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ABSTRACT 
    

This article examines heritage-led gentrification in Southeast Asia through a 
comparative analysis of two historic cities: Chiang Mai Old City in Thailand and 
Hue Citadel in Vietnam. While both cities are UNESCO-recognized heritage 
environments and major tourism destinations, they are shaped by contrasting 
governance regimes and development logics. The study examines how different 
political and institutional contexts influence the processes, indicators, and 
outcomes of heritage-led gentrification. Methodologically, the research adopts a 
comparative case study approach, drawing on secondary data from planning 
documents, spatial studies, policy reports, and scholarly literature. A consistent 
set of indicators—land-use transformation, property market change, demographic 
displacement, tourism intensity, and heritage meaning—is applied to both cases. 
The findings reveal two distinct trajectories. In Chiang Mai, gentrification unfolds 
incrementally through market-driven tourism economies, resulting in commercial 
conversion, rising property values, and gradual cultural displacement within a 
living-heritage environment. In Hue, transformation is driven primarily by 
state-led conservation policies, with large-scale relocation programs clearing 
residential areas to create a monumental imperial landscape. Despite these 
different mechanisms, each case demonstrates a shared paradox: the preservation 
of built heritage often coincides with the erosion of everyday cultural practices and 
social networks. Based on this comparison, the article proposes a preliminary 
theoretical framework distinguishing between market-mediated living-heritage 
gentrification and state-led monumental-heritage gentrification. This typology 
contributes to emerging debates on Global South urbanism by highlighting how 
governance regimes shape heritage transformation beyond classical Euro-
American gentrification models. 
    

Keywords: Heritage-led gentrification; Southeast Asia; Chiang Mai; Hue Citadel; urban 
heritage management; planetary gentrification  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

  

Historic cities across the Global South are undergoing rapid transformation under the combined 
pressures of tourism, real estate investment, and heritage conservation policies. While heritage designation is 
often promoted as a strategy for cultural preservation and economic development, it frequently produces 
socio-spatial restructuring that resembles processes of gentrification. In many cases, rising property values, 
commercial conversion, and displacement reshape historic districts, transforming them from lived urban 
environments into consumption-oriented heritage landscapes (Logan, 2012; Lees et al., 2016). 

In Southeast Asia, historic cities have become key nodes within global tourism networks. UNESCO 
recognition and national heritage policies have elevated the symbolic and economic value of historic sites, 
attracting both public and private investment. However, these processes often generate tensions between 
conservation objectives, tourism economies, and the continuity of everyday urban life. Existing residents, small 
businesses, and local cultural practices may be displaced or transformed as historic districts are reoriented 
toward visitor consumption and national representation (Zhu & González Martínez, 2022; Gravari-Barbas & 
Guinand, 2017). 

Despite a growing body of literature on gentrification and heritage urbanism, most theoretical 
frameworks are derived from Euro-American contexts, where market-driven processes dominate. Less 
attention has been paid to how different governance regimes in the Global South shape distinct forms of 
heritage-led gentrification. In many Asian cities, state-led conservation, tourism promotion, and urban 
redevelopment play a central role in restructuring historic districts, producing trajectories that differ 
significantly from classical market-led models (Shatkin, 2016). 

This study addresses this gap by comparing two historic cities in Southeast Asia: Chiang Mai Old City 
in Thailand and Hue Citadel in Vietnam. Both cities are UNESCO-recognized heritage environments and major 
tourism destinations, embedded in contrasting political and institutional contexts. Chiang Mai operates within 
a pluralistic governance environment, where market forces, civil society, and planning regulations interact. 
Hue, by contrast, is shaped by a more centralized planning system, where heritage conservation is closely tied 
to state-led relocation and monument restoration programs. 

The comparison between these two cases provides an opportunity to examine how different 
governance regimes produce distinct trajectories in terms of heritage-led gentrification. Rather than treating 
gentrification as a universal process driven solely by market forces, this study investigates how political 
institutions, planning systems, and heritage narratives shape the mechanisms and outcomes of urban 
transformation. 

This study addresses the following research questions: 
1. How do the distinct historical and cultural legacies of Chiang Mai and Hue shape their trajectories 

in terms of heritage-led gentrification?  
2. What governance structures and economic drivers underpin the gentrification processes in each case? 
3. How do these processes manifest in measurable indicators in terms of land use, displacement, 

tourism intensity, and heritage meaning? 
4. What theoretical insights can be drawn from comparing these two governance-driven models of 

heritage transformation? 
To answer these questions, the article adopts a comparative case study approach. It combines 

literature-based indicator frameworks with empirical evidence from planning documents, spatial studies, 
policy reports and previous research on both cities. By applying a consistent set of indicators across the two 
cases, the study identifies both shared patterns and divergent trajectories of heritage-led gentrification. 

The article proceeds as follows. Section 2 reviews key debates on gentrification, heritage urbanism, 
and Global South governance regimes, and proposes an analytical framework based on measurable indicators. 
Sections 3 and 4 present the case studies of Chiang Mai Old City and Hue Citadel. Section 5 compares the two 
cases and identifies contrasting governance-driven trajectories with regard to heritage-led gentrification. 
Section 6 concludes by proposing a preliminary theoretical framework for understanding heritage-led 
gentrification in historic cities in the Global South. 

