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[bookmark: _Toc514189781]Introduction
             Blaenavon has been chosen as an example of a Welsh town with a strong sense of history and modern day economic and social challenges. This report is based on academic research in to the history of the town as well as secondary and primary references gathered over two field trips to Blaenavon. 

[bookmark: _Toc514189782]Blaenavon’s natural resources and the industrial revolution.

Blaenavon in South Wales was covered in swamp land 300 years ago during the Carboniferous Period and located on the edge of shallow seas. These conditions were ideal for the creation of peat, a sponge like material which is high in carbon (Strickland, T., Logan, S., & Wickstorm, L. (2008). The action of the sea flooding the basin and then retracting, burying layers of peat underground, combined with pressure and heat, turned the peat into lignite and eventually coal. In addition to coal, iron ore and limestone were present within the geology of Blaenavon. 
          Before the coal was discovered, the area around Blaenavon was agricultural with sparsely populated farm land. The closest early industrial activity at the time would have been at Pontypool which had an Iron Forge in 1425 (Mathews, N. (2008)). The local people of Blaenavon started to become aware of the coal and iron in the area when nuggets of iron ore were discovered on cliff faces and washed up by streams. In 1565 the Hanbury family leased the rights for people to ‘scour’ the area for iron, wood and minerals. Timber was used to fuel the Pontypool furnaces at the time.
              In the 1700s, the industrial evolution took over Britain and the work place started to change dramatically. The introduction of steam driven piston engines by Thomas Newcomen in 1712 made industry more efficient and allowed for faster pumping of deep mines (Encyclopedia Britannica. (2014). Steam engines became an essential part of the industrialisation of Britain with an estimated 2000 steam engines in use by the 1800s. This meant that coal and iron were now in high demand (The British Library (2009). 

[bookmark: _Toc514189783]Blaenavon early industry – The creation of a town. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]In 1788 three entrepreneurs saw the potential of Blaenavon with its rich natural resources. Thomas Hopkins, Thomas Hill and Benjamin Pratt originally came from Staffordshire and leased land from the Lord of Abergavenny to create the first ironworks. The iron works were the first to have more than one furnace and to make use of new industrial technologies (Blaenavon story. (2008)). They were a success because the industrial revolution depended on steam engines and iron was in demand to build machinery and the infrastructure. The rural landscape was transformed to include coalmines and quarries for limestone and with this interlinking roads and tracks were created. In 1796 the ironworks furnaces were producing 4,318 tons of iron a year (Blaenavon story. (2008)). This brought money and jobs to the area and with this came workers from all over the country. Accommodation was built such as the Stack Square cottages, Engines Row and Bunkers Row to house these workers and the busy town of Blaenavon was born (Mathews, N. (2008)). 
The industry in Blaenavon flourished and by 1810 there were additional furnaces constructed which meant that now the iron production had more than doubled to over 14,000 tonnes annually. Churches and chapels were built to match the diversity of the workforce who were arriving from all over the country eg St. Peter’s church and the Bethlehem independent chapel. Improvements to infrastructure and transport were created to cope with the demand. Railways were a key part of the transport of coal and iron and were often linked by canals. The iron and coal were transported by rail to a canal in Monmouthshire and then onwards to the docks in Newport for distribution around the world.
In 1860 Kearsleys Pit was transformed and sunk by 200m and then a further 100m in 1880 by the Blaenavon company and renamed ‘the Big Pit’. The Big Pit is a coal mine situated in Blaenavon and coal was shipped as far as south America (Big Pit. (2008)). Welsh coal at the time was thriving with an estimated 57 million tonnes of coal being produced and a quarter of a million miners in the industry. 

[bookmark: _Toc514189784]Community of workers.

            Blaenavon, because of its industrial progress and urbanisation, brought a large number of workers together in a relatively small space. Many of these workers laboured in harsh and dangerous conditions so they shared a common experience. This gave the town a strong sense of community. It is likely there was some segregation between iron workers and coal and limestone workers because they each had their own separate accommodation and there may also have been differences in religious beliefs and cultural values within the workforce. Workers came from as far away as Germany and Italy to secure work (International Links. (2008). However, there is evidence of a unity and shared interest between workers. The most visible example of this is the Blaenavon Workmen’s Institute which had 110 members in 1860 where people could meet and socialise with each other. There are examples of the workers playing games such as billiards and holding sporting events within the hall. In 1891 the support for the institute was so strong that the workers got together and raised an impressive £9000 for the construction of the Workmen’s Hall which still stands as a museum and meeting place today. Many of the workers mortgaged their own homes to help fund the build. The Blaenavon Company was so impressed with the combined effort of the workforces that they donated money themselves towards the build (Culture and Recreation in Blaenavon. (2010). 

[bookmark: _Toc514189785]The peak and recline of industry – Changing fortunes.

