
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OTCAB’s Underlying Problem of Poor Communication

In OTCAB’s 2019-2020 Action Plan, two of the 15 goals focus on improving direct communication,
participation, and services for the residents. A separate goal is using cultural activities to raise awareness
about the importance of heritage. However, there are no listed objectives seeking to involve residents in
cultural activities or communicating the benefit of activities for them specifically. The Action Plan does
not contain inter-group activities or dialogue. Despite appointing a local resident as chairman of the
OTCAB board, OTCAB has not implemented any concrete communication efforts with local residents. °

Board members at OTCAB note that communication is the organization’s biggest weakness. They
explained that there is a barrier caused by “excessive public criticism” and public distrust.’® Consequently,
their strategy for resolving the conflict is to avoid confrontation with the local community rather than to
accommodate, collaborate, or compromise.

Nonetheless, bridging the gap between the groups is considered in unofficial policies albeit to a small
degree. A Board member at OTCAB involved in allocating cultural spaces has been redressing this gap
individually within their selection of, and negotiations with, cultural actors applying to rent spaces in the
Old City. The selection is based on the applicant’s experience or interest in engaging the residents, or the
potential for their projects to offer benefits for residents - but this is not currently outlined in written
agreements.”

Improving communication between OTCAB, cultural actors, and local residents could help address local
public resentment and contribute to the successful rehabilitation and protection of the Old City.
Communication efforts should specifically emphasize the benefit of cultural rehabilitation for residents
and encourage participative planning.

4. Goal & Rationale

This policy briefing paper offers recommendations for improving communication, specifically through
participative cultural activities. Effective communication can foster social reconciliation between OTCAB,
cultural actors, and local residents in the Old City. Ultimately, a good relationship between these actors is
the basis of any effective and sustainable strategy to protect the heritage site.

A reconciliation strategy begins with shifting OTCAB’s policies in two ways:

1. Strengthen local residents’ trust in OTCAB by increasing inclusion and representation efforts
through shared production spaces rather than exclusive galleries.
2. Priorities participatory cultural processes rather than passive distribution events.
4.1 Shifting to a Policy of Inclusion

OTCAB's policies pursue the objective of “Democratizing Culture.” It invites cultural actors of a pre-
defined, generally elitist identity (i.e. who possess independent access to financial means and knowledge)
to develop activities in the Old City. It offers them distribution spaces to distribute their art products in a
process of passive consumption. As a result, these venues promote art that represents outside, elite
perspectives, rather than art that resonates with local residents.

15 Informant #2 (OTCAB), personal contact, October 17, 2020.
16 Informants #3 and #4 (OTCAB), personal contact, October 17, 2020.
17 Informant #1 (OTCAB), personal contact, October 17, 2020.
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Conversely, this paper proposes a policy of “Cultural Democracy” that promotes co-ownership and
collaboration through cultural production spaces in addition to existing distribution spaces. Production
spaces facilitate public access to art creation. As such, they appeal to local interests and not just dominant
narratives.

This leverages rights to expression, redresses social imbalances, and harnesses the educational and
economic benefits of practicing and producing culture. Further, production spaces allow for active
engagement during creation processes, which offers an occasion for confrontation, and in turn
opportunities for conversations, exchange, influence, and proximity that can contribute to dialogue and
conflict resolution.®

Building a Process of Cultural Participation

In order to foster confrontation through a cultural production facility, it is necessary to nurture cross-
group participation. This requires encouraging culture actors to involve residents in their activities and
nurturing the interests of the local community to participate. This can be achieved by foregrounding and
negotiating common benefits in culture for both groups through a process of dialogue and exchange.

5. Course of Action & Reasoning

This paper recommends a five-step model that is inclusive, communicative, and participatory. The model
uses art-based practices and collaborative decision-making. The structure allows for input from residents
and continuous evaluation in order to better foster further participation among residents.

a) A local competition to identify and encourage creativity among locals:
Firstly, it is important to understand whether there is a potential for interest in the creative
practices amongst the residents of the Old City, and to what extent. A competition offers
motivations that encourage the interest of local talents and can contribute to cultivating a
connection between the locals and cultural creation. This activity can help OTCAB identify local
individuals who may be interested in participating in the following stages of the model as key
respondents. This can help to cultivate a better understanding of the interests and art forms
preferred by local residents.

b) Art-based action for voicing concerns:
This stage creates an opportunity for the local community to voice their concerns and visions
about the site. It is an indirect process that draws attention away from existing conflicts. This is
through two events:

1. Engage residents in art-based action such as a smart-phone photography workshop
and/or competition where they are invited to capture images that represent what the site
means to them and what, in their opinions, should change. This also allows the residents
to use art practices as a tool for communication.