 
 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: HERITAGE-LED GENTRIFICATION IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH 
 

2.1 Classical gentrification theories 
Gentrification has long been understood as a process of socio-spatial restructuring driven by the 

reinvestment of capital and the displacement of lower-income populations. Early theoretical models 
emphasized economic mechanisms, particularly the “rent gap” theory proposed by Smith (1979), which 
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explains gentrification as the result of a disparity between actual and potential land values. When this gap 
becomes sufficiently large, reinvestment occurs, leading to the replacement of existing residents and land uses. 

Subsequent scholarship expanded this production-side explanation to include consumption-side 
factors such as the cultural preferences of middle-class residents and the role of lifestyle migration in shaping 
urban transformation (Ley, 1996; Zukin, 2010). These approaches highlighted the symbolic and cultural 
dimensions of gentrification, including the revalorization of historic neighborhoods and the aestheticization of 
urban space. While these classical models were largely developed in Euro-American contexts, they established 
the core analytical elements of gentrification: capital reinvestment, socio-spatial displacement, and cultural 
transformation. 

2.2 Tourism and heritage-led gentrification 
In historic cities, gentrification is often intertwined with tourism and heritage conservation. Rather 

than being driven solely by residential upgrading, transformation may occur through the conversion of historic 
neighborhoods into tourism-oriented consumption spaces (Gotham, 2005; Gravari-Barbas & Guinand, 2017). 

Tourism-led gentrification typically involves the replacement of local-serving businesses with cafés, 
boutique hotels, souvenir shops, and short-term rental units. This process can generate rising property values, 
demographic turnover, and the commodification of cultural practices. Unlike classical residential 
gentrification, displacement in tourism contexts may occur indirectly, as residents are priced out or socially 
marginalized by visitor-oriented economies (Gant, 2016). 

Heritage designation often accelerates these dynamics. UNESCO inscription and conservation policies 
can increase the symbolic and economic value of historic districts, encourage investment and tourism flows, 
while simultaneously imposing new regulatory constraints on residents (Logan, 2012). As a result, heritage-
led gentrification frequently involves a tension between preservation goals and the continuity of everyday 
urban life. 

2.3 Gentrification in the Global South 
In recent decades, scholars have questioned the applicability of Euro-American gentrification models 

to cities in the Global South – a diverse range of cities across Asia, Africa, and Latin America, where postcolonial 
history, rapid urbanization, and hybrid governance arrangements produce distinctive urban conditions 
diverging significantly from Euro-American norms (Roy, 2009; Robinson, 2006). Urban transformations in 
Asia, Africa, and Latin America are often shaped by different political economies, institutional arrangements, 
and governance regimes (Lees et al., 2016). 

In many Global South contexts, gentrification is not solely driven by private real estate markets but 
also by state-led development strategies. Governments may mobilize heritage, tourism, and infrastructure 
projects to reposition cities within global networks, often resulting in displacement and socio-spatial 
restructuring (Shatkin, 2016). 

Moreover, displacement may take forms that differ from those of the classical models. Instead of 
gradual rent increases, residents may experience forced eviction caused by redevelopment projects, 
infrastructure construction, or heritage clearance programs. These processes are frequently justified through 
narratives of modernization, national identity, or environmental improvement (Zhu & González Martínez, 
2022). 

Such dynamics suggest that gentrification in the Global South operates through diverse pathways 
shaped by local governance structures, cultural narratives, and institutional priorities rather than through a 
single universal model. 

2.4 Indicators of heritage-led gentrification 
To analyze gentrification in heritage contexts, scholars have proposed a range of measurable 

indicators that capture both economic and socio-cultural transformations. These indicators typically fall into 
five interrelated dimensions: 

● Tourism intensity: Growth in visitor numbers, short-term rentals, and tourism-oriented 
businesses (Jover & Díaz-Parra, 2019; Jessa & Rogerson, 2025). 

● Land-use transformation: Conversion of residential or traditional functions into commercial, 
hospitality, or cultural consumption spaces (Navarrete Escobedo, 2020; González Martínez, 2016). 

● Property market change: Rising land values, rent escalation, and shifts in ownership patterns 
(Foo & Krishnapillai, 2019; Hayes, 2020). 

● Demographic displacement: Replacement or relocation of long-term residents, either indirectly 
through market pressures or directly through state intervention (Zhu & González Martínez, 2022; Foo & 
Krishnapillai, 2019). 

● Heritage meaning and cultural change: Transformation of everyday cultural practices into 
commodified or staged experiences (De Cesari & Dimova, 2019; Zhu & González Martínez, 2022). 
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These indicators have been applied in studies of historic districts across Asia and the Global South, 
where tourism development and conservation policies often interact to reshape urban space and social 
relationships. In this study, these dimensions provide the analytical framework for the comparative case 
studies that follow. Sections 3 and 4 apply these indicators—tourism intensity, demographic change, land-use 
transformation, displacement, and heritage meaning—to examine how gentrification unfolds in Chiang Mai Old 
City and Hue Citadel. 

2.5 Governance regimes and models of heritage-led gentrification 
Recent research suggests that heritage-led gentrification does not follow a single universal trajectory, 

particularly in the Global South. Instead, the process is strongly shaped by governance regimes, planning 
systems, and political narratives. 

In some contexts, transformation is mediated by tourism markets, private investment, and 
incremental land-use conversion. These processes produce gradual forms of cultural and economic 
displacement, where everyday heritage environments are commodified rather than physically cleared (Zuo et 
al., 2022; Sözen & Kılıç, 2025; Chen & Kong, 2021). 

