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A Research and survey report of Blaenavon town and possible future options for increased economic growth.
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An introduction to Blaenavon and its historical significance
During the late 18th and 19th centuries in what became known as the industrial revolution, great advances in the sciences and technological knowledge led to the invention of new ways and means of powering industrial activity and many other aspects of the economy. Britain became the first country to start to industrialise and because of the rapidly increasing demand for raw materials such as coal, which was the primary fuel behind the industrial revolution, locations that had quick and easy access to these materials very quickly became highly valuable property as industrialists and entrepreneurs sought to exploit the local resources for a handsome profit. The United Kingdom had very large natural reserves of coal and iron ore which helped to drive its economic expansion and subsequently sites in close proximity to the reserves started to see industry and factories appear in abundance. Industries which require a lot of coal to power their activities, such as iron smelting, found it cheaper and more efficient to locate their factories near coal mines and pits because of the reduced transport costs and quicker and easier communication between buyer and supplier. Eventually it became expedient to own both sides of the process. To venture further into the ground a steam engine is also required to pump out the ground water that accumulates in the mines and shafts. The whole South-wales area became a world centre for coal mining and iron smelting supplying local British businesses but also exporting the materials around the world through the ports of Cardiff and Port-Talbot.
  Source- Northern Mine Research Society[image: Image result for blaenavon map images]
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The map on the left shows where Blaenavon sits within the country of Wales and the map on the right, produced by the Northern Mine Research society, shows where mines and coal deposits are located, Blaenavon was perfectly placed near these important ore deposits and close to the large population centres of south Wales and the English Midlands, who could provide the extra labour needed in the explosion of industry that occurred at that time. 
Since then Blaenavon’s fortunes have changed as other countries have out competed Britain in terms of coal and iron production and price. Unable to compete effectively on the world market forced Thatcher’s government of the 1970’s and 80’s to close almost all of the country’s coal mining facilities and hard feelings still exist in the communities affected by this decision. Talking to some of the residents of Blaenavon there is a sense of nostalgia for a lost time where community spirit was high and people were prosperous and proud of where they worked and what they had achieved as can be seen in the later survey report. 
Closing the mines and heavy industry devasted a large number of towns and cities whose local economy depended on the wealth generated by these organisations and industries. Removing these large institutions had a knock-on effect onto secondary industries and other businesses who either supplied the mines and factories or the workforce who ran them. 
South Wales still suffers from high rates of un-employment and the symptoms of this poverty like mental health and drug addiction issues (gov.wales/statistics-and-research/key-economic-statistics). This can be demonstrated by the European union’s consistent funding of schemes and subsidies for the South Wales area which are an acknowledgment of the poverty that exists and an attempt to try and reverse the trend of economic decline (source-gov.wales/funding/eu-funds).
To gain first hand knowledge of the condition of Blaenavon today and what could be done to improve the economic outlook of the area a survey was conducted to acquire a primary source of information to supplement the research carried out on the subject. Below are three separate sets of answers by four residents of Blaenavon town who agreed to complete our survey and they give a good sense of what the town is like to live in today as well as in the past and what they think about some of the investments that have been made, especially at the heritage sites of the Big-Pit and Ironworks. 

Blaenavon regeneration survey

Questions asked:
1. What are the positive aspects of living in and/or around the Blaenavon area?

2. What are the negative aspects of living in and/or around the Blaenavon area?

3. What is the business environment like and what are the job opportunities available within the Blaenavon area?

4. Do you feel that rural communities are neglected in terms of investment and regeneration when compared with more urbanised towns and cities in this country?

5. Are you aware of Blaenavon’s historical and industrial significance and do you think this has been promoted enough since the decline and subsequent closure of the heavy industry in the area?

6. Using a scale of 1 – 10, 1 meaning very little and 10 meaning a large amount, in your opinion has Blaenavon’s potential as a tourist destination been promoted and utilized effectively? 


