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1. Introduction

Recent decades have seen repeated attempts in the U.K., Europe and north America to encourage and understand community regeneration in rural areas. There now exists a great deal of practical knowledge of, as well as research and analysis into, community and socioeconomic development processes in rural areas
. Whereas once there was a strong policy commitment to ‘integrated’ rural development as part of  rational and professionalised planning processes with an emphasis on ‘hard’ measures (physical infrastructure, industrial development), today most practitioners and researchers in rural development believe that the key to successful and sustainable rural development lies with more holistic approaches which emphasize ‘softer’ processes of local involvement, capacity building and partnership.
 

The town of Narberth in south Pembrokeshire provides one example of how a community led, holistic development process can result in a self-sustaining developmental dynamic. The current comparative economic prosperity and social vitality of this once depressed town provides a graphic illustration of how social development can drive and enable economic growth.

This case study was developed on the basis of a number of previous studies of community development in South Pembrokeshire
, extensive interviews with a number of key informants
, a series of discussion groups with inhabitants of the town of Narberth
, and two visits to the town and its environs
 in the Spring of 2000. 

The last few years have seen a renewed interest in the UK in community regeneration strategies with new pilot schemes in rural areas launched by the Countryside Agency
 and the Welsh Development Agency (WDA)
 among others. In this context, careful examination of what has been achieved over the last twenty years in  Narberth uncovers a number of important lessons for wider policy making and draws attention to some practical approaches which can make a real difference when attempting community regeneration.

2. Continuity and change in Narberth

Narberth is a small compact town of a couple of thousand inhabitants which lies in a picturesque rural setting a few miles to the north of the main (east/west) trunk route through Pembrokeshire in south-west Wales. Until the late 1960s Narberth had many of the features of the typical market town serving an agricultural hinterland. As with other small market towns this service function gradually declined in the face of retail and wholesale competition from larger towns and the concentration and rationalization of public services. From the sixties onwards Narberth lost its mart, its District Council offices and its secondary school. Meanwhile, industrial decline in Pembrokeshire and Wales in the 1970s and 1980s, was followed by a profound agricultural crisis in the 1990s, with severe consequences for south Pembrokeshire in terms of employment rates and income levels
.

By the early 1980s Narberth had  a dull and run down appearance with a shabby high street characterized by a number of empty premises. It had few social facilities other than the chapels with their aging congregations. The few existing communal buildings – the Queens Hall, the Rugby club, the Town Hall – had sprung leaks and it was proving increasingly difficult to find venues for social or charitable activities. In the view of many of its own inhabitants, despite former prosperity, Narberth had become ‘just another town’, ‘a backwater’ with limited sources of employment, no particular economic role and little local leadership
. 

However, even in the darkest days of recession in the years following the oil crisis of 1973, Narberth as a community continued to have considerable latent vitality and opportunities – it was felt by its inhabitants to be a healthy setting for family life, to be a neighbourly and friendly community if a little dispirited; and the town had a built environment which, if a little shabby, was basically sound and potentially very attractive; nor had the town entirely lost its commercial identity, there continued to be solicitors and accountants offices, banks and basic, if unexciting, retail outlets. 

Indeed, as a community regeneration process got underway in the 1980s it emerged that there were many voluntary organizations in the community and many potential interest groups who could both contribute to the process and expand and thrive with the creation of new facilities - these included sporting clubs, Women’s Institute and so on, and came to include a community arts association and a Civic Society which would become important and dynamic entities as the regeneration effort took off. The legacy of former community cohesion from Narberth’s heyday as a market town had by no means been entirely lost by the time the first step on the road  to regeneration - the Narberth Action Group - was taken.