In other contexts, particularly under centralized planning regimes, heritage redevelopment is driven 
by state-led clearance, relocation, and monument reconstruction. Here, displacement occurs through 
administrative intervention, and historic districts are reshaped to reflect national identity or tourism strategies 
(Zhu & González Martínez, 2022). 

These contrasting governance logics suggest the existence of distinct but related trajectories of 
heritage-led gentrification. Rather than being determined solely by market forces, the process is conditioned 
by political institutions, planning systems, and cultural narratives. 

Building on these theoretical debates, this study compares two heritage cities in Southeast Asia to 
examine how different governance regimes shape the processes and outcomes of heritage-led gentrification. 
The comparison aims to contribute to a more context-sensitive framework for understanding gentrification in 
historic cities in the Global South. 

 
 

3. CASE STUDY: CHIANG MAI OLD CITY, THAILAND 
 

3.1 Historical and cultural context 
Chiang Mai, founded in 1296 as the capital of the Lanna Kingdom, possesses a distinctive urban identity 

shaped by indigenous cosmology, Buddhist traditions, and regional political history (Askew, 2002). The Old 
City, delineated by its square moat and earthen ramparts, contains a dense concentration of temples, traditional 
neighborhoods, and historic streetscapes that reflect the spatial logic of the Lanna urban form. Major temples 
such as Wat Phra Singh and Wat Chedi Luang continue to function as religious, social, and cultural anchors 
within the everyday life of the city. 

Unlike many monument heritage sites, Chiang Mai’s governance operates as part of Thailand’s 
decentralized administrative system, with planning authority distributed across national agencies (the 
Department of Public Works and Town and Country Planning), the Chiang Mai Provincial Administration, and 
the Chiang Mai Municipality. Heritage conservation falls under the remit of the Fine Arts Department, while 
land-use regulation is governed by successive Comprehensive Plans. This multi-layered arrangement creates 
a negotiated governance environment in which regulatory controls, market pressures, and civil society 
advocacy interact (Shatkin, 2008). Within this framework, the historic core has long operated as a living urban 
environment, where residential, religious, and commercial activities coexist. This living-heritage character 
forms the basis of the city’s cultural identity and tourism appeal. However, rapid urbanization and expanding 
tourism have transformed the Old City into a major tourist destination as part of global travel networks, raising 
concerns about cultural commodification and the erosion of local identity (Yasmeen, 2006). 

Tourism growth has transformed the Old City from a regional cultural center into an international 
visitor hub. Visitor numbers increased from approximately 4.3 million in 2009 to more than 10 million in 2018, 
intensifying development pressures and altering the social and spatial character of the historic core 
(Jaimakaew & Charoentrakulpeeti, 2024). 

3.2 Urban development trends and drivers 
Urban development in Chiang Mai has been shaped by a combination of conservation-oriented 

planning policies and market-driven growth. Comprehensive plans impose height restrictions, land-use 
controls, and conservation zones within the Old City in order to protect historic views and townscape integrity. 
At the same time, national and regional development strategies have promoted infrastructure expansion, real 
estate investment, and tourism-led economic growth (Shatkin, 2008). 
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Tourism has become the dominant economic driver, attracting foreign investors, retirees, digital 
nomads, and middle-class migrants from other parts of Thailand. This influx has reshaped the demographic 
composition of the Old City and intensified land-use pressures. Public spaces, historic gates, and streets have 
been reconfigured into walking streets, creative plazas, and tourism-oriented commercial zones, reflecting a 
shift toward visitor-centered urban economies (Jaimakaew & Charoentrakulpeeti, 2024; Nititerapad & 
Tochaiwat, 2023). These transformations illustrate a broader transition from a community-based heritage 
landscape toward a tourism-oriented urban economy driven by global capital and lifestyle migration. 

3.3 Market-mediated gentrification process in the Old City 
In contrast to the state-led restructuring observed in Hue, gentrification in Chiang Mai unfolds 

primarily through market dynamics and tourism-driven investment. The process is gradual and incremental, 
shaped by private property transactions, commercial conversion, and demographic turnover. 

The first stage of this process involves tourism-oriented reinvestment, where traditional houses and 
shopfronts are converted into guesthouses, cafés, boutique hotels, and creative spaces (Figure 1). Spatial 
surveys identify clusters of such conversions around temple precincts and major streets, particularly between 
2000 and 2015 (Nititerapad & Tochaiwat, 2023). 

The second stage is commercial upgrading and rent escalation. As tourism-oriented businesses 
proliferate, land values and rental prices rise, especially in areas with strong visitor demand. Housing market 
analyses reveal price gradients around the Old City, with premium housing clusters and short-term rental units 
concentrated near heritage zones (Lu et al., 2024). 

The third stage involves demographic and functional displacement. Long-term residents, traditional 
shops, and local services gradually give way to newcomers, tourism enterprises, and lifestyle-oriented 
businesses. This displacement is largely indirect and economic, occurring through rising living costs, changing 
neighborhood economies, and the loss of local-serving functions (Jaimakaew & Charoentrakulpeeti, 2024). 