      In 1836 the ironworks were sold off to the Kennard family who built a new steel works at forge side, opposite the original works. On this new site the mining of coal and iron ore and the forging process took place alongside each other.  This had a negative effect on the original iron works which lost significance in the area (History Blaenavon Town Council. (2018). 
      In 1877 Sidney Gilchrist Thomas discovered a process to remove phosphorus from steel whilst working at Blaenavon. It was this process that revolutionised the steel industry across Europe and America. Unfortunately it was also this discovery that would play a role in the decline of the steel industry in the area, as Britain would struggle to compete with other countries that were now  able to produce good quality steel themselves through the Sidney Gilchrist Thomas process. 
      In 1910 Blaenavon reached its peak of population with 13,000 people living in the area. This coincided with peak of the Welsh coal industry. After this the coal and iron industry started to decline along with the population of Bleanavon. 
      The Miners’ Federation of Great Britain was established after a meeting of local mining trade unions in 1888.It was formed to represent regional and local miners and at its peak it represented almost a million miners. It was reorganised and named the  National Union of Miners in 1945 .This union which went on to have a series of strikes for better wages and conditions in 1969, 1972 and then in 1984 (Who killed the mines?. (2005). In the 1972 strike the miners won a victory against the government and became amongst the highest paid workers in the country (1972 and 1974 Miners' Strikes. (2018).  "Who runs the country, my Government or the miners?" was said by Edward Heath a Conservative member of parliament in 1974 (Jones, S. (2010). 
            However, by the 1980s the industry had lost its competitiveness in the global market and the government started closing mines. The Conservative government headed by Margaret Thatcher in the early 80s was infamous for closing mines but actually the previous Labour government had already started the process the decade before. The ironworks site closed in 1960 and the Big Pit closed in 1980 (History Blaenavon Town Council. (2018). 
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[image: ]            After the closure of industry, the future of Blaenavon was unclear. Job opportunities became hard to come by so many of the miners moved away to secure work. Some of the ex-residents even went as far as Russia to continue mining (International Links. (2008).  This graph shows the gradual reduction in population in Blaenavon after its peaks of 13000 in 1910.


     Graph sourced from: (Regeneration - Blaenavon World Heritage Site. (2018). 
     
  Blaenavon, like many of the coal reliant towns, did not adapt well to the changing economic situation. The younger population in particular was forced to leave to find work. The older generation, who still had pensions, were able to continue living in the area but this changed the demographics of the town. In 1974 the ironworks were placed under state protection and in 1983 the Big Pit coal mine was converted into a museum (Regeneration - Blaenavon World Heritage Site. (2018). The museum became a popular attraction making use of the rich history in the area and bringing much needed tourism and jobs into the town. 
      In 2000 Blaenavon was awarded UNESCO World Heritage Status as a town. This was used to attract funding from public bodies and gave the town an international profile. Although the award helped create jobs to Blaenavon it also came with restrictions on adapting sites and changing the landscape. This could potentially hold the town back from modernisation but in general it was a positive development.
      In 2010 statistics showed Blaenavon had lower than average educational attainments with 28.9% of the population having no qualifications. This may be because the population was originally in the mining industry and therefore needed no formal qualifications to find employment. General Health statistics also scored badly with more than the national average having very bad health. This is no surprise with the lack of job opportunities and a higher than average dependence on benefits. (Socio-economic statistics for Blaenavon, Torfaen. (2010).



[bookmark: _Toc514189787]Existing assets, structures and resident’s opinions. 

