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What is ‘community heritage’ and how is it practised in Britain today? Discuss in relation to the Carew Cheriton Control Tower project. 

Community heritage has become increasingly significant within contemporary heritage practice in Britain. It is seen as voluntary, locally rooted efforts to preserve and interpret the past, which can challenge conventional top-down approaches to heritage management while fostering a sense of place, identity, and belonging (MGCI, 2025). The concept remains dynamic, shaped by who defines it, the context in which it is practised, and the diversity of the participants involved (Crooke, 2010). In Britain, community heritage is achieved through participatory methods, where local groups with historical or emotional ties to a site work together to preserve and transmit its knowledge. While such efforts may receive institutional support, they are fundamentally driven by local communities themselves.

[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]This essay argues that community heritage in Britain is best understood as a participatory, negotiated process shaped by both grassroots initiatives and institutional frameworks. The Carew Cheriton Control Tower project (hereafter Carew) in South Pembrokeshire is a community-led heritage project centred on the restoration of a Second World War RAF control tower, providing a clear illustration of how restoration, education, and commemoration can sustain tangible and intangible heritage while promoting social cohesion and intergenerational knowledge transfer. The analysis first distinguishes community heritage from official heritage, then explores contemporary practices in Britain, and finally examines the Carew project as a detailed case study.

Community heritage contrasts with traditional ‘official’ heritage, which typically prioritises institutional preservation and top-down decision-making. Heritage encompasses the practices and activities through which objects, sites, and traditions are preserved for future generations, physically, symbolically, or institutionally. In contrast, community heritage foregrounds local agency, empowering communities to define what is significant and decide how it should be preserved (Waterton and Smith, 2010). At Carew, volunteers select narratives, oversee restoration, and curate artefacts, balancing historical accuracy with funding and regulatory constraints. This demonstrates how community heritage can challenge or expand upon the assumptions within the Authorised Heritage Discourse (AHD), which has traditionally privileged white, middle-class perspectives (Smith, 2006, p. 4). It does not replace the AHD entirely but illustrates how local decision-making can reshape power dynamics within heritage contexts. 

Living heritage highlights the role communities play in maintaining both tangible and intangible elements: sites, objects, memories, traditions, and stories (UNESCO, 2025; Poulios, 2014). At Carew, volunteer-led tours and projects combine the Control Tower and museum with storytelling, actively shaping local identity and preserving wartime memory rather than leaving it to passive reception (Waterton and Smith, 2010). Given its ongoing restoration efforts, educational programmes, storytelling, and intergenerational engagement, Carew can be regarded as a living heritage site, demonstrating how communities actively maintain both tangible and intangible aspects of historical memory while negotiating meaning and authority. (UNESCO, 2025; Poulios, 2014). Contemporary heritage management increasingly frames such practice as co-creation, involving communities in interpretation and maintenance to ensure heritage remains socially, culturally, and historically relevant (AHRC, 2024). Community heritage is further shaped by local priorities and ongoing negotiations over authority, meaning, and representation (Crooke, 2010).

Local groups preserve heritage to safeguard objects, maintain social practices, and reinforce collective identity (Mydland and Grahn, 2012). This participatory approach prioritises engagement and local decision-making, even when it diverges from national criteria. In Britain, community heritage is increasingly recognised as vital for both individual and community wellbeing (Historic England, 2025; Clark, 2019). Alongside tangible heritage, intangible cultural heritage is gaining recognition across the UK as an important aspect of community identity and wellbeing (MGCI, 2025; UNESCO, 2003). Guided tours, commemorative events, and school workshops enable communities to transmit collective memory while adapting heritage to contemporary needs. Carew exemplifies this by transmitting stories of military and civilian life and fostering intergenerational engagement. While the UK has not ratified the Faro Convention, its framework offers a valuable lens for understanding community-led heritage, particularly the role of ‘heritage communities’ in shaping meaning and practice (Council of Europe, 2005; Moss, 2005). Across Britain, volunteers negotiate conservation, interpretation, and storytelling within professional heritage frameworks, highlighting the interplay between local agency and institutional governance (Waterton and Smith, 2010). 

Community heritage is increasingly recognised as a social process, not merely the preservation of objects. Conservation and interpretation efforts frequently aim to bring people together, cultivate social bonds, and strengthen a sense of belonging (Mydland and Grahn, 2012). Volunteering plays a central role, sustaining social connections, practical skills, and civic engagement (Historic England, 2025). At Carew, volunteers of all ages participate in restoration, curate exhibitions, and support educational work, illustrating how intergenerational exchange can preserve both skills and memory. 
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Effective community heritage relies on cross-sector collaboration. Partnerships among arts and heritage organisations, local authorities, voluntary groups, and private actors enhance sustainability, inclusivity, and impact (AHRC, 2024). Volunteers’ work is influenced by institutional policies and funding frameworks, which both enable and constrain initiatives. Since 1994, the National Lottery Heritage Fund has allocated over £460 million to more than 24,100 community heritage projects in the UK (Heritage Fund, 2025). Organisations such as the National Trust facilitate public access to heritage buildings and monuments (Hodges and Watson, 2000), while in Wales, Cadw provides policies, resources, and management structures to support inclusive heritage (Cadw, 2023). Together, these mechanisms show how grassroots participation and institutional support interact to sustain meaningful heritage practice, even under resource constraints.

