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Executive Summary

This report will demonstrate the regeneration plan and options Blaenavon could do as a town to bring more tourism to the main town rather than just the Big Pit attraction. The Big Pit sees many visitors annually but tourists do not venture into the town where there is more history. The aim of this report is to discuss options for resolving this issue and increase tourism

Introduction

This report will discuss the town called Blaenavon and what options there are to regenerate the town and increase visitor numbers.

Mission Statement

The mission is to regenerate Blaenavon, bringing tourism back into the town whilst preserving it’s historical qualities.

Statistics

The following statistics are taken from the most recent figures on the City Population website about Blaenavon and what makes up it’s population.

	Town name
	County
	Population

(Census)
	Population

(Census)
	Population

(Estimate)

	Blaenavon
	Torfaen
	5,321
	5,647
	5,971


	Gender (estimated 2018)

	Males
	2,958

	Females
	3,013


	Age groups (estimated 2018)

	0 - 17 years
	1,315

	18 - 64 years
	3,516

	65+ years
	1,140


An accumulative of the figures of people living in Blaenavon that are on any kind of benefits is 28.1%. All of Wales statistics for people on benefits is 24.3% showing that Blaenavon has a higher rate of unemployment that the general rate in Wales. Is this due to not enough jobs being available or that the locals may be under qualified for the positions available as 28.9% of locals have no qualifications at all. As seen above there is a high number of people aged between 18-64 living in the town and these people are the correct age to be able to work. If there is not enough business’ successfully running in the town then this will have an effect on the unemployment rate. From researching the local area for universities and for training options, the nearest universities have no reviews online and are difficult to find any websites to learn more. This is a problem as the locals do not have a simple option to search what courses are available for them to be able to gain qualifications.

Cumulative Visitor Figures: 2019-2020 - National Museums in Wales
	Museum
	Actual - 2019
	Target - 2019

	National Museum Cardiff
	528, 947
	500, 000

	St Fagans National Museum of History
	682, 918
	658, 000

	National Roman Legion Museum
	26, 101
	37, 000

	National Wool Museum
	31, 000
	32, 000

	National Slate Museum
	149, 107
	151, 000

	Big Pit National Coal Museum
	129, 396
	150, 000

	National Waterfront Museum
	265, 457
	275, 000


Visitor numbers to Blaenavon attractions (2014-2017) - (Government Wales)

	Tourist Attraction
	2014
	2015
	2016
	2017

	Big Pit National Coal Museum
	149,087
	147,085
	109,008
	141,969

	Blaenavon Community Museum
	-
	-
	-
	3,100

	Blaenavon Ironworks
	22,467
	29,107
	29,468
	39,366

	Blaenavon World Heritage Centre
	-
	-
	43,605
	42,228


The data in the final table shows that there is a large amount of visitors going to Blaenavon’s Big Pit National Coal Museum. However only 27.7% of visitors attend the Blaenavon Ironworks. This is a dramatic difference as it shows that tourists are coming to Blaenavon but not visiting all of the area and are missing out on learning the towns full history. The Big Pit Museum is advertised better and this could be why they have more visitors. The Blaenavon Ironworks is free to visit so there should be no reason why the figures for tourists isn’t closer to that of the Big Pit Museum as they are in close proximity to each other. The Blaenavon Ironworks offers visitors to view the refurbished cottages and the new modern audio post technology that shows the story of Blaenavon Ironworks in a new cutting edge way. The Blaenavon Ironworks is equally as significant to the history of Blaenavon’s coal mining as The Big Pit. The Blaenavon Ironworks are closed 4 days of the week between 2nd November and 31st March. This means that they are closed Sunday to Wednesday, and missing out on possible school or University students that could be adding to their visitor numbers. It would be more beneficial to open on more of the weekdays to allow more visitors the opportunity to see inside the Ironworks Museum and have the full experience of the towns history

The History of Blaenavon - The Industrial Revolution

The area around Blaenavon is proof of South Wales’ superiority as the world’s biggest iron and coal producer in the 19th century. All of the necessary elements are still visible such as the coal and ore mines and quarries, the old furnaces that were used for the making of coal, the homes of the old workers that used to work in the Ironworks. Blaenavon still shows the evidence of it’s evolutionary history. Blaenavon provides extraordinary testimony to the area’s importance in iron and coal mining in the 18th and 19th century. Before the Industrial Revolution, Blaenavon had very little in the town and was mostly made up of mostly farmsteads. Since power sources were small, the industrial growth was initially slow during the 1700’s.

Textile mills, heavy machinery and coal mining pumping were all heavily dependant upon old power technologies. Waterwheels, windmills and horse power were generally the only available outlets. As the century advanced, more efficient ways to produce these products were being recognised and more powerful engines controlled by steam were employed in coal mines and other heavy industries.

