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Introduction 
The purpose of this article is to provide an overview of Swansea’s redevelopment and revitalisation of the city centre and waterfront areas. Swansea is an excellent example of the potential for regeneration because it illustrates how a city with a vibrant industrial past is reimagining itself based on services, culture, education, tourism, and low-carbon growth. The report consists of two sections: first, it provides an overview of Swansea’s changing economy, the assets available within the city, the main stakeholders involved, as well as what the current local/regional strategies are; second, it suggests three options for future regeneration opportunities based on principles of sustainability and place-based approaches to regeneration. Overall, it is the author’s conclusion that Swansea has many assets and others to support policy for regeneration; however, success would require investment to result in benefits for residents as well as for the visitor and business sectors.
Section 1: Changing Fortune
Swansea has a very different economic identity than it did several generations ago. Swansea was built around a heavy industry backbone; copper smelting, to be specific. As a result of this initial economy, Swansea became internationally recognised as “Copperopolis” in the 1800s, linking it to international trade, shipping, and industrial growth outside the United Kingdom (Newell, 1990; Evans, 2014). Swansea’s period of industrialisation created jobs, developed the port, established railways, and created a very strong working-class urban culture. Additionally, during this time, Swansea has also created a lot of emissions to the air and sea, caused major damage to the environment, and deposited large amounts of contaminated land throughout the city (Hughes, 2008).
The 1900’s brought about an era of decline for Swansea, resulting in dramatic changes in the economy. Metal-based industries such as copper and their ancillary industries experienced declining importance, resulting in many traditional deindustrialisation problems (job losses, shrinking manufacturing bases, social wealth inequality, and derelict lands). Over the last two decades, Swansea’s economy has gradually changed towards becoming a primarily service-driven economy, with health. By restructuring the economy away from heavy industry and more toward a mix of economy including culture, innovation, housing and environment, the economy of Swansea has become increasingly unequal. A recent regeneration period has developed many parts of the city’s core and waterfront area to create a new image of Swansea as a modern city with a mixed-use area. In addition, there are several major redevelopment projects under construction on the site of the old Arena, in the Waterfront, a new office building, and additional public space improvements.
Upon review of planning documents prepared by the Swansea County Council, the docks and area near the waterfront are identified as three of the City's primary regeneration areas, which demonstrate an increased linkage between regeneration, zero-carbon economic growth, placemaking and quality of life. The developments currently taking place in Swansea provide evidence of the transition from a predominantly heavy industrial economy to a service-based economy, and that the next stage of this evolution will be to a varied combination of culture, innovation, housing and environmental development. The result of the formerly heavy industrial economy created a level of inequality throughout Swansea, as well as environmental issues created during the heavy industrialisation process; however, this previous industrialisation also creates an opportunity for heritage and redevelopment.
The physical, social, and economic assets in Swansea all support the redevelopment of the area. Physically, Swansea is a compact city with an established waterfront consisting of both marina and port land areas, a considerable amount of brownfield development land and good transportation connections. From an institutional standpoint, Swansea has the University of Swansea, local government service provision, a wide range of cultural institutions and is an important regional centre for economic development. Swansea's economic base is substantially wider than most other former industrial cities and consists of a mix of economic activities, including education, health care, retail, sport/recreation, tourism, public services and professional. The visitor economy of Swansea is also significant because it combines major urban characteristics and coastal-based attractions.
The city centre of Swansea is no longer just a place to shop. Swansea is very similar to other cities across Wales when responding to an ever-evolving market and changes in production habits due to online shopping, along with out-of-town competition. The centre itself is, therefore, an increasingly mixed-use centre that combines leisure, food, culture, events, offices, housing and public services. This multi-functionality is a key theme in new regeneration theory as urban centres are believed to be more resilient if they are multi-functional as opposed to retail-dependent (Bahar, 2025; Roberts, 2024).