         Blaenavon has many attractions including the iron works which is the best preserved of its kind anywhere in the world and open to tourism during holiday periods. During my visit to Blaenavon the Iron works were closed but even from the gates it was apparent an impressive site with a towering water tower at its centre.
         The Big Pit National Museum is the most popular attraction in Blaneavon and in 2005 it attracted 165000 tourists (Significant Sites - Blaenavon World Heritage Site. (2008).  However during field research in the town, a local from Blaenavon reported that because the Big Pit is located on the outskirts of the town most people bypass the town centre (Blaenavon local Resident 1 (2018). This means that most of the trade available from tourism is not benefitting the majority of residents. The interviewee suggested that the coaches visiting Big Pit should also stop in town centre and encourage tourists to buy from local shops.
          The town of Blaenavon itself is the best-preserved iron town in Wales. The majority of the town is made up of traditional buildings. Most of the shops are situated on Broad Street. On my visit to the town it was apparent that it has been economically struggling with closed shops and buildings in disrepair. There has been plans set forward to extend the conservation area to include more of the town at an estimated cost of £2 million to the Heritage Lottery fund. “I agree with the sentiment that the town is struggling economically and conservation aspirations need balance against practically considerations” said Stuart Evans, Ward Member for Blaenavon when asked about the proposal (Proposal for £2million fund to help develop Blaenavon's town centre (2018). 
         The town still has a variety of places of worship and in the churches and chapels there are iron tombstones on the graves which helps to retain the character of the town. The workmens’ hall is still present and has been renovated to include a museum and cinema. During my visit to the Workmens Hall it was still apparent that it is continues to be used as a community centre, bringing the locals together. Although on the occasions I visited it was apparent that the majority of volunteers were of an older generation with very little representation of the youth. When interviewing Blaenavon residents the issue of the challenge of trying to retain young people was a recurring topic (Blaenavon local resident 3. (2018). There is a community youth centre in Blaenavon but locals were worried that there was not enough to do for the younger generations. There was originally a swimming pool in an area that has since been closed down due to lack of funding and this was also mentioned in the resident interviews. One resident used the example of her 14-year-old grandson who had to travel to Pontypool every week to play football (Blaenavon local resident 2. (2018). I would like to highlight the fact that none of the residents interviewed were younger than 30 because of the lack of young people in the area on the day. In 2010 20.5% of Blaenavons population were 45 to 59 which is above the national average (Socio-economic statistics for Blaenavon, Torfaen. (2010).   It would have been interesting to hear their thoughts on how they would like to be represented and what future regenerations projects would be beneficial for them.
         The Blaenavon World Heritage Museum is situated in the old St Peters School which was originally constructed by the Ironmaster’s sister to teach the children in the area in 1816. It is now the first dedicated World Heritage Centre in the UK. An advantage of having the museum situated in the school is that is only a 10-minute walk to the town centre which may encourage the tourists to enter the town. 
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      One of the questions asked to residents was ‘what does Blaenavon mean to you?’ the most popular answer was ‘friendly.’ This showed the strong sense of community in the area, with one resident adding ‘it is a small place where everyone looks out for each other’ - Blaenavon local resident 2, 2018. It was surprising that the heritage or history was not mentioned as a response to this question.. The sense of community is apparent throughout the town with local events and places like the Workmen’s Hall or the Youth Community Centre bringing people together. This is one aspect of the town that has remained despite its changing fortunes. 

[bookmark: _Toc514189789]Regeneration – Suggested future economic opportunities for Bleanavon.      

[bookmark: _Toc514189790]       Adventure sports: There was a consensus from the interviewees that the local youth do not have enough activities to keep them busy in the area, especially with the closure of  facilities such as the pool. I suggest that Blaenavon and the surrounding area invest in the adventure sports industry to attract new tourism and to make use of the diverse surrounding environment. It would also improve fitness and encourage healthy living in the town and add another reason to visit for people who may not be solely interested in the industrial history. An adventure sports centre could employ local people from the area thus reducing the unemployment rates. Training schemes could be developed such as certificates for outdoor education, hospitality, business management. This regeneration would include the following;
An adventure sports center on Broad Street – Situated in the town centre to help draw tourism into the town, the adventure centre would be the hub where tourists could buy tickets for a range of activities held in multiple locations. There would be an indoor climbing wall with lessons for people with different levels of experience. A shop which could provide the opportunity to sell climbing, biking and walking gear and there could be a community café for refreshments and food. A conference room could be developed training workshops and to support local groups and schools.
Kayak and watersports at Garn Lake – Garn lake is on the outskirts of Blaenavon and is a natural resource which could be used to develop water sports in a unique environment. The lake is perfect for watersports such as wakeboarding and jet skiing. The lake is a distance from housing so will not disrupt residents. It would employ instructors and give even more reasons for schools and tourists to visit the town.
Bungee jumping in an abandoned mine shaft – Using an old mine shaft in the area it could be converted into a bungee jump facility where the adrenaline seekers would embrace the historical site in a new exciting way. I feel this would especially appeal to 15-29 year olds who are not well represented at the current time.
               Queenstown also named the ‘capital of adventure sports’ in New Zealand is a good example of how adventure sports can bring tourism and money to an area. The adventure sports industry in the USA alone in 2008 was worth £5 Billion (Extreme sports surfing to success. (2018).  Research shows that 4 million people in the UK already have an interest in extreme sports. 

[bookmark: _Toc514189791]      Fracking: Fracking is a technique used for recovering natural gas from shale underground. I believe it is one of the best ways in which Blaenavon can retain its history but also modernise and keep competitive in today’s market. Natural gas emits 50% less carbon dioxide than coal when combusted in a powerplant (Environmental Impacts of Natural Gas. (2018). It is also less polluting than extracting crude oil. Natural gas is also a hydrocarbon and can be used to produce plastics and organic chemicals (Fracking in the UK. (2016). There are some possible risks twith fracking such as small seismic activity but UK scientists believe that this is not significant although local residents may find the process controversial. 
     Fracking would bring skilled jobs to the area and with them financial security and prosperity which could regenerate local businesses. It has created 2.1 million jobs in America (How Fracking is Saving the Economy. (2018). It is estimated that there is enough gas in shale over parts of England and Wales to power the country for the next 25 years (Macalister, T. (2013). 
     If Blaenavon was to lead the way in the UK by extracting natural gas it could give security to the area and increase energy production for the UK, lessening the reliance on foreign exports and keep industry alive in the area.
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