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REGENERATION OF NEWPORT
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Introduction

Newport is positioned in Southeast Wales; however, it has a unique set of regeneration issues which distinguish it from both Cardiff’s ongoing new capital city development and Swansea’s large-scale history of heavy industry. Since its inception, Newport has had its development shaped by transport, logistics, manufacturing, river-based economies, and providing a regional service. In recent years, however, Newport has been faced with city centre retail decline, underutilised land, city centre fragmentation, and difficulty diversifying its strategic location to provide local benefits on a broader scale. This report provides an assessment of Newport as a river-based city where the future viability of the city lies in achieving integrated placemaking, rather than reliance on single-use developments.









Changing Fortunes

Historically, Newport has had its economic fortunes based on movement: the movement of goods, the movement of labour, rail traffic, ports and the subsequent road access (M4) associated with this movement of goods and services. This infrastructure-rich geography has provided economic strength, but it has also created an ‘economic profile’ that has created a place were passing through, to get to another location, has been more important than staying. As demonstrated by many city centres across the UK, as the transition occurred from an industrial and distribution-based economy to one that is consumption and service-based, historic city centre locations didn’t benefit from that transition, as is evidenced by increased levels of retail competition, fragmentation of land ownership, and changing patterns of travel. Evans (1997) points out that successful town centre regeneration involves more than cosmetic changes and that they must re-establish a context of purpose (based on present day economy) to achieve success. This observation is still very applicable to Newport.
The city’s new strategy for Newport acknowledges these long-standing issues related to the city’s situation and includes references to identifying vacant buildings, anti-social behaviour and the decline of retail as being structural issues as opposed to only temporary setbacks and identifying heritage, culture and the River Usk as underutilised sources of strength within the city. This is a very different view. Instead of viewing the city centre as simply an unsuccessful shopping area, the new thinking sees it as an overall urban setting that has the potential to accommodate housing, culture, employment, and public amenity. This approach falls within the more general trends of integrated urban development as summarised by URBACT (2010) and Franke et al (2007), who point out that regeneration works best when economic, spatial and social elements are planned together.
The changing fortunes of Newport have left the city with a legacy that is mixed. On the one hand, Newport has still substantial assets, including accessibility, civic facilities, industrial history, and a recognisable city centre; however, the city also inherits underperforming sites, varying perceptions of place quality, and a river that is often seen as an edge instead of a key organisational driver in the urban framework. The direction in which the city develops will be dependent on the ability to turn these legacies into new opportunities.

Existing assets, structures and economic characteristics of Newport

Newport has a greater number of assets than its reputation might imply. There are historical markets and civic buildings located within the city centre; the centre of the city has many transport options and independent cultural activity; and the centre of the city is walkable and manageable size. The River Usk creates a strong landscape and identity base, while the Transporter Bridge, university presence, and wider cultural institutions provide a level of distinctiveness. Newport is also a key part of an important regional economy with connections to Cardiff, Bristol, and the broader industrial corridor within South Wales. Essentially, Newport requires a customised regeneration model that focuses on Newport's local characteristics as they relate to the redevelopment of Newport's downtown area. The contemporary theory supports this notion. The Leipzig Charter supports this approach with its promotion of integrated urban development (and its importance to the sustainability of the cities) through attention to areas of concern (e.g., social capital, public realm and functional diversity) (EU ministers, 2007). Similarly, Deakin and Allwinkle (2007) argue that networks, innovation and partnership are central to successful regeneration, and thus the physical redevelopment of the region, of its existing disadvantages. Newport has a foundation of this type of model, as current placemaking efforts have been conducted with great involvement of the community through a steering committee, cross-sector collaboration, and demonstrating that the term "regeneration" represents a citywide civic project instead of property redevelopment projects. It is worth noting that medium-sized cities' successes in their regeneration efforts have typically not been achieved by developing several disconnected projects.
Newport currently displays a transitional economic profile, meaning that the city does not have a predominant identity (i.e. Newport is not simply an industrial-based city and does not have a fully developed visitor and/or culture-based economy). Nonetheless, the lack of identity may inhibit policymaking, but the flexibility of Newport allows for mixed-use, creative, and local enterprise development, as well as multi-family housing. According to DTZ (2009), retail-based regeneration will continue to play an important role in helping bring foot traffic (visitors) and credibility to the town centre, but also acknowledges that retail alone will not be sufficient for the long-term sustainability of urban centres. The future of Newport's economy is based around creating a diverse centre that mixes the retail sector with leisure, culture, flexible working spaces and residential development. The most promising economic model includes using all these factors in conjunction with one another to create a prosperous economic environment.
Newport City Council plays an important role as the main strategic authority for the city, especially as it relates to city centre place-making, economic development and regeneration services, and their connections to destination planning and culture. The City Council's recent efforts to establish a Place Board and conduct large-scale community engagement stand in stark contrast to historical top-down approaches to regeneration. It is essential to this collaborative governance strategy that the City Council is the primary entity overseeing any future development because the success of the project will have a direct impact on whether the project can continue past one funding cycle. 
Several powerful stakeholders play an important role in the current development plans for Newport, such as small businesses, market traders, cultural organisations, the University of South Wales, transport bodies, community groups, developers, investors and private property owners. It is essential that private property owners also participate in the redevelopment plans for the upper floors of buildings, vacant properties and other potential development sites so that they can be reused in an economically productive way. Ricciardelli, Amoruso, and Di Liddo (2025) have discussed how social innovation plays a much bigger role in urban regeneration than physical design; this is particularly relevant for Newport because the confidence of the community, the nature of programmed events, and local entrepreneurs may be equally as impactful in urban impact as large-scale construction projects that are used as flagship developments.
Cultural stakeholders are very important to successful developments within Newport. The emerging culture strategy for Newport defines culture not as an accessory to development, but rather as the foundation for belonging, engagement and economic differentiation. Popa, Pop, and Marian-Potra (2025) have demonstrated how the use of culture and the arts can transform previously forgotten areas into vibrant creative environments; however, any of these strategies must maintain their complete integration with the local identity of Newport and should not be imposed through imported branding strategies. The cultural value of Newport's City Centre arises primarily from its ability to link resident participation, city image, and everyday City Centre use with each other. Businesses that have an interest in public safety, footfall and the public realm will also have a vested interest in the outcome of this work, as well as businesses that are concerned that the regeneration of the area provides improved access to and inclusion within the City Centre, rather than just repurposing the land for higher-value uses.