Finally, the Old City experiences cultural commodification and identity restructuring. Heritage 
becomes a consumable asset, with traditional forms reinterpreted for tourism. Studies describe the emergence 
of “hyper-traditions” and temple-style hotels that cater to visitor expectations, while diluting the everyday 
meanings of Lanna culture (Phetsuriya & Heath, 2021; Nititerapad & Tochaiwat, 2023). Although large-scale 
eviction is rare, many long-term residents report feeling “crowded out” by tourism-oriented developments and 
external investors (Jaimakaew & Charoentrakulpeeti, 2024). 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Market-mediated commercial conversion in the historic core of Chiang Mai 
 

3.4 Socio-spatial impacts and conservation responses 
The socio-spatial impacts of gentrification in Chiang Mai have been gradual but significant. Rising 

property values and tourism-oriented commercialization have altered the social fabric of historic 
neighborhoods (Figure 2). Traditional businesses have been increasingly replaced by cafés, co-working spaces, 
and boutique accommodations, reshaping the everyday economic life of the Old City (Nititerapad & Tochaiwat, 
2023). 
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Cultural displacement occurs as local meanings, rituals, and neighborhood practices are reoriented 
toward visitor consumption. Research reports the erosion of traditional Lanna townscape character and the 
weakening of everyday residential uses as tourism-oriented activities proliferate (Phetsuriya & Heath, 2021). 

Unlike in centralized planning contexts, Chiang Mai exhibits a more negotiated governance model. 
Conservation zoning, building-height restrictions, and foreign ownership limits provide partial regulatory 
controls. Civil society groups and local communities have also mobilized zoning changes, regulated short-term 
rentals, and advocated for heritage protection (Thaisuntad, 2022a, 2022b). 

Participatory upgrading initiatives, particularly in informal settlements along the Mae Kha canal, 
emphasize in situ improvement rather than large-scale displacement (UN-Habitat, 2021). These projects reflect 
a more pluralistic approach to heritage management, where market pressures are mediated by community 
action and partial planning frameworks. 
 

 
 

Figure 2: Transformation of a traditional Lanna house into a tourism-oriented hospitality venue 
 

3.5 Measured indicators of gentrification in Chiang Mai Old City 
To move beyond descriptive accounts, this study examines measurable indicators of gentrification in 

Chiang Mai Old City, focusing on land-use transformation, property market dynamics, demographic change, 
tourism intensity, and shifts in heritage identity. Recent empirical studies in the Old City, particularly around 
the Chedi Luang and Sri Phum areas, identify tourism-led commercial conversion, rising land values, and the 
displacement of traditional functions as core indicators of gentrification (Jaimakaew & Charoentrakulpeeti, 2024).  

Land-use transformation 
One of the most visible indicators is the shift in land use from residential to tourism-oriented 

commercial functions. Studies document a progressive conversion of traditional houses into guesthouses, 
cafés, restaurants, and service businesses catering to visitors. This transition has occurred across multiple 
communities within the Old City, where commercial floor area has expanded at the expense of long-term 
residential use (Jaimakaew & Charoentrakulpeeti, 2024). Spatial analyses using remote sensing and GIS also 
confirm zoning changes and the physical expansion of tourism-related land uses between 2000 and 2015, with 
tourism-oriented commercial floor area reportedly expanding by approximately 35 percent across surveyed 
communities within the Old City (Nititerapad & Tochaiwat, 2023). Such spatial restructuring aligns with the 
concept of heritage-led gentrification, in which historic urban fabric becomes a platform for tourism-based 
economic reinvestment. 

Property market escalation 
The property market provides a second key indicator. Research on Chiang Mai’s housing market 

reveals price gradients near the Old City, with premium values concentrated in areas popular among 
international visitors, such as Nimman and Chang Khlan (Lu et al., 2024). Short-term rental–oriented housing 
products, including fully furnished units designed for transient occupants, have contributed to higher prices 
and rental costs (Lu et al., 2024). Field-based studies also report increased land prices and living costs before 
the COVID-19 pandemic, intensifying economic pressures on long-term residents and small businesses 
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(Jaimakaew & Charoentrakulpeeti, 2024). This pattern reflects a rent-gap dynamic in which heritage areas 
become sites of intensified capital remobilization. 

Demographic and actor change 
Gentrification in Chiang Mai is also marked by a shift in the composition of residents and investors. 

Empirical studies show an influx of newcomers—both domestic migrants and foreign residents—into Old City 
neighborhoods, gradually replacing or displacing original households (Jaimakaew & Charoentrakulpeeti, 
2024). This process is primarily driven by economic pressures rather than direct state relocation, including 
rising rents, increasing land values, and changing neighborhood functions. 

Tourism intensity and commercial reorientation 
Tourism intensity provides another measurable dimension. The density of guesthouses, cafés, creative 

spaces, and other visitor-oriented establishments has increased significantly within the Old City (Jaimakaew & 
Charoentrakulpeeti, 2024; Nititerapad & Tochaiwat, 2023). Commercial activity has become closely tied to 
tourism cycles, with speculation and land-price escalation continuing even during periods of reduced tourist 
arrivals, indicating structural dependence on the tourism economy (Jaimakaew & Charoentrakulpeeti, 2024). 
This transformation reflects the shift from local-serving economies to visitor-oriented consumption 
landscapes. 

Heritage identity and cultural displacement 
Beyond economic and spatial indicators, qualitative changes in heritage identity also signal 

gentrification. Research indicates the weakening of traditional Lanna townscape character, and the decline in 
local uses as tourism-oriented activities proliferate (Nititerapad & Tochaiwat, 2023; Phetsuriya & Heath, 
2021). The replacement of everyday neighborhood functions with visitor-oriented businesses contributes to 
cultural displacement, where local meanings, social networks, and place attachments are gradually eroded. 