The Narberth Action Group arose in reaction to two concurrent events – the difficulty in finding a premises for a mothers and toddlers group and other community activities at a time when the former, and by then very dilapidated, District Council office at Bloomfield House on the edge of the town was to be sold off out of the public sector. Beginning in 1979 with a very well attended public meeting called by a few concerned individuals, the Narberth Action Group went on, through much effort and struggle, to secure Bloomfield House for the community, to raise local funds from the community and to source public funds, including, crucially, training grants for unemployed locals to be employed on rebuilding work
. Bloomfield’s facilities quickly emerged as a social focus for the town
 and, as importantly, Bloomfield’s development became a social nexus, particularly for the rising generation with young families, as people contributed  to task based groups, provided their labour on a voluntary basis, and got involved in fund raising activities. Veterans remember these early days as a time of fun and energy where every success was celebrated and a wide diversity of professional and other talents were mobilized in the community.

Important as it was, and as it continues to be, Bloomfield only marked a beginning in the regeneration of Narberth. Based on their earlier successes, a core group of twenty or so activists, backed by the wider community,  went on to persuade the WDA together with the Countryside Council for Wales (CCW), the Welsh Tourist Board (WTB) and the local authority to back, first, the creation of workshop units for business start-ups and the provision of business start-up advice, and, then,  a comprehensive programme of environmental improvements in the town. 

Extensive works on roadways, pavements, and shop fronts, new parking facilities, improvements to the entrances to the town, and a painting scheme transformed the appearance of the town within a few short years. Central to this was the repair of the Town Hall which occupies a central position in the High Street and whose deriliction had become symbolic of the town’s decline.

Retail regeneration advanced hand in hand with environmental improvements as a new breed of specialist outlets (a gallery, a delicatessen, antique shops, a bookshop) began to redefine the retail identify of the town while more traditional outlets (butchers, grocery) expanded and modernized. Entrepreneurial incomers were central to this business regeneration and business development, once kick started by environmental improvements, swiftly became self sustaining.

Nor did the provision of social and recreational facilities at Bloomfield and elsewhere, and regeneration of the built environment with attendant retail and service sector growth inscribe the whole of the Narberth experience in these years. Cultural activities
 and in particular the development of community arts and the rebuilding of the Queen’s Hall as a major arts venue with theatre/concert and gallery space has not only enhanced the quality of life for locals and drew people from a much wider area to Narberth, but has also come to help define the identity of the town, its retail profile and the self-perceptions of many who come to live or continue to live in the town. 

The rebuilding of the Queen’s Hall reprised many of the same self-mobilization processes pioneered by the Narberth Action Group and involved many of the same people but it also exemplifies how incomers - particular artists and craftspeople, the active retired and other refugees from urban life - were drawn into and have made a particular contribution to social and cultural regeneration as well as to economic life in Narberth. 

Today, Narberth is  a thriving town with a growing retail sector and a fairly tight property market although it continues to be plagued by the limited availability of employment opportunities for the young characteristic of rural areas across Europe.
 Despite the relative absence of significant traditional public sector employment, the decline of agriculture and of light industry and  the loss of its traditional retail functions as a market town, Narberth is marked by a number of significant employment generators, most significantly: specialist retail outlets (for food, antiques, arts and crafts, books); tourist facilities (a hotel, cafes, pubs);  social, educational and cultural services (including Bloomfield, the Queens Hall, and SIMTRA - an IT training organization); professional activities servicing a wider area (lawyers, accountants, architects, bankers); and  other specialist activities (an innovative health centre, a crematorium, SPARC - a rural development organization). 

Narberth is also a dormitory town with many residents choosing to live in or around Narberth while commuting to work in other towns. At the heart of Narberth’s current prosperity are people who wish to live, work and  start businesses in Narberth for a complex combination of reasons - the economic opportunities, the pleasantness of the environment and the quality of the housing stock, the social and cultural life and facilities, and the sense of place and community.

Nor is the regeneration of Narberth the story of just one town: what has happened in Narberth has had significant consequences for the development of regeneration capacity across south Pembrokeshire. Space does not permit any detailed account here of how first, under auspices of a Countryside Council initiative on the environment and the WDA’s Rural Initiative, the Taf and Cleddau Rural Initiative (TCRI) brought together thirteen communities surrounding and including Narberth in a development programme, and how then, under the EU Leader programme, TCRI evolved into the South Pembrokeshire Partnership for Action with Rural Communities (SPARC), which in turn spawned important developments in environmental enhancement, tourism development, business support, IT training and so forth.
 However, two salient points should be noted: one, what success TCRI and then SPARC have enjoyed, and it is considerable, has been based their use of community centered approaches first pioneered in Narberth, and, two, TCRI and SPARC have depended for their leadership and vitality on a cadre which was formed and  first emerged from the Narberth Action Group.

