Conference Synopsis

The Blaenavon landscape and Big Pit have a vast amount of heritage and history hidden within their roads, walls and rails. Big Pit is one of the most well-known attractions within South Wales, it is where numerous school pupils, families and tourists learn about the history of mining and discover what the industrial village of Blaenavon was like in the late 18th and early 19th century. The locals are very proud to live in such a historic area of Wales and as (Macdonald 2006) says, heritage is material testimony of identity.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Pendlebury (2009) states that ‘heritage management as a cultural practice has long been primarily about conserving the fabric of the past for future generations.’ (Dalglish 2012, Veldpaus and Pereira Roders 2014) comment that ‘heritage management is no longer about allowing (or disallowing) transformation in itself, but about establishing and guiding the nature of the transformation.’
Blaenavon has a wealth of physical evidence, from machinery, clothing, helmets, letters, and diaries from the time as well as the invaluable ex-miners, many of whom act as tour guides at Big Pit. As (Herbert 1995) says, ‘history is about the study of the past using evidence: landscapes, historic buildings etc. Heritage is not the past itself.’ 
As mentioned at the conference, the Blaenavon Landscape and Big Pit have a number of strengths and weaknesses. One of the main strengths for Blaenavon is the supportive local community who worked together in order gain the World Heritage Site title, and who now ensure that all necessary regeneration and reconstruction takes place. 
Having researched the area it is apparent that there are a number of opportunities for the landscape, a major opportunity is the first-hand educational experience Big Pit and the Blaenavon landscape offers schools and visitors. Many skills within the history and geography national curricula can be covered by a visit to the area. Educational programmes are available and schools are encouraged to contact Big Pit in order to arrange appropriate educational tours and experiences bespoke to learner’s needs. 
A further opportunity is that ex-miners conduct the guided tours, this means that the experiences and stories they share with visitors are authentic and captivating, having had first-hand experience working down a mine.
An additional opportunity for Blaenavon is that it is easily accessible by car, rail, bus and coach. There is a high-level railway station at Blaenavon that enables visitors to travel from one attraction to the next; this has a cost unlike the attractions. It is a convenient way for visitors to explore Blaenavon, and supports the community by providing funding to keep the line open. 
Zancheti & Hidaka (2011) say that in order to decide whether the conservation of a heritage site is positive or not, consideration should be given to the sustainability of the destination, to what is taking place in order to ensure the longevity of the site, and whether recommendations by the visitors, government and UNESCO are being acted upon. They also say that the heritage site should compare itself with other heritage sites to see what they are doing differently and why they are doing it; they could then take ideas from them to increase the longevity of their destination.
A main weakness of the area would be its reliance on loans and grants in order to develop and sustain it, due to Big Pit and other amenities being public sector attractions there is no direct revenue from visitors. By becoming part of the private sector, Big Pit, the Ironworks and the Blaenavon Heritage Museum could begin to charge an entrance fee; this could be relatively small initially and increase incrementally depending on any effect on visitor numbers. Such a move would help to ensure the longevity of the sites. 
One of biggest threats to Big Pit is the Rhondda Welsh Mining Experience; this museum offers a very similar experience to Big Pit, using ex-miners as tour guides. However, the museum charges a fee for its underground guided tour, ‘The Black Gold Experience’, the admission fee is £5.75 for a child and £6.95 for an adult. At the end of the guided tour there is a virtual ride cinematic experience called ‘DRAM’ which allows visitors to experience what it would have been like to travel through the mine in a dram. This is included in the price.
A recommendation for Big Pit would be to consider developing a virtual reality or cinematic experience of its own, to take place at the end of the tour underground. The inclusion of such an experience would excite and thrill visitors, particularly younger generations who take an interest in modern technology. If a virtual reality simulator was introduced within the attraction, larger numbers of people may be persuaded to visit. The underground tour is educationally rich and this additional experience would enhance the learning by bringing the underground encounter alive, stimulating the senses and creating a lasting memory in the mind. 
Another experience that could enhance Big Pit’s presence would be a ‘Dram’ photo event using an authentic dram and green screen. Adults, children and families would have the opportunity to sit in a dram, pretending to lean to one side screaming, whilst the green screen behind them shows them hurtling through the mine at high speed. Another potential opportunity would be to take individual/group photos in the entrance to the lift before dropping underground for the guided tour. Although these ideas would not be favourable with all, particularly those who are keen to maintain the authenticity of the mine and not to make it into a ‘theme park experience’, there is a need for money in the area and with these photo opportunities being chargeable there is the potential to make some much needed revenue. The photos would provide a lasting memory for visitors.
Sadly, a major threat for Blaenavon is its high level of deprivation and poverty, the lack of wealth in the area could potentially prevent tourists from visiting or encourage them to stay at more affluent out of town areas. With its location between Cardiff and Swansea it is unlikely that visitors/tourists visit Blaenavon alone, many will coordinate a visit with a trip to Cardiff or Swansea and will stay at Blaenavon for a relatively short period of time. However, Blaenavon is trying hard to promote itself to visitors/tourists through the Blaenavon World Heritage Site website and encourages them to stay at the local B&Bs and to eat at the local public houses.
A recommendation for Blaenavon would be for financial investment to be made in further developing the town and its surrounding area in order to attract visitors travelling through and within Wales, and to help increase morale for the local people, enabling them to feel ongoing pride in their town and not merely because of the attractions that are there.
[bookmark: _Hlk29479437]A further threat is that the ex-miners are unfortunately not going to be around forever.
In order to overcome this Big Pit could introduce an audio and/or a video tour with ex-miners retelling their stories for the visitors and tourists to listen to and/or watch on their way around the guided tour. The only issue with this is that the personal connection and authenticity could be at risk. There is the possibility of introducing new members of staff, just as enthusiastic and proud of the mining tradition as the ex-miners, who could recount the ex-miners’ stories for them. This would help to ensure the sustainability of the site and provide a consistent experience for visitors.
Further recommendations:
The introduction of a street view could be interesting for visitors and tourists. Today Wales has many differing styles of houses, shops and public amenities, but a street view would allow people to see what these looked like in Blaenavon during the industrial revolution. It would help visitors to gain an insight into the lives of the villagers, to learn how miners’ wives spent their days and to see where the miners hoped to return to at the end of a hard day.
Another recommendation for Big Pit would be to introduce a role-play area, enabling children and adults to dress in clothes typical of the period, to dress as a miner’s wife, a school child of the time or a miner with helmet, boots, lamp and coal dust covered clothes and faces. This would allow visitors to immerse themselves in the history of the period and to feel a sense of excitement whilst learning.
A children’s play area could be created at the attraction, this would provide a safe area for younger visitors to release some energy, whilst the adults have a rest and enjoy a drink or a bite to eat from the café.
A final recommendation would be for the ‘education specialists’ at Blaenavon to consider the New Curriculum for Wales – A Curriculum for Life, and to identify how the Blaenavon landscape and its attractions fulfil aspects of the curriculum. A refined version will be released to all schools in January 2020 and will be used throughout Wales by 2022. History and geography curricular areas will come under the heading of ‘Humanities’ and within this area of learning and experience there will be recommendations with regard to the knowledge, skills and experiences children should have from ages 3-16. 
Conclusion:
To conclude, the management at Big Pit is generally positive and the attraction is successful, however if Big Pit and the Blaenavon landscape is to be sustainable and economically viable the recommendations provided should be given careful consideration in order to ensure its longevity.
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