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Historical Development
Before industrialisation transformed the area, Blaenavon was a sparsely populated area, with the little settlements there making a living through farming. There is evidence of people being employed in small-scale industry before the industrialisation and the rich resources of Blaenavon were known about centuries before the forges were built. The town of Pontypool located south of Blaenavon was producing iron since around 1425. During the period between 1400-1780’s, resources from around the Blaenavon area were used to fuel this forge (Matthews, 2008).
The start of the industrial Blaenavon that is renowned today was the area of land referred to as “Lord Abergavenny’s Hill” leases expiring, making this site rich in resources available for development by three capitalists, experienced in industrial practices. These men were Thomas Hill, Thomas Hopkins and Benjamin Pratt. Upon successful negotiations with the Earl of Abergavenny, Henry Nevill, a lease of land was granted to Hill, Hopkins and Pratt and in 1789, Blaenavon Ironworks were opened. This investment by the capitalists was not one without risk, having cost them £40,000 (Blaenavon Ironworks: A Brief History, 2008)
The Ironworks housed a total of 3 blast furnaces when it opened and was staffed by 300 men, the majority of which were individuals skilled in the production of Iron who came to Blaenavon with Hill, Hopkins and Pratt from previous sites in Staffordshire. The Ironworks outputs were increased as time progressed, due to the increased demand for Iron that the United Kingdom was dependant on. Events such as the Napoleonic Wars with France and the American war of Independence meant that a lot of iron was used to produce weapons and munitions during the late 1700’s to early 1800’s (Blaenavon Ironworks: A Brief History, 2008).
In 1805, another blast furnace was created as demands continued to rise overall. Technological improvements enhanced productivity that saw a rise of annual output from 4,318 tons in 1796 (34,100 tons of iron is made in South Wales at this point, 27% of UK output) to over 14,000 tons by 1812. Hill, Hopkins and Pratt continued to develop the Iron works at the beginning of the 19th Century and the town of Blaenavon started to see an increasing population with more services and a sense of community. Houses were built to settle workers in close proximity of the Ironworks, an example of this would be “Stack Square”, a set of terraced cottages within the immediate location of the Ironworks. Workers here must have experienced poor living conditions as the pollution and noise would have been excessive (Matthews, 2008). In 1799, Blaenavons first chapel “Capel y Graig” is in use. In the same year, laws make it illegal for workers to join to form trade unions. By 1801 Blaenavon’s population is 1,469.
By 1807 South Wales is the world’s leading iron-producing region, with two blowing engines and five blast furnaces. The leases for the area allowed Hill, Hopkins and Pratt to scour the location for resources and gave them ownership of all the minerals, ores and materials present. They took advantage of this by employing men to cut trees for timber for use in construction and limestone deposits were quarried. These quarries were placed strategically above the iron works so that minimal effort was needed to transport materials down to the Ironworks. A lift shaft was built to lower limestone and coal directly to the works. The transportation was greatly aided by the continually improving transport links across South Wales and beyond. Canal networks and railways were a key ingredient to the success of industrial towns and Blaenavon benefited greatly from the railways and the Monmouthshire Canal link which connected Blaenavon to the city of Newport, were their iron could be transferred for shipping across the world. These canals were inter connected by a dense network of railways, aiding in the efficiency of the industrial operation. The plans for the Monmouthshire Canal were approved by parliament in 1792, something Hill, Hopkins and Pratt would have been aware of, proving their vision for industrial success (The Blaenavon Ironmasters, 2008). Furthermore, the Brecknock and Abergavenny Canal are approved by parliament a year later, linking Pontypool to Brecon and the resources there.
In 1804, Hill and Hopkins construct another forge located at Cwmavon to convert the raw pig iron made at the blast furnaces in Blaenavon into wrought iron, a more valuable and sought after form of iron. On this year, continuing the theme of technological advances and innovation, Richard Trevithick builds the first steam locomotive engine in the world, which transported goods and passengers along a tramway located near the Penydarren Ironworks, in Merthyr Tydfil. Hopkins and Hill continue to develop the town of Blaenavon and in 1804 they build St. Peters Church. By 1811, Blaenavons population has risen to 2,619 and they are producing 7,846 tons of iron. At this time, South Wales are producing 71,100 tons of iron, 29% of the UK output). Transport links continue to improve and in 1812 the Brecknock and Abergavenny Canal is complete, which allows 14,579 tons of iron to be sent to Newport for export across the world. There is conflicting opinion whether the ironmasters were genuinely concerned for the workers’ welfare, or just wanted to invest in the compliance of the workers. In 1815 Samuel Hopkins passes away and his sister, Sarah, provides the workers’ children access to free education by financing the construction of the Church School. These gestures at first seem very generous but when viewed in comparison to the stores constructed in the town, which saw workers’ being paid in tokens which they could only spend in the ironmasters’ owned stores, a picture representing a greed and need of control by the ironmasters over the workers can be witnessed (Knight, 2016). 