 
 

4. CASE STUDY: HUE CITADEL, VIETNAM 
 

4.1 Historical and cultural context 
Hue Citadel, constructed in the early nineteenth century as the imperial capital of the Nguyen Dynasty, 

embodies Vietnam’s royal history and cultural prestige (Logan, 2012; Taylor, 2013). Influenced by feng shui 
principles and modeled after Beijing’s Forbidden City, the Citadel contains imperial palaces, shrines, 
ceremonial spaces, and the Forbidden Purple City at its core (Figure 3). Recognized as a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site in 1993, Hue’s historic complex has become a central symbol of national identity within Vietnam’s 
one-party political system. Heritage governance is centralized under the Ministry of Culture, Sports and 
Tourism and implemented at the provincial level through the Thua Thien Hue People’s Committee, with the 
Hue Monuments Conservation Centre (HMCC) as the principal agency for conservation and relocation. This 
structure concentrates decision-making within the state apparatus, thereby limiting community participation 
or market-based negotiation in heritage planning (Logan, 2012; Gustafsson & Ripp, 2022). Hue’s historic 
complex has thus become both a symbol of national identity and a key attraction for international tourism 
(UNESCO World Heritage Centre, n.d.). 

Despite its monumental character, the Citadel has long functioned as a lived urban environment. 
During periods of conflict, especially the Vietnamese-American War, displaced populations settled within and 
around the defensive walls. Over time, these informal and semi-formal communities became embedded in the 
historic landscape, forming dense residential neighborhoods integrated with everyday social, economic, and 
spiritual practices (Langfield et al., 2009; Nixon, 2020). By the early twenty-first century, tens of thousands of 
residents occupied the inner wards of the Citadel, creating a hybrid environment where monumental heritage 
coexisted with lived urban life (Hung, 2024). 

However, wartime destruction and post-war reconstruction left many heritage structures damaged or 
obscured by later additions. After UNESCO inscription, the presence of dense residential settlements inside the 
monument zone was increasingly framed by authorities as incompatible with heritage conservation and 
tourism development (Langfield et al., 2009). This reframing laid the foundation for a state-led strategy of 
clearance and restoration. 

4.2 Urban development trends and drivers 
Hue’s development trajectory has been shaped largely by centralized state planning and heritage-

oriented economic policies (Hung, 2024). Since national reunification, tourism has been promoted as a key 
economic driver, supported by state investment in monument restoration, infrastructure, and digital heritage 
initiatives (Nguyen, 2023). 

Within this framework, informal settlements inside the Citadel—many formed through wartime 
displacement—have been reclassified as obstacles to heritage valorization. State planning documents 
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increasingly depict these communities as incompatible with conservation goals, urban aesthetics, and tourism 
development (Langfield et al., 2009; UN-Habitat, 2021). 

Consequently, heritage preservation in Hue has been closely tied to urban restructuring, where 
residential clearance is presented as a necessary step toward restoring architectural authenticity and 
enhancing the city’s global image. This approach reflects a state-led development model in which conservation 
policies serve both symbolic and economic objectives. 
 

 
 

Figure 3: Aerial view of the Imperial City of Hué, 1932 
Source: Unknown author (1932) 

 

4.3 State-led gentrification processes in the Citadel 
Hue’s heritage-led gentrification is primarily driven by state-directed conservation policies rather 

than market dynamics. Research identifies a four-stage sequence (Hung, 2024; Nixon, 2020) that has 
structured the transformation of the Citadel. This sequence demonstrates how administrative decisions and 
financial mechanisms directly produce spatial restructuring. 

Compensation 
The process begins with state-assessed compensation packages based on land values and relocation 

costs. While intended to facilitate voluntary relocation, compensation often fails to reflect the social and 
cultural value of long-established homes and community networks (Hung, 2024). 

Resettlement 
Affected households are offered relocation sites, typically in newly constructed apartment complexes 

or peripheral urban areas. Although these sites provide formal housing, they frequently lack the spatial 
qualities, economic opportunities, and social networks present in the original neighborhoods (Nixon, 2020). 

Displacement 
Through successive relocation waves, thousands of households have been removed from core heritage 

zones within the Citadel. Government programs have targeted several thousand families for relocation 
between 2019 and 2025 alone, representing one of the largest heritage-related resettlement projects in 
Vietnam (Hung, 2024). Displacement is justified as necessary to protect monument integrity and improve the 
urban landscape for tourism. 

Renovation 
Following clearance, restoration projects have reconstructed ramparts, moats, and ceremonial spaces, 

often accompanied by landscaping and tourism infrastructure. Informal dwellings and small-scale agricultural 
practices have been removed, producing a monumentalized heritage landscape oriented toward national 
symbolism and visitor consumption (Nixon, 2020). 
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This sequence has transformed the Citadel from a densely inhabited urban quarter (Figure 4) into a 
curated historic environment. While the physical heritage fabric has become more legible and visually 
coherent, the everyday social life that once animated the site has been significantly reduced. 
 