Carew Cheriton Airfield (See Figure 1) was established in January 1916 as RNAS Pembroke (Milton), serving as a First World War airship station patrolling the Irish Sea (See Figure 2). After a fire in 1918 and post-war decommissioning in 1920, it reopened in April 1939 as RAF Carew Cheriton to distinguish it from nearby Pembroke Dock. During the Second World War, [image: A group of people in a plane

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]the airfield operated as a Coastal Command station, hosting international personnel, including Dutch airmen (See Figure 3), and endured several bombing raids, notably in April 1941, resulting in military casualties. It later shifted from operational use to training and technical functions, reflecting wartime needs (ABCT, 2025). The airfield included three concrete runways, a northern technical site, [image: ]accommodation, bomb stores, and a uniquely designed control tower. While post-war development removed much of the northern area, the restored control tower, turret training building, bomb store complex, and fragments of runways survive. Its inclusion in the national registry recognises its historical significance, although it does not provide statutory protection equivalent to that afforded to listed buildings or scheduled monuments (Pyper and Page, 2012). The key surviving feature is the Control Tower (NPRN 309962/Grid Reference: SN0529702991), built [image: A building under construction with a few windows

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]in the early 1940s. The single-storey structure, with a rooftop observation room and bay window, became a landmark. Most ancillary buildings were demolished in the 1960s, leaving the tower derelict (See Figure 4) while the site was repurposed for agriculture, markets, and leisure activities (ABCT, 2025; Coflein, 2011). 

In 2000, the landowner granted a long-term lease to the Carew Historical Society, preventing the Control Tower’s demolition. Local volunteers established the Carew Cheriton Control Tower Group, comprising approximately 35 individuals aged 13 to 80 from diverse backgrounds. Their objectives included restoring the tower to its wartime condition, [image: A building with a flag on the top

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]creating a memorial for airfield personnel from both world wars, developing an educational resource, and establishing a tourist site offering an immersive wartime experience. Supported by local businesses, Pembroke County Council, The Welsh Office, PLANED, and a 99-year lease at minimal rent, the restoration demonstrates the capacity of community initiative and volunteer expertise to safeguard heritage (Carew Cheriton Control Tower, 2025a). 
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.][image: A group of children walking on a path

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]The restored Control Tower (See Figure 5) now functions as a museum, community heritage site, and educational centre, maintained entirely by volunteers who interpret local military history for visitors, schools, and community groups (Carew Cheriton Control Tower, 2025b). Visitor reviews emphasise the immersive experience of exploring the restored Control Tower and Air Raid Shelter and engaging with wartime exhibits. Visitors especially appreciate the personal testimonies and local stories shared by two very active members of the project, now in their 80s, which vividly bring Carew's history to life (TripAdvisor, 2025). It is open to the public two days a week between May and October, with an admission fee for adults. Volunteers provide guided tours (See Figure 6), organise school visits (See Figure 7), and guide visitors through a reconstructed air-raid shelter, wartime artefacts, and a hangar containing historic vehicles and aircraft. Visits offer participatory experiences that engage both local residents and visitors (Carew Cheriton Control Tower, 2025c). These activities encourage intergenerational learning and support active, community-led heritage preservation.
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]The project exemplifies community heritage in practice, blending tangible heritage with living or intangible heritage through storytelling, re-enactments, commemorations, and events such as Mil-Fest (See Figure 8) (Carew Cheriton Control Tower, 2017). Volunteers serve as interpreters, educators, fundraisers, and custodians, actively sharing wartime knowledge. This participatory approach challenges top-down heritage models by centring community voices and local practices (Smith, 2006, p. 4). Digital tools significantly extend the project’s reach; the website documents events, restoration progress, and school visits, reflecting contemporary best practices in museum digitalisation (Yap et al., 2024). The site’s blog highlights grassroots participation, featuring posts on major heritage events, community gatherings, and fundraising activities such as bingo nights (Carew Cheriton Control Tower, 2025e). These posts demonstrate that the project’s heritage practice relies on strong social networks, local support, collective fundraising, and the interpretation of wartime history. Regular updates on school visits, restoration work, and public open days further illustrate that Carew is a living community heritage project, actively sustained by volunteer effort and ongoing public engagement. 
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Central to the project is the transmission of memory. The museum displays a commemorative message from George ‘Johnny’ Johnson (See Figure 9), the last surviving Dambuster, underscoring the importance of preserving personal stories of those who served (BBC, 2022). First-hand accounts, oral, written, or digital, are recognised as vital for maintaining intangible memories and community identity (Heritage Fund, 2024). A particularly significant aspect of [image: A group of people standing in front of a monument