Blaenavon resident number 1: Mr Michael Parry
1. Mr Parry expressed a fondness for the ‘close knit’ community that exists in Blaenavon especially among the older generation who would’ve worked closely together in the mines and furnaces and then attended the social clubs associated with them. A positive ‘community spirit’ was another aspect of the town which Mr Parry thought worth mentioning.
2. Some of the negative characteristics described were Blaenavon’s remote location which makes travel more difficult and job opportunities scarcer. Mr Parry also said that a ‘decreasing footfall’ passing through the area has been discouraging outside investment which has hindered local economic growth potential. The last point mentioned concerned people from wealthier parts of the country that have been buying up a large proportion of the local residential real estate. He said this has been quite significantly ‘pushing up’ local property prices and seemed fairly unhappy about this. The fact that these people either rent these houses at an increasing rate to local people or simply use them as a holiday or second home was of a big concern to him and other local residents he knew.
3. Mr Parry said that industries have been regularly closing for some years now and that has made decent jobs harder to find and acquire but he did say that very recently some businesses have either moved or opened in the area due to comparatively low overheads available and cheaper property prices compared to the nearest large cities and stated Cardiff and Bristol as examples. The local councils attempt to attract business to the area by ‘squashing business rates’, lowering the taxes businesses are obliged to pay local councils, has had a very positive affect on recent economic growth.
4. Mr Parry agreed strongly that rural communities are neglected in terms of funding when compared to towns and cities. He said this lack of funding and investment has forced younger generations to move away from the area. Another point he made was of commuters who are increasingly buying the comparatively cheaper properties of the area, both Cardiff and Bristol being roughly 40 minutes away and Birmingham a little further, but who work and spend their money in the cities bringing little benefit to Blaenavon itself. The community centres that have been very important to Mr Parry and his friends are also suffering from a major lack of funding and are all entirely operated by volunteers from the local community and requiring substantial maintenance and construction work to keep them open.
5. ‘More could always be done’ was stated by Mr Parry but what has been done has been good and positive for the community but did say that the tour operators tend to neglect the town and almost completely focus on the industrial sites which is of little benefit to local business. He said more could be done to integrate the tours with the town.
6. MR Parry gave this question a score of 5 overall but said the outskirts of the town have received a lot more attention than the town centre. He said this is because there is no reason to enter the town at present and little advertising of businesses at the heritage tour sites.

Blaenavon resident number 2:  Mr T Rolph
1. Mr Rolph said he liked the ‘quiet’ of the area and the fact his family and friend were all near-by. He also spoke of a ‘community spirit’ which still exists among the local people despite recent ‘hard times’.
2. The weather seemed to be Mr Rolphs main critique of the town which he said was very wet and windy most of the year. As he was retired he said that the lack of local employment didn’t really affect him personally but did express a concern for the younger generations leaving school.
3. Mr Rolph said from what he knew there were little employment opportunities, especially regarding higher paying jobs, since the closure of the mines and pits. The town needs ‘more traders’ and an ‘increasing footfall’ if things are to change he said.
4. According to Mr Rolph Blaenavon has seen a fair amount of investment in its heritage sites and other related facilities in the area. The newly refurbished library and community centre plus the actual big-pit and ironworks which have had the funding to make them what they are today. On the other hand he did state that most of the focus has been on these historical sites rather than trying to attract new businesses and employers to the area with a ‘business park’ given as an example of what could be attempted.
5. Having lived in Blaenavon his whole life Mr Rolph was very aware of the past achievements of industry and the scientific breakthroughs that were made by people from the local area. He also felt that this has been extensively promoted citing the heritage status of the industrial sites in Blaenavon as a product of this focus though he did say that more emphasis could be placed on locations within the actual town so as to bring more of the tourists to local businesses.
6. Mr Rolph gave this question a mark of 6/10 saying that a lot of work has been done but not many people are seeing the benefits of this.












Blaenavon resident Number 3: Mr Nick Horler   

1. Mr Horler and his wife are both members of local town council groups and the heritage board which manage the local sites. They were both very positive about Blaenavon and enjoyed living in the area. They liked its rural location and the quiet that comes along with it saying the low crime rates for the area made them feel safer at night. They both felt very much a part of the ‘close-knit’ community having lots of friends and family close-by, saying its almost too close-knit at times with everybody ‘knowing each other’s business’. Mr Horler also enjoyed the ‘self-sufficient’ aspect of the town which has local butchers, bakers and grocers to shop from.
2. Mr and Mrs Horler disliked the varying extremes of weather that south Wales is prone to saying that it can be ‘sunny one minute and raining the next’ , and also the altitude of Blaenavon in the welsh hills can have an affect on what activities they could engage in. The cleanliness of the town of Blaenavon was another concern of theirs, the ‘chewing gum’ all over the streets and rubbish that collects there was something they felt needed urgent addressing as it gives a negative impression to tourists of the town and may discourage them from spending in local shops.
3. The couple both agreed that there was a definite lack of employment opportunities for residents of the area and said for people to get a ‘decent job’ they mostly have to move or commute out of the town as there simply aren’t the jobs available, especially for the young.
4. Both of them having links to local community groups and boards for the different sites of the heritage site they were well aware of the amount of investment Blaenavon has received and said it has been substantial particularly at the Big-Pit. There has been a lack of continual investment though especially in the other sites associated with the ironworks like the miner’s social club which has had millions of pounds spent on it but has fallen into disrepair since because of a lack of maintenance investment.
5. Mr Horler said that more could be done to advertise Blaenavon and attract more visitors with brochures and radio adverts being his examples of how this could be done. Mrs Horler suggested that an investment into sites within the town centre could be very helpful and positive for local businesses.
6. They gave this question a mark of 5/10, their reasons being only so much can be done by local community groups and more help was needed from the wider county council and government. The absence of any continuing investment and maintenance is also hindering the benefits the heritage and other sites could provide to the local economy the said.       