Lord Abergavenny leased the common lands in 1788 to iron-masters Thomas Hill, Thomas Hopkins and Benjamin Pratt. The new advanced technologies learned from the industrial revolution were utilized by these entrepreneurs and the Ironworks at Blaenavon grew. The Blaenavon Ironworks were Wales’ first multi furnace Ironworks. Here, Sidney Gilchrist perfected the method of dephosphorizing iron for steel making. The ironworks were composed of three furnaces using steam power by 1789. This soon became the second largest ironworks in Wales, and one of the largest in the country. Thanks to the coal mines and the Ironworks at Blaenavon, the population grew rapidly. By 1891, Blaenavon parish had a population of approximately 11,452, which had risen from almost nothing before the Ironworks were built. The town of Blaenavon had grown dramatically from mostly being composed of farmsteads to a modern Industrial town. The Industrial Revolution emerged in the 18th Century, a great age of steam, canals and factories that forever changed the face of the British Economy. 

The rising demand for coal after 1750 exposed grave problems with the transportation system in Britain. The shipping of coal was difficult and unpredictable as they had to rely on good weather and tides. This is what makes Blaenavon stand out from other coal mines. While other towns had to transport coal around the country to run their ironworks, Blaenavon had all the components they needed and within their own landscape. The Blaenavon countryside reflects how all the raw material required to make iron were obtained. These raw materials include coal and iron ore. Iron ore is then used in the process of making steel. Steel was important for the second Industrial Revolution because it was easier to use than iron material. 

Blaenavon made an enormous difference to the worlds transportation system as the steel produced here help build rail roads, motors, bridges and ships which all played a very important roll during the industrial revolution. 

It was a major tool that was used as it contributed to how towns were able to connect and be able to transport produce and supplies to each other. Blaenavon was a major industrial success, producing more iron in Wales than any of it’s rivals. Over time, the original Blaenavon Ironworks slowly started to lose importance and was ordered to be demolished but fortunately the site was taken into state care in 1974 and was saved to remain as it is now as the Blaenavon Ironworks Museum.

The Big Pit - National Coal Museum

Big Pit, which is now Wales’ National Coal Museum, was only one of a number of collieries run in the Blaenavon region during the 19th and 20th centuries. However, the mine was the towns most important colliery for over a hundred years. The coal mines in Blaenavon were originally used for the collection of ironstone rather than coal, to support the nearby Ironworks. The importance of Welsh steel and iron making was on the decrease by the late nineteenth century but there was an increased demand for Welsh coal to power the locomotives, ships and factories. In order to take advantage of the high demand, several welsh cities, like Blaenavon, specialised in coal production.

Big Pit was a major employer in Blaenavon, during the early 1920’s, about 1,300 people were employed at the mine. The coal produced in Blaenavon got shipped all around the world, to even as far as America. The British coal industry went into terminal decline from the Great Depression of the 1920’s and 1930’s. Big Pit was the last running coal-mine from Blaenavon and closed in February 1980. It still employed 250 people at the time of closure which meant it was still a fairly significant employer in the town. The Big Pit closure exacerbated the fall of Blaenavon. By the late 1980’s, Blaenavon was essentially a ‘dormitory town with boarded up shops lining the once prosperous streets.’

1975 onwards, plans had been made to convert the Big Pit into a museum that would draw national attention to Wales’ coal mining heritage. The Big Pit re-opened as a museum in April 1983 and proved instantly popular. It provided visitors with the experience to see the underground passages and learn about the significant history of the coal mines and how they made Blaenavon such an important piece of society. However the Big Pit struck financial difficulties meant that the museum often faced uncertainty for it’s future.

The National Museums and Galleries of Wales took over the management of the site in 1999 and after Blaenavon achieved World Heritage Status in 2000, the museum has become increasingly popular with visitor numbers rising. The site had a significant revamp in 2004, courtesy of grants from the Heritage Lottery Fund, the Government of the Welsh Assembly and Welsh Group of visitors. The upgrade has seen a rise in visitors at The Big Pit which proves some attention and love to an area can help bring back interest from tourism.
Distinctiveness of Blaenavon

The reason why Blaenavon is distinctive to other towns is because of its World Heritage Status because of it’s historical aspects of the town. According to the Institute of Historic Building Conversation website, in order to qualify for World Heritage status a site must be of extraordinary cultural or natural universal significance and that the age of the site isn’t important.
The local community

From research gathered after an academic trip to Blaenavon, it was found that many of the locals believed that the town was in much need of some attention in order to gain interest from visitors. They believed that visitors would come down on bus journeys and visit The Big Pit, but would never venture into the main town. This is a clear issue that needs to be resolved to ensure he successful future of Blaenavon as a whole town. From information received from bus drivers visiting the area, they spoke about how often they would do tours to The Big Pit but only once had they taken a trip to the main town. The locals that live in Blaenavon town have remained loyal and lived here for most of their life and they love living here because of it’s important history. Blaenavon is the best preserved Iron town in Wales and this is clearly visible whilst visiting the area. Many of the slate roof and brick houses still stand which the miners and colliers would have lived in when the mines were still in operation. The workmen’s hall that was built in 1894 still stands but is in need of some major restoration to restore it a=back to it’s former glory. However from speaking to the volunteers at the Workmen’s hall, they stated that there is no funding in place for this to happen. They charge £2 per visitor which included a tour around the building and an incredible experience to here the history of the Workmen’s hall as the volunteers have lived in the town from birth and experienced it’s history first hand. This £2 fee only just about covers the annual insurance for the building and that is if at-least 500 visitors come through the doors would cover this total cost. There is no manager in place to run the space efficiently.