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]the project is the voluntary maintenance of 15 Second World War Commonwealth war graves. Deric Brock, the group’s chairman and a local resident, has cared for these graves for over four decades, compiling photographs and biographies and maintaining contact with families and authorities (Hill, 2025). The unveiling of a memorial in 2019 to American soldiers of the 110th Regiment stationed in Pembrokeshire before D-Day (See Figure 10) further emphasises the site’s role as a ‘lieu de memoire’ (Nora, 1989) (Carew Cheriton Control Tower, 2019). Such work ensures the intergenerational transmission of historical knowledge as the generation with direct wartime experience passes away (Finney, 2017). Media coverage, such as ITV’s Vanished Wales (2024), highlights Carew’s deep embedding in local memory. Many current volunteers are descendants of families who supported airmen, reflecting continuity of care and responsibility. Interviews with former personnel enrich wartime interpretation, demonstrating how community heritage is sustained through lived experience. Collaboration with other museums and heritage organisations, such as Tenby Museum, and participation in regional forums and heritage showcases organised by PLANED and the Heritage Forum in Pembroke Dock, demonstrate the project’s integration into broader social and cultural networks (Sinclair, 2014; Tenby Observer, 2018). These partnerships enhance resilience, adaptability, and a sense of shared purpose across a wider heritage community.
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]As the airfield and Control Tower are located outside conservation zones, their preservation relies primarily on community stewardship (Pembrokeshire CC, 2023; DataMap Wales, 2025). The project’s charitable status facilitates fundraising, attracts volunteers, and fosters public trust (Resource Centre, 2025). Grants such as a £47,400 National Lottery Heritage Fund award in 2008 (Heritage Fund, 2008), and earlier support for restoring a Second World War Avro Anson aircraft (See Figure 11) (Heritage Fund, 2005a) and commemorative community events (Heritage Fund, 2005b). However, ongoing work depends on volunteer effort and modest local support. 

As an unlisted site, Carew has therefore depended on alternative funding streams and locally driven decision-making, illustrating how community heritage initiatives in Britain can operate effectively beyond formal heritage frameworks. The Carew project exemplifies key characteristics of community heritage: it is participatory, locally led, and socially embedded, integrating both tangible and intangible forms of heritage. Volunteer-led restoration, education, and commemoration foster intergenerational dialogue, strengthen community cohesion, and reinforce shared identity.

While Carew challenges top-down models of heritage management, it also faces ongoing sustainability pressures and the need to represent a diversity of historical experiences. Continued adaptability, collaboration, and digital engagement will be essential to its long-term success. More broadly, Carew demonstrates how community heritage in Britain not only preserves the past but also creates dynamic spaces for negotiating memory, meaning, and social value, exemplifying the participatory and socially transformative character of contemporary heritage practice.

Community heritage initiatives encounter several criticisms and limitations related to participation dynamics, resource allocation, and institutional frameworks. A significant challenge is the persistence of top-down models in heritage engagement, where community involvement may be more symbolic than substantive. Projects risk conforming to established authoritative discourses and institutional agendas, which can limit genuine community-driven participation and reduce the potential for sustainable and relevant outcomes (Perkin, 2010). A comparison can be made with the nearby Pembroke Dock Heritage Centre (PDHC, 2025), which, like Carew, focuses on military and aviation heritage and relies heavily on volunteers and community support, but is in a small town. However, Pembroke Dock, being [image: A building with flags and a boat in the front

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]a larger museum situated in a Grade II-listed former military chapel (See Figure 12), enjoys statutory protection, potential access to additional funding, longer opening hours, and a more central urban setting. These factors can help increase institutional backing and attract more visitors. Comparing the two sites highlights how differences in legal status, resources, and operational models shape both sustainability and the scope of community participation, suggesting that while Carew exemplifies the typical characteristics of grassroots heritage work, its trajectory is shaped by site-specific constraints and opportunities. 