1815 marked the end of the wars against France, the following year saw a fall in the price and demands of iron across the world. To compensate for the loss of income from the Blaenavon company, the ironmasters decide to lower the workers’ wages. This resulted in riots against the wage cut and violence was observed. Despite the end of the wars against France, iron production continues and by 1823 South Wales is producing 182,300 tons of iron (40% of UK output). 16,882 tons of this iron is being produced in Blaenavon. By 1830, the first clear decline in production can be observed, 13,843 of iron is being produced and the next 50 years sees rails being constructed for the growing railway infrastructure across the UK as the main product produced. 1000 iron workers are employed at this time and are part of the 4,382 people inhabiting the town of Blaenavon. The same year sees some notable events such as the workers protest against further wage cuts in the town of Merthyr Tydfil. 16 people are killed in confrontations with troops and the leaders of the protests are gathered and prosecuted. Richard Lewis was hanged in Cardiff after being accused of stabbing a soldier (Wakelin, 2012). 
Despite laws being introduced in 1831 banning employers from using tokens as a currency in which to pay their workers, the lack of enforcement of the law allows this token system to continue for years. Unions are still condemned by law and in 1834, a group of farm labourers are deported to Australia after being found guilty of forming an union. Further protests result in disasters such as the march on Newport in 1839 resulting in 20 protestors being shot and the leaders also transported to Australia. By 1839, 453,900 tons of iron is made in south wales (36% of UK output). In 1841 the government imposes laws after visiting many mining and iron producing sites across the UK stating that it is illegal for women and boys under the age of 10 to work underground. Despite this, that year sees Blaenavon populated by 6,223 people, 2,000 of which are employed by Blaenavon company; children under the age of 13 make up 174 of these workers. This trend continues and during government inspections, 70 women and girls are found working underground in the mines of Blaenavon, 8 years after the illegality of which was imposed by law (The Glamorgan-Gwent Archaeological Trust Ltd., 2009). 
Around this time, cholera epidemics across Wales kill over 4,500 people, which can be attributed to the close proximity of drinking water supplies to the disposal of human waste, furthering concerns for people living in workhouses. Welsh coal is chosen by the British Admiralty to power the ships of the Royal Navy, causing a surge in demand for Welsh coal. The population census at this time shows that more people work in industry than agriculture. 
During the 1870’s the transition to the production of steel begins, a new plant at Forge Side is created to make steel. Ironworks across Wales that cannot afford the transition either close or become coal companies. In 1878 one of the defining moments of Blaenavon’s history occurs. Sidney Gilchrist Thomas develops the process of producing high quality steel through experiments in Blaenavon. This  was done by allowing iron ores containing phosphorus to be used, and the waste product is utilised as a fertiliser (Blaenavon and the “Gilchrist-Thomas” Process, 2008). The late 1800’s sees other notable events such as the Mckinley Tariff imposing massive tax on foreign imports to America, closing the American market to British producers (Grace’s Guide, 2014). 

Blaenavon’s population continues to increase in the eary 1900’s. Hospitals, schools and churches continue to be built. Two world wars see the towns forges producing munitions and artillery for the war efforts. Despite this, Blaenavon begins to cease becoming a viable producer with cheaper more efficient methods being utilised elsewhere across the world. 

Existing Assets
Blaenavon’s most notable existing asset is spawned of the rich mining community established there. Blaenavon’s sense of community is plain to see. Visits there concluded that the population there rely on each other and harder economic times have made the population unite. Community incentives in posters across the high street are seen everywhere. Communications with “Business owner 1” revealed that there was a strong community spirit, in three words chosen to describe the town, 4 people began with the word “friendly”. 
The world heritage status is a big asset to Blaenavon, it has ensured the Big Pit has become a draw to the area resulting in the visit of 127,500 visitors to the Big Pit museum in 2017 (Cumulative Visitor Figures, 2018). Further assets include the World Heritage Museum and The Working Men’s’ Hall, who both depict the story of Blaenavon’s history, focusing heavily on the mining culture and iron production between the 1700’s to modern times. A personal correspondence with the Working Mens Hall volunteer 1 (Personal communication, 20/03/2018) showed that himself and others appreciate the efforts of the town preserving the history, but the world heritage status is not enough. They felt that tourists bypass the town itself, only visiting the heritage sights, resulting in local business owners not seeing the benefit of the tourists visiting the area. The town includes a high street called “Broad street”. A correspondence with a business owner there confirmed a consensus that the high street did not see a significant proportion of tourism that the heritage status draws in. They also expressed dismay that the local leisure facilities had been closed, resulting in a lack of things to do for the youth of Blaenavon, exacerbating anti-social behaviour and a drinking and drug taking culture. Views confirmed by Working mens Hall Volunteer 1 who informed us that the leisure centre swimming pool had been funded by a mining workers’ effort, which added to feeling of injustice at the closure. A Torfaen Council Survey concluded that three quarters of commercial properties across Blaenavon were “boarded up”, confirming the views of the residents and business owners (Roberts, 2012). Further correspondences with Blaenavon Residents 1 & 2 (Personal Communication, 30/03/2018) echoed views expressed already by conversations. Again, they felt that the sense of community was strong but there was a serious lack of prospects for the youth of the town, a lack of facilities and a neglect of the town centre, resulting in poor foot fall and short life span of businesses. This is represented and statistics of the town, showing employment less than the national average (Torfaen.gov, 2015). The Blaenavon Cheddar company are an example of a business that have succeeded in broad street, delivering a respected product and incorporating the UNESCO heritage status into their vision, they mature their product in the mine shafts of the big pit and have used the towns history to make a more desirable product (Davies, 2018).
