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Part 1: Port Talbot's Appraisal
The identity of Port Talbot (a coastal, industrial town located in South Wales’s Neath Port Talbot area) has been shaped by heavy reliance on steel, large docks, numerous systems supplying energy, and a vibrant working-class community. Therefore, any plan that attempts to regenerate Port Talbot must take into consideration the changing economic environment that Port Talbot faces.
The town developed around its heavy industries (specifically steel production). The steel industry not only represents a large employer, but it has also contributed significantly to shaping local identity through connecting families with family histories and through developing families' skillsets, as well as housing patterns, environmental conditions, and the town's overall reputation for quality of housing for workers. However, Port Talbot is in the process of going through a significant transition. Tata Steel has indicated that with their move to a more carbon-friendly production method (from a traditional blast-furnace method to an electric arc method), the result will be that many former steel manufacturing jobs will no longer exist. A 2024 report estimated that approximately 2,800 jobs are at risk because of blast furnace closures and production restructuring. This creates a challenge in terms of the town's prospects for regeneration, as Port Talbot is a key player in creating a "green" industrial transition, but many residents may view that transition from an insecure and/or unemployed standpoint.

As a result of Port Talbot's significant historical reliance on the steel-producing industry, there are many positive and many negative aspects related to this history. Major positives related to the history of Port Talbot include the steelworks, docks, railway (and M4) transportation linkages, industrially zoned land, engineering skilled trade workers, Baglan Energy Park, Aberavon Seaside Park, Margam Country Park, and access to the Afan Valley. All these assets provide a strong basis for facilitating green industries, logistics, tourism, and cultural regeneration in Port Talbot. Conversely, there have also been several negative consequences that have developed due to Port Talbot's extreme reliance on heavy industry, including environmental degradation, decreased air quality, a significant number of brownfield properties, health disparities, high levels of deprivation, and high levels of reliance on a limited number of industries to provide long-term employment levels for the residents of Port Talbot. The work of Telford (2022) can be applied to the deindustrialisation of a port town and shows that industrial decline is both an economic and emotional process, leading to feelings of loss, abandonment and diminished pride in the community. The closure of the blast-furnace-based steel manufacturing in Port Talbot poses a potential break from the town's over 100 years of industrial heritage.

The economic part of Port Talbot is continuing to evolve. The town continues to be an industrial base, it is being repositioned to also become a location for the low-carbon production of renewable energy, port logistics, skills training and growth in its visitor economy. With respect to their Corporate Plan, 2024-2027, Neath Port Talbot Council has made Port Talbot and Baglan Energy Park strategic employment sites to drive forward opportunities for economic development and green jobs through floating offshore wind, hydrogen and other renewable energy. Regeneration funding from the Tata Steel/Port Talbot Transition Board has also included £21.2 million in support of projects creating over 270 jobs in the area. The status of these projects indicates that the future of Port Talbot will come about through a just transition. The success of the just transition will be dependent upon whether the new opportunities are available to the people and communities within the area.

Tata Steel, steel workers, trade unions, Neath Port Talbot Council, Welsh Government, UK Government, Associated British Ports, local businesses, and residents, schools, colleges, environmental groups, visitor groups, and community groups are all key stakeholders in the future of Port Talbot. This wide variety of stakeholders means that there is no alignment among their priorities, with Tata and government stakeholders likely prioritising decarbonising the steel industry, maintaining competitiveness and driving investment, while workers and trade unions likely emphasising job security, retraining and protection. While many residents may want healthier air to breathe, more/better public spaces and stronger town centre facilities, they may also worry that the process of regeneration will not directly assist them as individuals. As McLeskey and Guy (2026) point out, urban renewal can be converted into removal when working-class families are viewed as impediments to redevelopment. For Port Talbot, that means that any approach to regeneration should work to avoid creating new developments that replace industrial land and identity with exogenous planned projects that force out, exclude or marginalise local individuals from their community.

Development strategies at a local and regional level play an important role in determining how any regeneration approach will be applied. The Corporate Plan outlines a strategy that supports the creation of secure employment with adequate wage levels and environmentally sustainable production. At the same time, the Destination Management Plan for Neath Port Talbot works to support, expand and manage the visitor economy from 2023 through 2028. Local and regional economic strategies are critical because they support an understanding that Port Talbot is more than an industrial transition area; it is part of a larger destination economy. Port Talbot has many coastal and cultural characteristics that could support use-based rehabilitation through leisure activities, hospitality services-based rehabilitation and heritage-based rehabilitation along the Aberavon seafront. However, Richardson, Chapman and Light (2025) argue that the most successful forms of rehabilitation for seaside areas will be ones that are based on local identity, stakeholder collaboration, long-term financing and year-round activities, rather than a focus on the short-term benefits of tourism. This is especially significant for Port Talbot; rehabilitation efforts should not duplicate existing seaside resorts but rather will use their industrial-coastal identity as a foundation upon which to build their unique place in the region.

Another useful approach involves drawing inspiration from the Pontneddfechan consultation related to the Innovation Fund (Levelling Up) within Neath Port Talbot. Through exploring a case study of a specific location, we can see how communities react to regeneration that they see as driven by tourism or imposed upon them. Out of those consulted, 54% were from Pontneddfechan; those consulted discussed issues around visitor/safety/parking; the need for a community (equivalent to a local farm shop)/public toilets; the impact of visitors on the rural character of the village, increasing vandalism or anti-social behaviour, increased visitors to the area, the lack of drainage; and the failure to have involved residents in the proposals/projects. The Council also subsequently redesigned the scheme, reducing land availability for development, limiting car parks, using permeable surfaces, changing how to crossroads, having a playground, and focusing on family or walker accommodation rather than group accommodation. The lesson for Port Talbot is that regeneration is legitimised through community involvement in the design, the management, the ownership, and the benefits of the regeneration.