While Carew demonstrates successful volunteer-led restoration and public engagement, meaningful ‘success’ in community heritage goes beyond tangible outcomes such as restored buildings or visitor numbers. Participation can also enhance well-being, self-efficacy, and perceptions of community support, highlighting the social and psychological impact of heritage work (Brizi, Rabinovich and Lewis, 2023). These outcomes show that community heritage strengthens local identity, social cohesion, and resident empowerment. Unlike rural initiatives like Carew, urban community heritage practice in Wales takes various forms. For example, the CAER Heritage Project in Cardiff involves residents in co-produced heritage activities, including community archaeology, heritage trails, and exhibitions, that highlight local voices in an urban setting. This demonstrates how community heritage can function as a participatory and socially embedded process that goes beyond restoring a single site, engages diverse stakeholders, and addresses socio-economic challenges within urban communities. The CAER example demonstrates how community heritage in Britain varies not only by resource and scale but also by how communities negotiate authority, meaning, and representation within heritage practice (NCCPE, 2025; Caer Heritage, 2025). While the Carew project exemplifies successful community heritage in a rural Welsh context, it is important to recognise that not all community heritage projects share the same resources, volunteer base, or social dynamics. The lessons from Carew, while instructive, should be considered within their specific social and historical context, rather than assumed to apply universally. Nonetheless, the principles demonstrated at Carew, volunteer leadership, negotiated authority, integration of tangible and intangible heritage, and networked support, offer a valuable framework for other communities seeking to preserve and reinterpret their own heritage.

Despite the substantial social and cultural benefits of community heritage, significant challenges persist. The need for institutional support, whether through funding, access, or expertise, can create tensions between grassroots initiatives and structural reliance. The dominance of the AHD means that local communities must negotiate the boundaries set by professional heritage practice, which can limit the representation of diverse histories (Waterton and Smith, 2010). As seen at Carew, volunteer involvement often shapes which stories are highlighted in museums. This focus, such as Carew’s emphasis on wartime narratives, can sideline other community voices and introduce historical bias, as volunteer-curated displays tend to reflect selective perspectives (Stefano, 2009). Sustainability also remains a concern, as initiatives often rely on a small, ageing volunteer base. Volunteer-led interpretation, though empowering, can unintentionally prioritise some narratives over others, highlighting the need for inclusivity. Ensuring the transmission of knowledge and memory to younger generations is essential for the long-term survival of such projects (Finney, 2017). Alexander and Hamilton (2016) demonstrate that community-led heritage projects succeed when local residents are granted autonomy and responsibility, enabling them to actively preserve, interpret, and promote their heritage while strengthening place identity. The Carew volunteers exemplify this, leading restoration and public engagement within the frameworks of council guidance and grant conditions. Effective community heritage depends on balancing volunteer initiative with supportive facilitation to ensure projects remain meaningful, sustainable, and connected to the local community. Local and community heritage in the UK, particularly in Wales, faces increasing threats from budgetary constraints, socio-economic changes, and environmental pressures, which, without active intervention, risk rendering heritage assets neglected or burdensome to local authorities (AHRC, 2024). The use of digital platforms and educational outreach can help address challenges in preserving historical memory, but ensuring meaningful ongoing public engagement, especially with younger generations, remains a significant challenge in heritage conservation (Boccacci et al., 2025). Balancing the preservation of physical remains of Second World War heritage sites with the transmission of their historical narratives remains an ongoing challenge that requires both tangible conservation efforts and active initiatives to sustain collective memory (Boccacci et al., 2025). Ultimately, Carew's resilience relies on its ability to handle these pressures while staying true to its core values. Community heritage projects need to continually adjust to evolving community needs and interests, as well as changes in policy, funding, and cultural trends, to stay relevant, sustainable, and socially meaningful. Together, these case studies highlight the various challenges and opportunities faced by rural and urban heritage initiatives, emphasising the need for strategies tailored to specific contexts to preserve community heritage.

In conclusion, community heritage in Britain is a participatory and socially embedded practice that extends beyond the preservation of physical sites to include storytelling, education, and collective memory. The Carew project exemplifies how volunteer-led stewardship, intergenerational engagement, and local interpretation sustain both tangible heritage and intangible values such as identity, memory, and belonging. While Carew illustrates the strengths of community heritage, it also faces persistent challenges, such as an ageing volunteer base, the loss of lived memory, limited funding, and dependence on institutional support. Its negotiation with the AHD shows that community initiatives can both align with and challenge dominant narratives. At the same time, comparison with urban projects like the CAER Heritage Project highlights the importance of context in shaping practice. Ultimately, successful community heritage depends on balancing grassroots participation with institutional support, embracing digital innovation, and fostering diverse, intergenerational involvement. Projects like Carew demonstrate that the past can be preserved not only as static memory but also as a living, inclusive resource that remains meaningful to contemporary and future communities.
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Figure 10: Unveiling of Memorial to the American Armed Forces
in Pembrokeshire during World War Two.
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Figure 11: Carew Control Tower members working on the Avro Anson restoration
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Figure 12: Pembroke Dock Heritage Centre housed in the former dockyard chapel
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Figure 1: Carew Cheriton Airfield, 1946
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Figure 2: RNAS Pembroke SSZ17 taking off.
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Figure 3: Pilots of Nos 320 (Dutch) or 321 (Dutch) Squadron
walk to their Avro Ansons at Carew Cheriton during the Second World War.
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