3. The impact of the community regeneration process: the local view

When asked to describe the strengths of Narberth as a town and the best features of life in the town, townsfolk consistently identify three factors: a spirited, confident and active community; a varied, mixed and outward looking  population: and  a good range of social, cultural and sporting facilities. These have both helped maintain population levels and have been sustained by the additional dynamism of newcomers attracted to the town.

When asked about the causes of the  expanding economic life of the town, townsfolk identify the attractive and growing retail mix on the High Street; a central position in Pembrokeshire; and the desirability of the town as a place to live as the keys to the fertility of the business environment. Incomers have played an important role in developing the retail profile of the town while environmental improvements have provided the context in which new outlets can expect to prosper.

It is possible to trace the origins of these positive attributes to the specific content and dynamics of the community development process initiated with the Narberth Action Group in the early 1980s. At the most basic level, success, starting with Bloomfield, has bred success. The competencies and experiences garnered in the development of community facilities in Bloomfield have spilled over and been used in the re-development of the Queens Hall, in the foundation of TCRI and latterly SPARC, and in numerous other smaller scale community initiatives and activities. 

The process involved in developing Bloomfield – hands on, self organizing, participative – has not only built ‘social capital’ and practical knowledge but, crucially, the self-confidence and raised expectations essential for any sustained social dynamic. (Interestingly, when asked what is wrong with Narberth today most respondents declare a need for more of the same – more sports facilities, more parking, more retail, more funding for the arts, for the voluntary sector and so on.)

The provision of local capacity – the funding of a full time manager for the Bloomfield project, a co-ordinator for the arts activities at the Queen’s Hall, the core staff of SPARC itself which includes business advisors and tourism and community development officers – was also essential for more ambitious and longer term projects to be realized. This capacity underpinned a nexus of committed local activists and volunteers, capable and willing to address a wide variety of political, organizational and practical tasks and embedded in and legitimated by a wider network and community of local people.

It was also necessary to the development process for these local actors to work in increasingly closer partnership with the (then) Dyfed County Council and with the WDA, CCW and the WTB. Developing this partnership as not always simple or smooth but its essence, when it worked,  was a recognition by the public agencies that collaboration on a basis of equality (rather than supplication) and mutual learning and adjustment was essential.

4. Learning from Narberth: implications for policy

There would appear to have been three elements in the regeneration of Narberth 

· the emergence of a community capacity for self-organization and action,

· the development of social and cultural facilities and infrastructure, and 

· the physical refurbishment of the built environment.

While each of these three elements was necessary for the regeneration process, only all three were sufficient to ensure that regeneration. Of these three elements it is the first named, the emergence of community capacity, which appears to have been decisive – the other two to a large extent flowed from this.

Access to professional/technical support - through partner organisations such as the local authority, WDA, CCW and WTB and through local support organisations such as SPARC – subsequently proved critical to sustaining the regeneration effort and maintaining momentum. Partner organisations themselves, such as the WDA, also learnt and developed new ways of facilitating, supporting and integrating development through working through and with local community partners.

Although conventional economic development measures – business support, provision of premises/workshops, vocational training – all made some contributions to the regeneration process individually they do not appear to have been decisive in themselves. What was important was that these services were provided locally in a tailored and integrated fashion.
 

Indeed, much of the entrepreneurial growth in the local economy in the retail and service sectors was largely uninfluenced by such measures:  the key factors in new businesses set-up were, first, that Narberth was a desirable place to live and therefore work in, and, then second, that Narberth physically was a suitable (attractive) place to locate that type of business. Once the process of new business development began, particularly on the High Street, the normal economic processes of clustering and aggregation began to set in as more visitors/customers were attracted into (and back into) the town.
 