Part 2: Regeneration Opportunities 
Port Talbot should be assessed in relation to the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 and what it means for regeneration. As Cummings, Burvill and Bowen (2026) argue, the Act develops an ecosystem approach to sustainability and therefore connects economic prosperity to social and cultural wellbeing, as well as environmental wellbeing. This is important as an exclusive focus on creating jobs is not going to be adequate for achieving a sustainable future. Therefore, a regeneration strategy should improve people's physical and mental health, reduce socioeconomic, sexual, ethnic and age-related inequalities, protect Welsh and local heritage and identity, and prepare the town for climate change. Henwood and Pidgeon (2025) also emphasise the importance of producing net-zero outcomes through engaging with the public to develop an understanding of the social changes that will occur from pursuing a zero-carbon agenda.

 In Port Talbot, the concept of achieving net-zero will need to transcend the technical boundary of industrial change and include the voices of all who live and work in the area, including families and particularly young people, to understand what their desired future may be. An example of an opportunity for regeneration is to create a Green Industrial Skills and Enterprise Quarter. This can be established adjacent to other existing assets such as transport, steel transition, Baglan energy park and local education providers. This would provide retraining opportunities for displaced workers from the steel industry, apprentices for young people, and support for small businesses in the renewables, repair and remanufacture, construction retrofit, circular economy, and Environmental Monitoring Sectors Bernard, Fiorentino (2023) demonstrated that there is evidence of public sector led coworking/shared working spaces supporting the regeneration of coastal communities by establishing networks of people/organisations who have confidence in one another, they collaborate informally, and in totality have space to work. Therefore, an example of an Enterprise Quarter in Port Talbot could include affordable workshop spaces, co-working office space, a technical training room, and links to local procurement opportunities. Domenech and Borrion (2022) argue that for regeneration to occur, companies must integrate the concept of circular economy into regeneration by reusing materials, reducing waste and measuring the flows of resources. An example of this in Port Talbot could involve reusing industrial by-products, supporting scrap-based steel-making supply chains and creating repair and remanufacturing companies.

A further opportunity for regeneration would be through conventional coastal regeneration that builds upon the heritage story of Aberavon seafront, the docks and the history of steel production in Port Talbot. The industrial image associated with Port Talbot is often seen by many as a disadvantage to the area and the local community. However, this could be turned into an opportunity to reinforce the cultural asset status of the Port Talbot area through positive engagement with members of the local community. Farley and Pollock (2025) provide examples of how public art and sculpture create connections between previous urban communities and their future potential. The potential for community expression through sculpture, mural painting, the creation of oral history installations and workers' memory trails using recycled steel, as well as public art along the routes between the town centre, the seafront and the industrial landscape is huge in Port Talbot. According to Evans (2025), the ambivalence surrounding graffiti and street art may enable young people to take creative ownership of their locality via the management of street art programmes. Singleton’s (2025) methods of walking and site-specific performance may also be applicable in this context since they expose the emotional layers inherent in the place. The stories of steelworkers, migration, sport, music, cinema, the environment and coastal life can all be communicated through guided walks, performances and digital trails.

The third area of opportunity is that of nurturing community wellbeing through nature-based regeneration efforts. In developing a comprehensive strategy for the regeneration of Port Talbot, industrial regeneration should not only focus on large-scale, high-profile industrial development projects; rather, there should be an emphasis on improving everyday living conditions, such as developing better walking and cycling routes and creating more aesthetic green corridors, designing safer streets, providing spaces specifically for youth, establishing local markets, creating community gardens, providing affordable cultural venues and building stronger connections between residential neighbourhoods and beaches in Aberavon. According to Bundhoo et al. (2025), there is a strong link between the well-being and heritage of a community; therefore, local identity and community memory can support the development of a more inclusive process for the creation of places. A community benefit fund associated with major green industrial investments should be developed to finance training bursaries, local community-based environmental projects, youth activities and small business grants. This will ensure that residents have a clear picture of the benefits of economic transition.

All opportunities for regeneration described above should be evaluated thoroughly. According to Said and Dindar (2024), evaluating the sustainability of urban regeneration poses many challenges, including how to measure the balance between economic, social and environmental objectives. Liu et al. (2023) further approximate to the above argument when stating that regeneration strategies should be selected based upon their suitability to the locality rather than based upon generic models. In Port Talbot, the success of the regeneration process will be measured by not only the amount of investment and number of jobs created, but also the quality of those jobs, the availability of local training, community ownership, reduction of carbon emissions, health outcomes, biodiversity, affordability of housing and overall satisfaction of residents with both the regeneration process and with their communities. Phillips (2025) proposes an alternative to the model of marginalisation, that being the relational notion of peripheralisation, which states that places become peripheral because of hierarchical relations resulting from disparities of power and investment. Port Talbot mustn't be considered as a neglected town waiting for help to arrive from outside, but rather Port Talbot should be treated as an area with strategic strengths, having existing skills and culture, as well as possessing additional tangible assets.

Overall, the process of regenerating Port Talbot must be grounded in a very complex set of conditions; those conditions being industrial decline, the drive for green transition, coastal opportunity, and community anxiety. The future of Port Talbot must not rely upon simply replacing the identity historically tied to steel production with a generic leisure and property model; instead, the future of Port Talbot must rely on a collaborative model of regeneration wherein green industry, worker transition, heritage, public art, community benefits, and everyday wellbeing are successfully executed in unison. The most sustainable way forward is to retain local identity in the face of building greater economic opportunities. Port Talbot’s most significant challenges are developing a greener city while ensuring that the people who contributed to the industrial development of Port Talbot are given an inclusive opportunity to participate in shaping the low-carbon future of the area.
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