In this context, Swansea's economy can be described as a hybrid economy. The city is no longer just an industrial city, but it is also no longer a city just for visitors. The economy now consists of civic functions, university activities, regional services, cultural activities and now emerging green industrial opportunities connected to the docks and/or broader waterfront. The Port of Swansea remains a significant economic and strategic asset for the city, particularly as it has been identified by local authorities for future low-carbon opportunities within planning documents. However, the city faces a major obstacle in that the city's major assets, including the City Centre, waterfront areas and transportation hubs, are not fully integrated or connected as a true urban environment. As such, any future regeneration efforts must not only cover new investment but must also attempt to connect the different parts of the city through physical and/or social mediums.
The regeneration of Swansea has many stakeholders and interest groups. The most significant local stakeholder is Swansea city Council, which is primarily in charge of planning, placemaking, regeneration projects and public consultation, while the Welsh Government is a very important stakeholder, providing funding and/or the Welsh Government's economic development plans, as well as shaping the regions' investment priorities (especially in terms of innovation and infrastructure) through the Swansea Bay City Deal Regional program. Developers, landlords, business owners, hospitality operators and investors are all stakeholders/participants who impact whether certain projects go from being planned to being long-term economic activity. Swansea University is also a key stakeholder in that it provides skills and research as well as footfall; it's also connected to innovation. The port (and wider industrial interests) is a further stakeholder, particularly where regeneration links to both energy transition and either the marine or logistics sectors.
Community stakeholders are also important. For example, residents, local traders, market businesses, arts organisations, heritage groups and voluntary groups all care about how Swansea develops and evolves. The views and priorities of these groups are unlikely to be the same as those of developers and/or investors. For example, while residents may be focused on things like affordability, safety, transport, public space and inclusion/dependence, developers may be focused on commercial return. Tensions between these two stakeholder groups are commonplace in regeneration, which demonstrates why governance is so important. Research into urban regeneration consistently concludes that sustainable success is based on participatory/locally owned developments rather than centrally planned.



Development Strategies for both local and regional development
At present, Swansea has the right level of strategic support for regeneration. The local planning documents stipulate that the city centre, waterfront and docks are some of the key areas set for regeneration. The council’s placemaking strategy emphasises more green public space, mixed-use developments with more Housing, improved accessibility and stronger connections between key areas. The preferred Local Development Plan supports a Centres First strategy, concentrating investment in city centre locations in favour of physically spreading out such investments. Therefore, the wider regional strategies will reaffirm Swansea’s role as a centre for growth for Southwest Wales. The Swansea Bay City Deal fosters innovation, an improved digital infrastructure and broader economic transformation. Part of the framework is the key to supporting sustainable regeneration; it's about supporting brownfield regeneration, reducing car dependency, and improving the quality of our cities. As with regeneration, this also represents a pressure for regeneration to be inclusive; improving the image of Swansea and not improving the jobs available for people will contradict the Welsh policy principles of being dedicated to wellbeing and sustainable development.
Business, opportunities and local perceptions
Currently, Swansea has a variety of businesses and organisations (large chains/small independent shops, cafes, restaurants, professional services, cultural space, universities, public sector). All these businesses and organisations provide opportunities for the people living in Swansea in terms of jobs, entrepreneurial ventures, and providing education for the people living in Swansea. While it is possible for tourists, cultural visitors and recent migrants to provide for local businesses (like schools, parks, shops) through increasing tourism, the opportunities for residents to benefit from tourism and cultural activity are not equally distributed across the diversity of the people living in Swansea. Without a focused effort on connecting business improvement to the needs of residents, the people of Swansea will not realise the benefits of the targeted business improvement of the businesses that are contributing to the growth of Swansea.
Consultation evidence shows that the people living in Swansea want Swansea to look and be cleaner, greener, safer, and more accessible. Therefore, if regeneration is going to create successful urban environments, it must address the everyday urbanity of the people living in Swansea rather than just creating big, bold “statement” type projects (such as cities like Toronto and Hong Kong) to create successful cities. It is unlikely that the people living in Swansea will evaluate the success of the regeneration through designs or plans; they will evaluate success through their day-to-day use of facilities, such as safe pedestrian routes, high-quality public space, high-quality accessible public and private services and the economic development of the local population. 