Blaenavon has been awarded funds and grants in order to improve the condition of the town, a £50,000 fund had been awarded in October 2017 and is planning on being used in the production of a World Heritage Day, an improved website, an external refurb on commercial buildings in the high street and a general clean up (Town Centre Partnership Fund – Blaenavon, 2017). Despite funding and grants the town’s population seem to express an indifference towards the heritage status, therefor, renewal projects must be put forward and there seems to be a lack of coherent vision as to where the town wants to head and how it will benefit them. 

Previous attempts at remodelling the town into a book town emulating the success of towns such as hay on wye have failed which suggests ideas must be more innovative and original, my first regeneration idea is as follows
Regeneration Idea 1
The first idea proposed is to capitalise on a growing industry, much like the capitalists who visited in 1789, Blaenavon must look to the future for success. A Virtual Reality experience incorporating the heritage sites such as the Big Pit could increase the draw of people tremendously, not only capturing the interests of those interested in history and technology, but providing a more sensory environment, stimulating education and making a more exciting environment for the youth of today. Interactive experiences could take visitors back to the mines and town of the 1800s truly capturing an authentic likeness of conditions then with visual and audio stimuli. These experiences could be designed with the funding of a government grant to provide a centre of Virtual Reality technologies, with an initiative in combining renewable energy and sustainability in its practices and to power the centre, utilising the potential for solar and wind energy. This centre could run a course that awards a certificate at the end that would be highly desirable by the technology employers. This would also give the youth scope for a relevant qualification for the future. Cities such as Cardiff are already investing in virtual and augmented reality experiences and collaboration with institutes there are a real possibility considering the proximity. These technologies can also be incorporated into gaming experiences and the big expanses of open space across the heritage centre make it perfect to develop these types of experiences which are a huge sector in today’s business (Jung & Claudia, 2018). This would give Blaenavon the scope to propel their town into the 21st century whilst maintaining and selling its history in way that has more mass appeal and potential for future developments. 
Regeneration Idea 2
The second idea is to utilise the rugged outdoor conditions in creating a large outdoor adventure area, including activities such as hiking, wilderness training, abseiling and paintball/laser tag. The prospect of viewing the mine shafts in a different way, through climbing down them and learning new skills and experiences could bring a much-needed boost to the towns footfall. The town itself could capitalise by starting businesses that sell active wear and adventure sports equipment. Facilities to camp and stay for a duration would make sure visitors explore the whole town instead of just the heritage sights. With the abundance of space the town could also host an adventure sports festival, inviting enthusiasts from all over the world to explore the world heritage sight steeped in visually exciting terrain and new environments to explore. Music and entertainment could make the festival more accessible to those wanting to enter the world of adventure sports, inviting businesses to showcase their latest equipment and experiences. To do this successfully Blaenavon will need to significantly improve their online presence, making high quality videos and social media techniques to generate an interest in the activities the town has to offer. Blaenavon is currently lacking in appeal to younger generations, searching YouTube for videos of Blaenavon results in the popular band Blaenavon being displayed, the videos that do feature the town are old and poorly produced. Compared to the searching of towns such as Hay-On-Wye, their videos are produced to a high quality featuring aesthetically pleasing promotion and people of interest. Abereiddy in St Davids have incorporated adventure sports into their towns appeal successfully, taking advantage of the large quarry that has since been flooded by the sea water. There are daily expeditions there offering swimming and coasteering, and an event hosted by the global company Red Bull sees masses of visitors watch participants dive from the cliffs into the “Blue Lagoon” (Red Bull Cliff Diving, 2016). Residents and business owners have clearly expressed the lack of leisure facilities in the area indicating local residents would have an interest in centres such as this. Training facilities could be offered to locals from interested business teaching residents how to host these activities safely, complying fully to health and safety standards. Community meetings could be hosted where local business collaborate on how to build and promote the adventure culture, a respect for the landscape and facilitate an ethos of sustainability and sharing. Structures such as climbing walls could be jointly funded and shared, and the staff at these centres should be locals so that the immediate residents benefit. Universities such as the UWTSD offer courses in outdoor education and could collaborate to advertise each other and improve each other’s knowledge on the culture (UWTSD, 2018). There is a gap in the market for an UK based adventure town, as most lists on social medias and online feature a lot of towns based in New Zealand and Canada, Blaenavons terrain give it an unique selling point, incorporating the mines and man-made landscapes into the appeal. These “adventure towns” that have gained popularity in the sector have seen restaurants and facilities in the town open as an increase in visitors has resulted in the demand for hotel services and facilities and places to eat and drink. Glamping and services such as Air Bnb are a sector growing tremendously and could give scope for the residents of Blaenavon to make an income from offering their properties to visitors. 
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