
1st Conference on Equitable Partnerships

“Enabling Equitable and Ethical Research Partnerships in Crisis Situations: 
Lessons Learned from Post-Disaster Heritage Protection Interventions Following 

Nepal’s 2015 Earthquake”

Prof Robin Coningham
UNESCO Chair in Archaeological Ethics & Practice in Cultural Heritage, Archaeology, Durham University, UK

British Academy, London 
12th February 2025





1st Conference on Equitable Partnerships

“Enabling Equitable and Ethical Research Partnerships in Crisis Situations: 
Lessons Learned from Post-Disaster Heritage Protection Interventions Following 

Nepal’s 2015 Earthquake”

1. Introduction
 

2. The 2015 Gorkha Earthquake

3. Post-Disaster Heritage Protection

4. Lessons Learned

5. The TRUST Code

6. Prospect



Why Does Heritage Matter?

The Potential of Heritage:
“Cultural heritage — both tangible and intangible — and 
creativity are resources that need to be protected and 
carefully managed. They can serve both as drivers for 
achieving the SDGs as well as enablers, when culture-
forward solutions can ensure the success of interventions to 
achieve the SDGs” 

(Jyoti Hosagrahar 2017)
https://en.unesco.org/courier/april-june-2017/culture-heart-sdgs

• SDG 11

• SDG 17

https://en.unesco.org/courier/april-june-2017/culture-heart-sdgs
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• A humanitarian catastrophe om 25th April 2015 – estimates of around 9000 fatalities within Nepal, 
20,000 injured and destruction of almost 500,000 houses.

• But also a cultural catastrophe with damage and destruction of monuments throughout Nepal, 
including the Kathmandu Valley UNESCO World Heritage Property.

• The Gorkha Earthquake also caused damage to 691 cultural monuments within Nepal. Of these, 131 
collapsed, including many located within the Kathmandu Valley UNESCO World Heritage Property.

• The financial cost of the damage and destruction of cultural heritage within Nepal was estimated at 
£129 million. 
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The 2015 Gorkha Earthquake
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Kathmandu Post-Disaster Mission





Partners and Funders
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Communities and Artisans
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Heritage at Risk 2017
Pathways to the 
Protection and 

Rehabilitation of Cultural 
Heritage in South Asia



Policy Engagement (and Impact…)

ONE OF 13 GLOBAL CASE STUDIES AND ONE KEY 
MESSAGE FOR UNESCO-ICOMOS-IPCC REPORT

“Disasters, human or natural, overwhelm 
planned responses, compromising heritage 
research and protection agendas and result in 
compromised mitigations and interventions 
alienating communities and indigenous 
practitioners. 

In such environments, although infrequently 
mobilised, archaeology and heritage science are 
uniquely placed to assist fuller understand the 
impact of climate change, disaster and risk on 
urban infrastructure in the past, as well as 
facilitating reflection on lessons of adaptation 
and resilience for modern cities and their 
inhabitants.”

Morel, Hana, et al. 2022. Global research and action agenda on culture, heritage and climate change: scientific 

outcome of the International Co-Sponsored Meeting on Culture, Heritage and Climate Change. ICOMOS: Paris.
https://openarchive.icomos.org/id/eprint/2716/

https://openarchive.icomos.org/id/eprint/2716/


Capacity 
Challenges

HEIs seldom have capacity to release staff at short notice to 
participate in crises research, and notifications of the award of 

grants often give little notice before start dates, creating challenges 
for delivery of core duties at home HEIs.

Negotiating partnerships 
with local colleagues already 
involved in crises settings is 
challenging, as research is 
not always recognised as a 
priority by their own line 

managers and coordinators

Logistics, such as accommodation, transport, food, and 
power are often restricted in crises settings and 

organising in a manner that does not detract/distract 
resources from humanitarian priorities is complex.

Colleagues already involved 
in crises settings often find 

Intellectual Property 
agreement contracts issued 
by UK HEIs intimidating and 

confusing.



Most funding for HEIs is held by national research agencies with time-
consuming processes of peer review and primacy placed on excellence 

rather than crises responses, public utility or agility/expediency UK HEI focus on closed UK 
Research Excellence 

Framework (REF) assessment 
cycles leaves UK researchers 

with ongoing research partner 
legacy obligations without 

funding or time

Practitioners and custodians of traditional/intangible knowledge systems
have fewer formalised qualifications and frequently find their relationships

with formally educated colleagues, such as engineers and architects, 
asymmetric, and struggle to demonstrate the financial basis to engage with 

donors and procurement procedures

Research funding cycles are 
short term, which is 

problematic for research 
continuity within protracted 

crises

Financial 
Challenges

HEI financial controls are not 
readily compatible with 

dynamic field demands for 
receipting and the use of cash 

in crisis contexts



Formal permission for post-disaster interventions need to be 
obtained in advance, and visas need to be obtained for foreigners, 

both potentially time-consuming processes.

Research agencies require 
detailed ethics and risk 

mitigation strategies to be 
submitted with grant 
applications prior to 

deployment of HEI-based 
teams.

UK HEIs require additional 
ethics approval, as well as 

health and safety approvals, 
if engaging with local 
research participants.