Locals who work in the towns shops such as the post office and the electrical goods shop stated that there are some business’ that start up in the town and then end up having to close as they are unsuccessful. They believe that there is not enough support and funding for start up business’ in order to push them to succeed. Some of the local business’ have received a small amount grant funding from the local Torfaen Council The amount is only £1000 and business’ must match it in order to receive the grant to improve their business. This would be difficult for most of the business’ in Blaenavon as they may not have the funds to be able to match the grant as the most of the local business’ just about earn enough to pay their wages with little profit on top. It is unlikely that they would have spare funds in order to put towards the grant. It would be more productive if the grants would be given with no need to match the cost. The Castle Hotel in the town centre received this grant and have plans to restore the hotel back to it’s former glory and convert the upstairs space into hotel rooms to allow visitors to stay. There is currently only one other hotel in the town which only has 12 rooms therefore it would be effective for the town if the Castle Hotel creates more options for visitors to stay. This would allow tourists to stay in the town which would make it more likely that they would buy products in the town, visit local restaurants and see all of the towns history including the Workmen’s Hall, the Ironworks museum, as-well as The famous Big Pit. By giving tourists the option to have somewhere to stay they will be far more likely to contribute to the towns success. With very little option of hotels at the moment, visitors would struggle to visit all of the historic sites of Blaenavon in a day to then return home. Restoring the Castle Hotel is part of a heritage regeneration project currently happening in Blaenavon.
Stakeholders

It is an important role to look after the Blaenavon Industrial Landscape. In 2020, Blaenavon gained the status of a World Heritage site. This was obtained by the leader of Torfaen County Borough Council who leads the partnerships of any interested public bodies and organisations.

This partnership was formed in 1997 and they continue to work together to ‘protect and promote the site and to make sure that Blaenavon is a place where people wish to visit, work, live and invest.’ There are 12 members in the partnership, from councils to the Welsh Assembly Government. 

Regeneration

According to Cambridge dictionary, the word ‘Regeneration’ is described as “the act of improving a place or system, especially by making it more active or successful”. This description is relevant to this report as this is the main goal for Blaenavon. The aim is to create this report in order to assist with improving Blaenavon so that it can be more collectively successful for the community.

The goal is to ensure the regeneration process focusses on being people-centred, to protect it’s current local economy, more accessible and to enhance the natural systems of the city rather than replacing so that it is sustainable. Renovation projects are prioritised while preserving and revaluing historical and cultural heritage.

The regeneration ideas that could succeed in bringing more tourism and interest back to Blaenavon could be the following:

Some of the locals complained about parking in the area, that there isn’t a large space to be able to park and it seems that if there was a pay and display car park in the town, visitors and locals would both have the space to drive into the town and have somewhere safe to leave their vehicle for the day. The funds received from the car park could then be re-invested back into the town to maintain the buildings as many of the buildings are in need of restoring back to their former glory to how they used to look. This would be interesting for the locals to see how the old houses looked with their original slate roofs and brickwork. All they need is a little attention to revive them to their original state and make it more pleasing for visitors to see and learn about their history.

Funding is an important part of how most business’ succeed. The second option would be to give more funding to the local business’ rather than just the £1000 grant they have to match to be able to receive the grant. If more business’ received a larger funding grant they would be able to upgrade their space, making it more welcoming to visitors and allow them funds to produce better advertising for the town. With better advertising the town would gain interest from tourists and be more likely to visit the town when they visit The Big Pit. There isn’t a lack of tourists, however they need more reason to visit the town as well as the Big Pit. If the town produced a website, including all of the local amenities, show evidence of what shops there is in the town, a chance to visit the historic qualities of Blaenavon. Tourists need evidence of what to expect when visiting the town. A website would be a great way to show this, with maps available to download, pinpointing certain historic buildings and their story. With the right funding and a good leader in place who would allocate where to designate the funding to, this would revive the town, make it’s locals happy whilst bringing visitors from around the world to learn about it’s significant history and bring more money to the town overall - allowing it to be sustainable for the future.

The third option for regeneration of Blaenavon would be to offer a weekend pass to tourists. They would pay a ‘total cost’ and this would include their accommodation, , which would be in one of the two local hotels, a meal voucher for whilst at their stay, a guide of where to visit whilst on their stay, information about shops such as the award winning cheese shop - Blaenavon Cheddar Co. It would also give them passes to go into the Workmen’s hall for a guided tour of the premises and learn about it’s history. The guide will show important landmarks that they should visit whilst on their stay with a map of the town and bus timetables. 

Conclusions

In conclusion, there is clearly a decrease in tourism in the main town of Blaenavon and this is an issue that needs to be addressed. The town is currently undergoing discussions regarding ‘regeneration’ and the above plan shows where the plan should begin to generate interest back into the town whilst allowing it to keep it’s reputation of a world heritage site and to keep it as close to it’s original state as possible to preserve the history.
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