 
 

Figure 4: Squalid conditions on the Hue Citadel. 
Source: Thanh (2018) 

 

4.4 Socio-spatial impacts and conservation strategies 
The clearance process has generated substantial socio-economic and cultural impacts. Relocated 

residents often lose proximity to employment, markets, and social networks, while resettlement sites disrupt 
established community structures and informal economies (Nixon, 2020). Such displacement frequently leads 
to increased financial pressures, unemployment, and social dislocation. 

At the same time, the cleared heritage landscape becomes more attractive for tourism and investment. 
Restoration projects improve the visual quality of the Citadel, enhance accessibility, and reinforce its symbolic 
role as a national cultural monument (Logan, 2012; Hung, 2024). 

Hue’s conservation strategy reflects a preservation-first logic, characterized by: 
● Large-scale architectural reconstruction aligned with imperial aesthetics, 
● Formal resettlement programs supported by state funding, 
● Technological mediation of heritage through digital tourism tools, and 
● Limited roles for civil society in planning decisions (Gustafsson & Ripp, 2022; Gant, 2023; Correia, 

2025; UN-Habitat, 2021). 
In this model, state authority supersedes community needs, raising concerns about social justice, 

cultural continuity, and participatory heritage management in centralized urban regimes. 

4.5 Measured indicators of gentrification in Hue Citadel 
In contrast to market-driven contexts, gentrification in Hue Citadel is primarily measured through 

state-led heritage preservation policies, large-scale relocation programs, and spatial transformations within 
and around the World Heritage core. Empirical studies identify three principal dimensions: resident 
displacement, land-use and built-up expansion, and environmental and landscape pressures.  

State-led relocation and displacement 
The most significant indicator of gentrification in Hue is the state-driven relocation of residents from 

within the Citadel. Research describes this process as a four-stage sequence: compensation, resettlement, 
displacement, and subsequent architectural renovation of the World Heritage core (Hung, 2024). Key 
quantitative indicators include the number and percentage of households relocated from areas within the 
ramparts and moat, as well as the size and location of resettlement sites (Hung, 2024; Nixon, 2020). Spatial 
studies also document the concentration of informal settlements along citadel walls and waterways, followed 
by systematic clearance as part of heritage restoration initiatives (Nixon, 2020). Unlike in market-led contexts, 
displacement in Hue is not primarily driven by rising rents but by direct state intervention aimed at restoring 
the monument landscape. 
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Land-use and built-up expansion 
Another measurable dimension involves changes in land use and the expansion of built-up areas 

around the Citadel. Remote-sensing and GIS studies track the growth of urbanized land over several decades 
and the decline of agricultural and green areas in the heritage core and buffer zones. Quantitative indicators 
include the change in built-up area compared to green or agricultural land between different time periods, such 
as 1968–2016, 1995–2016, and 2000–2020 (Pham et al., 2019; Pham et al., 2021; Linh et al., 2024; Dinh & Pham, 
2020). Directional analyses of urban growth patterns also reveal citadel-centered expansion, demonstrating 
how tourism infrastructure and urbanization concentrate around the heritage core (Linh et al., 2024).  

Environmental and landscape pressures 
Environmental indicators provide further evidence of gentrification-related spatial change. Studies 

quantify the loss of ecosystem service value resulting from urban expansion, particularly through the 
degradation of agricultural land and green spaces around the Citadel (Pham et al., 2019). Landscape risk indices 
also show an increasing proportion of areas classified as high or very high risk to the Outstanding Universal 
Value (OUV) of the heritage site (Pham et al., 2021). In informal settlement zones, environmental indicators 
such as waste accumulation, inadequate drainage, and construction over waterways have been used to justify 
clearance and upgrading schemes (Nixon, 2020).  

Heritage morphology and urban form 
Changes in urban morphology also serve as indicators of gentrification. GIS-based analyses link 

population growth, tourism infrastructure, and the expansion of hotels and restaurants to the deterioration of 
green spaces and the transformation of the historic landscape (Dinh & Pham, 2020). In this context, the 
reshaping of urban form is closely tied to state efforts to restore visual coherence and monumental authenticity, 
often at the expense of everyday residential functions. 

Tourism intensity and heritage commodification 
Tourism intensity in Hue operates differently from market-led contexts. Rather than emerging 

organically through visitor-driven commercialization, tourism infrastructure—including ticketing systems, 
heritage trials, and visitor centers—is developed and managed directly by the state through the HMCC and 
provincial tourism authorities. Studies document a substantial increase in international visitor arrivals to Hue’s 
World Heritage complex, rising from approximately 1.5 million in 2010 to over 3.5 million in 2019 (Nguyen, 
2023). This intensification of tourism has accelerated the transformation of the Citadel into a predominantly 
visitor-oriented landscape, where heritage commodification takes the form of staged cultural performances 
and curated monument experiences, displacing the everyday living practices once sustained by resident 
communities (Logan, 2012; Nixon, 2020). 

 
 

5. COMPARATIVE FINDINGS: GOVERNANCE, PROCESSES, AND THE OUTCOMES OF 
HERITAGE-LED GENTRIFICATION 

 

Building on the measured indicators identified in Sections 3.5 and 4.5, this section directly addresses 
the research questions by comparing how heritage-led gentrification has unfolded in Chiang Mai Old City and 
Hue Citadel. The analysis focuses on five dimensions: (1) governance model, (2) main drivers, (3) type of 
displacement, (4) spatial process, and (5) heritage logic. While both cities experience heritage-based 
transformation under tourism economies, their trajectories diverge significantly due to contrasting political 
regimes, institutional arrangements, and heritage logics. 