2. These photographs are then publicly exhibited to an audience from within and beyond
the site. This allows for collective ownership and participation and serves to inform OTCAB
about areas deemed important by the residents.

This targets the key respondents identified in the first stage of the model as participants and
contact points to encourage their friends and families to participate. The activity can be organized

18 Steven Hadley and Eleonora Belfiore, ‘Cultural Democracy and Cultural Policy’, Cultural Trends, 27.3 (2018), 218-23; Sofia
Lindstrom Sol, ‘Equal Access or Empowerment?’, Conjunctions. Transdisciplinary Journal of Cultural Participation, 6.1 (2019).
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c)

d)

in partnership between OTCAB and an existing civil society organization that is focused on phone-
based photography (as an affordable, available tool). This collaboration can help lift the logistical
and financial burden off OTCAB and engages a mediator that may be more trusted by the local
community.
Roundtable discussions for fostering dialogue:
Once a relationship is initiated between local residents and cultural organizations, OTCAB (with
possible partnerships) organizes roundtable(s) in order to:

- discuss the social and economic benefits of culture for the site and its inhabitants,

- recognize the needs and issues deemed important by the local community, and

- negotiate the role of culture in addressing these issues and providing value.
The objective is to foster a relationship of dialogue, listening, and acceptance of the plurality of
viewpoints.

This can be organized in two steps:

1. Prior to the roundtable, OTCAB collaborates with a third party mediator from or close to
the local community to discuss what a successful participatory roundtable would look like.
This can be organized in the form of one or more small-group meetings, or in the form of
an art-based workshop (e.g. improvisation acting or painting) for engaging the local
residents in an informal, relaxed environment.

2. A roundtable(s) between local residents, culture actors, and OTCAB is facilitated for
discussing opinions about the role of cultural activities.

Solution-oriented workshop(s):
Based on the success of the roundtable(s) and the interest of the participants, a workshop should
be facilitated by OTCAB and a partnering mediator. The objective here is to work collectively
through the concerns raised in the roundtable(s) toward solutions. This offers an opportunity for
confrontation, collaboration, and compromise for conflict resolution.
Forming an inter-group committee for participative decision making:
Building on the workshop, OTCAB invites participants from both groups to draft a Charter, Action
Plan, and/or Protocol focused on a pilot cultural production space in the Old City. Depending on
the decisions of the parties, this can be implemented either through collaborative management
between the public sector (OTCAB), civil society, the private sector, and the local community, or
by the OTCAB. This space would serve as a “pilot” experimentation and a possible success story
to encourage repeating and/or improving the process model with other spaces in the Old City in
the future.

6. Conclusion and Future Policy Development

OTCAB can build partnerships with all stakeholders for managing and running the space based on the

output from step five of this model. If this model is successfully completed and the parties come to an

agreement on how the spaces can be managed, OTCAB can develop policies for further boosting

participation in cultural activities among local residents. Other areas of policy that can be subsequently

addressed include:

How to utilize cultural production space for strengthening the skills and knowledge of the local
community to support job opportunities and local production/craftsmanship?
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e How to develop cultural production space for the financial sustainability and vitality of the Old
City and its users?

e How to renovate historical buildings by replicating the model in other spaces in the Old City?

e How can culture help reduce the crime rate and problems like drug consumption?

NOTE: This paper is solely the opinion of the author and does not necessarily reflect the official view of
the North African Policy Initiative

About the author: Reem is a cultural activist and researcher focused on critical heritage studies
and cultural democracy. She is the founder and director of Scene, a non-profit that protects cultural
heritage in Tripoli. She is completing her PhD, and also holds an honors Masters Degree in Architecture
from Cardiff University.

Special thanks: NAPI and the author wish to Arbi Soussi and Perry DeMarche for the precious and
unwavering mentorship and guidance they provided to the author throughout the policy research and
writing process.

About YPL: Young Policy Leaders (YPL) is a 6-month long program that builds the research, writing,
and advocacy capacity of youth who are passionate about tackling a public issue. NAPI provides them
with training, tailored mentorship, and cross-national networks to help them become policy leaders.

About NAPI: The North African Policy Initiative (NAPI) is an independent, non-profit, and non-
partisan NGO that seeks to strengthen participatory governance in North Africa by focusing on youth.

All NAPI Policy Briefing Papers are available at www.napipolicy.org

For more information contact: info@napipolicy.org
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