Survey Conclusion
One of the main themes that emerges from reading the questionnaire results is of a feeling of community within Blaenavon that seems to have emanated from the focus of the towns economy, and subsequent social life and friendships, on the mines and furnaces of the area. Having the majority of the town employed in similar and interlocking industries and the subsidiary businesses associated with them fostered a real sense of a close-knit community that has endured the closure of the pits and survives to this day. The residents are very aware of the historical significance of the town and showed a definite pride in that fact. They mostly acknowledged that Blaenavon’s potential as a tourist destination has been exploited but maintained that this has had little economic benefit for the town and the area. Ideas mentioned that could help boost the economic growth of Blaenavon included a more integrated tourist experience where-by new sites would be opened in the town centre or move some of the tourist centres into the town to increase the footfall running through it and the money spent in local shops. Organising new events and special occasions for the town was another idea. Starting a ‘soap-box derby’ race using one of the many hills in the area could help attract more visitors to Blaenavon by providing a fun day out for all ages to enjoy. Overall the residents interviewed had a positive view of Blaenavon and its past history but they all recognised the lack of well-paid jobs, rising property prices and a lack of follow up investments on maintenance at the existing tourist sites as concerns for the future.



Possible ideas for improving the economic growth of Blaenavon 
The Welsh governments recent 2016 common agricultural policy and specifically its pillar 2 – Rural development programme in conjunction with the ENRD (European network for rural development) has outlined aims for investment and other economic help for rural and deprived areas of wales (Source – Gov.Wales/Rural development). This initiative will focus on area’s such as renewable energies and woodland regeneration and protection. To exploit this pool of funding and investment opportunity Blaenavon could become a welsh centre for renewable energy, specifically wind-power which according to residents is abundant. Sitting high in the hills of south wales on the western side of the British Isles Blaenavon receives the weather cycles coming from the huge Atlantic Ocean and subsequently the area and the country as a whole is a windy one. The building of a ‘wind-farm’ in the surrounding hills of Blaenavon could potentially benefit not just the area but the country as well by providing clean, renewable energy for the national grid. With highly decreased business rates for small businesses coming into effect as of April 1st 2018 (Source-www.torfaen.gov.uk/en/Business/BusinessRates/ReliefSchemes) including for example a 100% business tax relief for businesses occupying a property with a £6,000 or less rateable value the economic environment is about also to change. This will greatly help the generation of new small entrepreneurial businesses and makes the area more economically competitive. The rate relief also includes charities and other socially orientated organisations. 
Blaenavon could capitalise on this new development by establishing new tourism sites within the town that would have links to the already operating heritage sites. This could include living 18th century housing museums in the town centre that would attract tourists towards the shops and businesses of Blaenavon for example. A campaign by local community and business leaders to attract more economic activity to the area by advertising the new rates could potentially bring much needed jobs and employers to the town. As tourism increases and small businesses open they would both be mutually beneficial as one would feed the other. A possible positive cycle of economic growth could then be achieved as tourists spend in town attracting more businesses who again attract more visitors and so on.                                                                                                                              Another possibility for bringing in outside prosperity would be to greatly improve Blaenavon’s road and rail links to the motorway systems and transport infrastructure of the country. If the travel times to the large urban centres of Cardiff, Bristol and Birmingham could be reduced Blaenavon’s close proximity to these places, its comparatively low property prices and its quiet and rural setting could turn the town into a commuter suburb which would enjoy a trickle-down economic effect. According to the residents surveyed this is already happening but the process could be assisted by local council, community or business leaders implementing strategies designed to advertise Blaenavon’s desirability to residents of these cities while at the same time working to improve the transport links.      
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Conclusion
Blaenavon’s proud history as an industrial centre is alive and well within the community of the town who still carry the connections and friendships that were forged in the mines and at the furnaces. This close-knit spirit has spurred volunteers from the local area to improve upon the tourist experience provided by the heritage site by maintaining and manning other related sites and has laid the groundwork for the possible expansion of the tourist industry within the town. The recent changes in business tax rates should help to entice new businesses to open or move to Blaenavon and people who wish to see sustainable economic growth in the area should try and pursue a strategy for the town with this and possible government grants or investments in mind. To maximise growth potential for Blaenavon multiple strategies should be adopted but as always outside money and investment will be the main factor in what can be achieved.
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