5.1 Historical legacies and governance models 
The historical trajectories of the two cities shape the character of gentrification in each context. Chiang 

Mai Old City, as a former Lanna capital, has long functioned as a living heritage landscape where residential, 
religious, and commercial activities coexist. Its heritage value is embedded in everyday practices and local 
social networks. As tourism has expanded, this living heritage has gradually become commodified, producing 
incremental and market-driven gentrification through small-scale property conversion, tourism businesses, 
and lifestyle migration. 

In contrast, Hue Citadel represents a monumental imperial landscape tied to national identity and state 
authority. As the former capital of the Nguyen Dynasty, the Citadel has been framed as a national heritage 
project. Conservation policies therefore prioritize the restoration of monumental authenticity rather than the 
preservation of everyday residential life. This framing has produced a state-organized gentrification pathway, 
where heritage preservation is implemented through relocation schemes and spatial restructuring (Hung, 2024).  

Comparative research on heritage-led urban transformation suggests that such pathways are strongly 
influenced by political narratives and institutional structures. In state-centric contexts, historic quarters are 
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often reconfigured as objects of national symbolism, while in more pluralistic settings, heritage becomes 
embedded within tourism and market economies (Zhu & González Martínez, 2022). 

5.2 Main drivers: Tourism markets versus heritage conservation policies 
Measured indicators reveal that the principal drivers of gentrification differ substantially between the 

two cities. 
In Chiang Mai, gentrification is driven by tourism-oriented commercialization, rising property values, 

demographic turnover, and the expansion of short-term rental markets. Studies identify the conversion of 
residential buildings into guesthouses, cafés, and tourism services, accompanied by rising land prices and the 
influx of newcomers, including foreign residents and middle-class migrants (Jaimakaew & Charoentrakulpeeti, 
2024; Lu et al., 2024). Displacement in this context occurs indirectly through rent escalation and changing 
neighborhood economies. 

In Hue, the dominant driver is state intervention. Gentrification is measured primarily through the 
number of households relocated, land-use change, and landscape transformation within the Citadel and its 
buffer zones. Rather than emerging from market rent gaps alone, displacement is initiated through heritage 
policies aimed at clearing residential areas to restore the monumental landscape (Hung, 2024; Nixon, 2020).  

Comparative studies of heritage urbanism show similar dynamics in other Global South contexts, 
where government-directed conservation projects often mobilize heritage to legitimize spatial restructuring 
and middle-class urban norms (Zhu & González Martínez, 2022).  

5.3 Types of displacement: Indirect-economic versus direct-physical relocation 
The spatial processes of gentrification differ markedly between the two cases. 
In Chiang Mai, spatial change occurs incrementally through parcel-by-parcel land-use conversion. 

Traditional houses are transformed into cafés, hostels, creative spaces, and boutique hotels, producing a hybrid 
landscape where tourism functions coexist with residual residential uses. Displacement is largely economic 
and indirect, as long-term residents and local businesses are gradually priced out of the area. 

In Hue, spatial transformation follows a centralized and sequential process: compensation, 
resettlement, displacement, and architectural restoration. Entire neighborhoods within the Citadel are cleared 
to create a monumental heritage landscape consistent with conservation objectives (Hung, 2024). Displacement is 
therefore direct, physical, and state-managed. 

Similar patterns have been observed in other heritage cities, where state-led projects involve large-scale 
clearance and the reconfiguration of historic quarters as symbolic urban landscapes (De Cesari & Dimova, 2019).  

5.4 Spatial processes: Incremental conversion versus planned clearance and restoration 
Despite their different mechanisms, both cities exhibit comparable socio-cultural outcomes. In both 

contexts, rising living costs, commercial homogenization, and tourism-oriented consumption have altered the 
social fabric of historic neighborhoods. 

In Chiang Mai, these changes manifest in the erosion of traditional Lanna townscape identity and the 
replacement of local-serving businesses with tourism-oriented establishments (Nititerapad & Tochaiwat, 
2023; Phetsuriya & Heath, 2021). Cultural displacement occurs gradually as everyday practices are reoriented 
toward visitor consumption. 

In Hue, socio-cultural impacts are more abrupt. State-led relocation disrupts long-standing community 
ties and spiritual attachments to place. Although the architectural fabric is restored, the social life that once 
animated these spaces is significantly reduced (Hung, 2024; Nixon, 2020). Scholars of heritage urbanism note 
this paradox across multiple contexts: the preservation of built heritage often coincides with the erosion of 
intangible cultural practices and everyday life. 

5.5 Heritage logic and socio-cultural impacts: Living heritage economy versus monumental 
national heritage 

The comparison between Chiang Mai and Hue highlights how governance structures fundamentally 
shape gentrification outcomes. 

Chiang Mai represents a negotiated and pluralistic model, where market forces, civil society actors, 
and planning regulations interact. Although displacement occurs, communities retain some capacity to 
influence development trajectories. 

Hue, by contrast, exemplifies a centralized and state-centric model, where heritage preservation is 
pursued through top-down spatial control. Community participation is limited, and social costs are absorbed 
within national conservation agendas. 