Section B: Future Regeneration Possibilities
1. Green Heritage and Innovation Corridor
The first proposition is a Linkage to Existing and New Green Communities, which would connect Swansea’s industrial heritage with its potential economic future through Green Heritage Endpoints, incorporating office spaces, flexible workspaces, studios, training facilities and cultural activities associated with green businesses, digitisation, sea biological innovation, etc. Existing streets will be modified with additional landscape plant configurations, directional signage, public art and environmentally friendly design methodologies as part of this scheme.
This scheme can play a sustainable role because it would involve re-using existing buildings, allowing for sustainable economic development to replace suburban form, and enhancing the walkability of the City Centre. This green corridor would further enhance the ongoing development process through the application of the heritage building standard, to utilise old industrial areas to create future growth while retaining a sense of place through their adaptive reuse based on the old mixed-use and new mixed-use principles as established by May (2023). Consequently, this scheme could transform multiple disparate areas into one common cohesive urban narrative.
2. Inclusive Living in City Centre
The second opportunity is the establishment of a more intentional Inclusive Living Program for the City Centre. Swansea has made some progress toward providing more residential housing in the city centre; however, going forward, priority should be given to affordable building construction, providing family units, and converting upper levels of existing buildings, including developing some community facilities into these units. The increased population living within the City Centre will strengthen the economy of local businesses, such as restaurants and service retailers, and reduce the amount of money spent by commuters or visitors.
Regeneration of the city centre, through residential development, does not mean the construction of "market-rate" apartments. Achieving sustainable development requires an adequate mix of housing types and proximity to services regularly used by all members of the community. Thus, residential development within the City Centre should contain enough affordable homes, childcare services, health services and/or community service organisations, and well-established links to active travel routes. Such connections will contribute to a more equitable and sustainable city centre.
3. Skills and Local Procurement Compact
The third opportunity for regeneration is the establishment of a skills and procurement compact relative to all capital work projects undertaken in the City of Swansea. Public Facilities and Private Development Projects with a total budget, whether through a funding mechanism or a procurement contract, should negotiate with local community organisations supplying labour to residents under the terms of the Compact. Local suppliers of labour, including apprenticeships, should be included as part of any staff hired by the Contractor. By including these provisions in contracts, this Compact would help to create long-term capabilities to support the City of Swansea's development and provide a workforce to execute and maintain such facilities after they have been built.
Creating a Compact within Swansea will have value for both residents and businesses because many previous Capital Improvements to the City have been funded through Government Grants, creating additional opportunities to continue developing all aspects of the economy. Historically, the fulfilment of the requirements of the Grant Program has produced no connections between high-end developments and the overall economy, typically providing no local economic benefit unless the company performing the development was successful. Thus, by providing residents and the City of Swansea with a Compact that links planning and development with skills development and training from local businesses, this would provide more significant positive economic benefits to the overall economy, thereby providing less risk for the City of Swansea, resulting in project developers being viewed as "brand" focused versus "customer" focused.
Conclusion 
Swansea has gone through a significant change in its economy due to its change from one of the most important cities to one based on services. Currently, Swansea has many resources available, including a waterfront, a compact City centre, higher education institutions, heritage properties, cultural facilities, and strategic direction from strategy documents. However, Swansea faces some major obstacles moving forward, such as inequality, fragmentation of urban space and the potential that not all people in Swansea will benefit from the current level of investment.
The best approach for achieving sustainable redevelopment in Swansea is to develop a process that integrates both physical redevelopment and improved opportunities for social and economic equity in the city. The proposed Green Heritage Corridor, City Centre Inclusive Housing Strategy and Skills Development Compact will all build on the existing strengths in Swansea while also addressing the deficits in Swansea evaluated in the Preliminary Study. All three programs together will assist Swansea in moving from projects based on economic growth to a more cohesive and community-oriented urban redevelopment model that is also resilient and connected.
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