Implications of existing development strategies

Newport's most recent placemaking agenda shows strong alignment with integrated regeneration theory. The framework for Newport is focused on addressing perceptions, public safety, cultural elements, retail diversity due to the broad range of shopping options, the riverfront, residential and employment growth within the City Centre. These objectives align with those established for an integrated urban development model endorsed by URBACT (2010), Franke et al. (2007), and Leipzig Charter (EU Ministers, 2007). Consistent with more recent authors writing about sustainability, it must not be the addition of an environmental solution but the primary structural framework for all aspects of the regeneration process (Hashim, Alias and Dali, 2022).
The second implication for the planned regeneration is that Newport's City Centre should avoid the short-sighted project-by-project logic of urban renewal and plan a sequenced strategy for chronological public realm development, cultural development, mobility improvements, and the reuse of buildings within the City Centre. The River Usk should also be regarded as the spine of the City Centre and not as an edge. Brownfield and waterfront sites can be used for development. Newport should develop strategies for brownfield redevelopment that focus on reusing existing construction, showing physical improvements to the surrounding community, and enhancing the local culture to increase community pride.
The most important opportunity for redevelopment is the River Usk Climate and Culture Corridor. The River Usk is one of Newport's greatest natural assets; however, the river has not always served to create a spatial structure for urban life. A long-term plan for redevelopment would create a series of interconnected public spaces, active transportation routes, cultural venues, ecological enhancement zones and riverbank areas to connect the railway, market, civic area and edges of the river. Torkfar and Russo (2023) state that climate-responsive design and nature-based solutions will collectively provide increased opportunities for redevelopment, resulting in higher adaptation rates, improved quality of life and better environmental protection. The overall effect would be recreating the development of the riverfront for both environmental infrastructure and economic development.
An opportunity for redevelopment is establishing a market, events and makers district within the centre of Newport. Instead of trying to revert to the past when retail sales were the primary industry in the city, Newport should develop a more diversified centre that embraces food, crafts, small businesses, community events and evening activities. Bahar (2025) claims that urban retail environments need a new strategy for redevelopment because of the digital economy. By having a healthy market and strong and available cultural attributes, Newport is uniquely positioned to facilitate the development of a new form of urban centre. By using a coordinated programme of interim use, independent trader support, cultural programming and streetscape enhancement, visible progress can be made towards this goal without the development of any one major project.
Another opportunity for redevelopment is as an upper-floor retrofitting of residences and flexible workspaces associated with public services and education. Newport has opportunities to create compact urban living through the adaptive reuse of existing buildings. This should not be limited to speculative adaptation only; instead, renovation should also incorporate upper-floor apartments, affordable workspaces, training facilities and support for small business owners, increasing the number of people living in the city and also the number of people with access to employment and education. This model will create a sustainable brownfield redevelopment approach in relation to the development of this community, as well as providing an emphasis on social innovation as discussed by Ricciardelli et al. (2025) and will also assist community efforts to make the downtown safer and more vibrant during non-retail time periods by enhancing activity throughout downtown.


Conclusion

There is a regeneration issue for Newport in that Newport's identity does not have to be created from nothing; it should focus on developing the existing assets of the city. Newport has a strategically located downtown, an easily recognisable downtown, a strong cultural base and a powerful river; however, the city has also been challenged with a decline in retail businesses, vacant parcels and a lack of consistency in the way the public perceives the city. The current placemaking strategy is a good opportunity for Newport because it will frame the issues in a holistic manner. The best approach to develop Newport into a more sustainable form of centre-city redevelopment will be through the implementation of three components: 1) development of the River Usk climate corridor; 2) a market/maker economy in the centre; and 3) maximum adaptive use of the existing built form for housing, education and businesses. Collectively, these initiatives will help the city of Newport transition from a reactionary to a more confident, sustainable approach for the future redevelopment of the centre of the city.
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