Comparative scholarship suggests that heritage-led gentrification in the Global South is shaped by 
specific policy networks, institutional arrangements, and power relationships rather than by a universal 
neoliberal model (Zhu & González Martínez, 2022; Yung & Sun, 2020; Tsang & Hsu, 2022).  
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Table 1: Comparative synthesis 
 

Dimension Chiang Mai Old City Hue Citadel 

Governance model Market-responsive, negotiated State-led, centralized 

Main driver Tourism and real estate markets Heritage conservation policies 

Type of displacement Indirect, economic Direct, physical relocation 

Spatial process Incremental land-use conversion Planned clearance and restoration 

Heritage logic Living heritage economy Monumental national heritage 

 

Taken together, the comparison (Table 1) suggests that heritage-led gentrification in the Global South 
operates through at least two distinct but structurally-related models: 

1. Market-mediated living-heritage model 
2. State-led monumental heritage model 
Rather than representing opposite ends of a single spectrum, these models reflect different political 

economies of heritage, where tourism, nationalism, and governance structures interact to reshape historic 
landscapes. This typology provides a preliminary theoretical framework for understanding heritage-led 
gentrification beyond Euro-American contexts, particularly in Southeast Asian cities. 

 
 

6. CONCLUSION: TOWARD A GLOBAL SOUTH FRAMEWORK OF HERITAGE-LED 
GENTRIFICATION 
 

This study set out to compare the processes and outcomes of heritage-led gentrification in two historic 
Southeast Asian cities: Chiang Mai Old City and Hue Citadel. By examining the measurable indicators of land-
use change, displacement, property markets, tourism intensity, and governance structures, the analysis 
revealed that gentrification in heritage contexts is shaped not only by global tourism and capital flows, but also 
by locally specific political regimes, historical narratives, and institutional arrangements (Zhu & González 
Martínez, 2022; Zhao et al., 2020).  

The comparison demonstrates that heritage-led gentrification in the two cities follows distinct 
pathways. In Chiang Mai, transformation occurs incrementally through tourism-driven commercialization, 
demographic change, and rising property values (Jaimakaew & Charoentrakulpeeti, 2024; Lu et al., 2024). 
Displacement is largely indirect and economic, as residents and traditional businesses are gradually replaced 
by tourism-oriented functions. This reflects a market-mediated model of living-heritage gentrification, similar 
to tourism-driven transformations observed in other historic Asian cities.  

In contrast, Hue exhibits a state-led model of monumental-heritage restructuring. Here, gentrification 
is driven primarily by conservation policies that relocate residents from the Citadel to restore a monumental 
imperial landscape (Hung, 2024; Nixon, 2020). Displacement is direct and spatially concentrated, implemented 
through state-managed compensation and resettlement schemes. Comparable patterns of state-led heritage 
restructuring have been documented in other Global South contexts, where governments use conservation 
projects to reorganize historic quarters and reinforce national or middle-class spatial ideals (Mascaro, 2024; 
Zhu & González Martínez, 2022; Zhao et al., 2020).  

Despite these different mechanisms, both cities reveal a common paradox: the preservation of built 
heritage often coincides with the erosion of living cultural practices. In Chiang Mai, this occurs gradually 
through market-driven commodification; in Hue, it occurs abruptly through state-led relocation. This paradox 
has been widely observed in heritage-led redevelopment projects, where conservation efforts frequently 
replace long-term residents and traditional trades with tourism-oriented activities (Zhu & González Martínez, 
2022; De Cesari & Dimova, 2019).  

Based on this comparison, the study proposes a preliminary theoretical framework for understanding 
heritage-led gentrification in historic cities in Southeast Asia – drawing specifically on the cases of Thailand 
and Vietnam—and, by extension, comparable contexts in cities in the region. Rather than a single universal 
model, the findings point to at least two structurally related but distinct trajectories: 

1. Market-mediated living-heritage gentrification, where tourism economies gradually commodify 
inhabited historic districts. 

2. State-led monumental-heritage gentrification, where conservation policies restructure historic 
cores through planned clearance and restoration. 

These models are not mutually exclusive but represent different political economies of heritage 
shaped by governance regimes, national narratives, and institutional priorities. In negotiated, pluralistic 
contexts, heritage becomes an economic resource embedded in everyday urban life. In centralized, state-
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centric contexts, heritage becomes a symbolic national asset, often requiring spatial purification and social 
displacement. Similar distinctions between governance-driven heritage transformations have been identified 
in comparative studies across Asia and the Global South (Zhu & González Martínez, 2022; Yung & Sun, 2020).   

This typology contributes to the literature on heritage urbanism by shifting the analytical focus away 
from Euro-American gentrification models and toward context-specific governance structures in the Global 
South. It highlights how heritage-led transformation in Southeast Asia is mediated by hybrid arrangements of 
tourism markets, state planning, and cultural narratives (Zhao et al., 2020; Mascaro, 2024). In terms of urban 
planning and heritage policy, the comparison underscores the importance of balancing physical conservation 
with social continuity. Market-led models risk gradual cultural erosion, while state-led models risk abrupt 
social displacement. Future heritage strategies in Global South cities should therefore move beyond purely 
economic or monumental approaches and instead integrate community participation, affordable housing, and 
living-heritage practices into conservation frameworks (De Cesari & Dimova, 2019; Yung & Sun, 2020).  

Further research could expand this comparative framework to additional cities in Southeast Asia and 
other Global South regions, exploring how different governance regimes and cultural contexts produce diverse 
forms of heritage-led urban transformation. Such work would help refine a more nuanced and globally 
inclusive theory of gentrification in historic cities. 
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