Research Ethics, 
and Health and 

Safety 
Challenges



Most UK HEI staff lack experience of research in post-disaster
Contexts and many experts and practitioners deployed during disaster 

and post-disaster interventions are unaware of local cultural 
sensitivities and values.

Incoming research groups 
frequently do not embed 

ethical and equitable
partnerships, 

mapping/recording is 
frequently duplicated and 

seldom articulated
with management tools, 
and researchers seldom 

engage with policy
and decision-makers.

The sharing of lessons learned, including 
approaches/successes and challenges/

performance is too little, too late.

International research groups 
often find it difficult to extract 

themselves and
hand over legacy and 
custodianship to local 

partners.

Broader 
Challenges
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Session 1: DIVERSITY AND INCLUSIVITY IN DISASTER RESPONSES
GENERAL ASSEMBLY of ALLEA (The European Federation of Academies of Sciences and Humanities)

22/06/2023



Previously known as:
Global Code of Conduct for Research in Resource-Poor Settings

The TRUST Code is a reference document on the 
Participant Portal for Horizon 2020 and Horizon Europe



LATER...

Traditional knowledge 
systems, such as seismic 
adaptation and termite 
control, were recorded, 
and integrated with 
scientific analysis, before 
being consolidated into 
local reconstruction 
plans





Insurance cover was not 
provided for Nepali partners 
but risk assessments were 
shared as was 
accommodation



LATER...

Capacity strengthening 
exchanges to the UK 
were arranged and a 
fully funded PhD at 
Durham. Additional 
funds were raised to 
involve colleagues from 
India, Myanmar and Sri 
Lanka to strengthen 
South-South networks
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6. Prospect

• ODA Eligibility Criteria
• Gender Equality
• Research Ethics
• Risk Management
• Code of Practice

How to assess the success of Equitable 
Partnerships…

Do we need new guidelines or codes?
Grades, scores or threshold?

…or a mechanism of enhancing effectiveness prior to submission?



Further Information
Coningham, R., Lewer, N., Acharya, K. P., Weise, K., Kunwar, R. B., Joshi, A., & Parajuli Khanal, S. 2024. Enabling 
equitable and ethical research partnerships in crisis situations: Lessons learned from post-disaster heritage 
protection interventions following Nepal’s 2015 earthquake. Research Ethics, 20(4), 835-846. 
• https://doi.org/10.1177/17470161241234502

Robin Coningham and Lisa J. Lucero. 2021. Urban infrastructure, climate change, disaster and risk: lessons from the 
past for the future. Journal of the British Academy, 9(s8), 79–114. 
• https://doi.org/10.5871/jba/009s8.079

Robin Coningham et al.  2019. Reducing disaster risk to life and livelihoods by evaluating the seismic safety of 
Kathmandu’s historic urban infrastructure: enabling an interdisciplinary pilot. Journal of the British Academy, 7(s2), 
45–82. 
• https://doi.org/10.5871/jba/007s2.045

Coningham R., Lewer N. (eds.) 2019. Introduction. In: Coningham R., Lewer N. (eds) Archaeology, Cultural Heritage 
Protection and Community Engagement in South Asia. Palgrave Pivot. 
• https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-6237-8_1

Morel, Hana, et al. 2022. Global research and action agenda on culture, heritage and climate change: scientific 
outcome of the International Co-Sponsored Meeting on Culture, Heritage and Climate Change. ICOMOS: Paris.
• https://openarchive.icomos.org/id/eprint/2716/

Resilience in the Rubble – online English and Nepali language exhibition: 
• https://stories.durham.ac.uk/resilience/
• भग्नावशषेबाट पनुरुत्थान (durham.ac.uk)

https://doi.org/10.1177/17470161241234502
https://doi.org/10.5871/jba/009s8.079
https://doi.org/10.5871/jba/007s2.045
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-6237-8_1
https://openarchive.icomos.org/id/eprint/2716/
https://stories.durham.ac.uk/resilience/
https://stories.durham.ac.uk/resilience-nepali/

	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4: Why Does Heritage Matter?
	Slide 5
	Slide 6: The 2015 Gorkha Earthquake
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10
	Slide 11
	Slide 12: Kathmandu Post-Disaster Mission
	Slide 13
	Slide 14: Partners and Funders
	Slide 15
	Slide 16
	Slide 17
	Slide 18
	Slide 19
	Slide 20
	Slide 21
	Slide 22: Communities and Artisans
	Slide 23
	Slide 24
	Slide 25
	Slide 26
	Slide 27
	Slide 28
	Slide 29
	Slide 30
	Slide 31: Heritage at Risk 2017 Pathways to the Protection and Rehabilitation of Cultural Heritage in South Asia
	Slide 32
	Slide 33
	Slide 34
	Slide 35
	Slide 36
	Slide 37
	Slide 38: Session 1: DIVERSITY AND INCLUSIVITY IN DISASTER RESPONSES GENERAL ASSEMBLY of ALLEA (The European Federation of Academies of Sciences and Humanities)  22/06/2023
	Slide 39
	Slide 40
	Slide 41
	Slide 42
	Slide 43
	Slide 44
	Slide 45: 6. Prospect 
	Slide 46: Further Information