More generally, an enabling culture has grown up around business activity and business support arrangements/partnerships in Narberth which provides a solid, institutionalized basis for further growth and development.

Thus, there are a number of lessons for rural development policy to be derived from the Narberth experience:

1. Build on existing local resources and capacities: Narberth did not begin its regeneration process without any resource or capacity rather Narberth liberated and exploited its existing latent but considerable social and thus economic potential.

2. Mobilize all sectors of the community: central to the Narberth experience has been the combined contribution of natives and incomers, women and men, finding multiple social and economic modes of participation was central to building community capacity.

3. Develop the social infrastructure: after a period of economic decline population may eventually fall well below that which can still be economically sustained for the want of social opportunity, conversely, in Narberth a good place to live has become a good place to work and do business in.

4. Provide institutional capacity: ambitious and sustained regeneration processes can not survive on voluntary labour and commitment alone, a degree of ongoing, dedicated, professional support was required to maintain forward movement  in Narberth.

5. Ensure a generative environment for private enterprise: in the end of the day businesses must have markets and opportunities, creating a fertile context was more important for business in Narberth that any specific support activity.

6. Tailor, and locally deliver, integrated business support: specific business support measures are not likely to make a great difference solely in themselves, in Narberth, SPARC, working in partnership with other agencies, was able to provide systematic support based on local knowledge.

7. Develop partnerships between public agencies and local communities: equal, responsive partnership between public agencies and local communities is central to biulding and maintaining development capacity
, in Narberth partnership has underpined the whole regeneration process.

8. Allow for differentiation and specialization: Narberth concentrated on exploiting its particular local combination of resources and capacities (a built environment with great potential, an existing open and strong, if latent, community spirit), other communities can and will identify different combinations.

9. Recognise the importance of a holistic approach to regeneration: Narberth shows us how social development is not a compliment to or an added extra to economic development, in Narberth social development is economic development.

How then can public policy support and promote community regeneration in rural communities? In summary, Narberth suggests, and experience elsewhere confirms, that it is reasonable to conclude that the key to community regeneration in rural areas lies with support for the development of local capacity; with holistic, social and economic strategies; and with equal, responsive partnership between public agencies and local communities.

�	 For further information on this case study or on the Tavistock Institute please contact John Kelleher (j.kelleher@tavinstitute.org). This study was commissioned by the west Wales division of the Welsh Development Agency (WDA) and received additional support from the South Pembrokeshire Partnership for Action with Rural Communities (SPARC).
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�	 Carnea, M (ed) ‘Putting people first: sociological variables in rural development’, Oxford University Press, 1991


	Kelleher, J., Batterbury, S. & Stern, E. ‘The thematic evaluation of the partnership principle in the Structural Fund regulation’, European Commission DG XVI, 1999


�	 Most notably; 


	Asby, J. and others, ‘Participatory techniques for involving local people in development: seminar report’ SPARC, 1997


	Midmore, P. Ray, C. & Tregar, A. ‘The south Pembrokeshire LEADER project evaluation’ University of Wales, Aberystwyth, 1994


	Finch, C. & Routh, C. ‘Integrated rural development good practice in Wales: final report’ ADAS, 1997


	‘Communities in action’ The Sports Council for Wales, 1994


	Horton, M. & Potts, D. ‘Research into development trusts; a report to the development trusts association’, 1998


	Watson, R. ‘The South Pembrokeshire Partnership for Action with Rural Communities (SPARC): a case study’ Robert Gordon University, 1994


�	 I am indebted to Joan Asby of SPARC, David Watkins of Bloomfield House Community Centre and Gordon Reed of the WDA for their forbearance with my line of questioning.


�	 These groups involved 34 townsfolk in all and were composed of a mix of backgrounds, occupations, age and gender,  and included people from the business community, voluntary associations and others. While these groups represented a reasonably wide cross section of the town’s inhabitants, participants were predominantly middle aged and active in the community.


�	 As well observing the streetscape and various retail establishments, time was spent at Bloomfield house, the Queen’s Hall and SPARC.


�	 Countryside Agency Social Exclusion Programme


�	 WDA Market Towns Initiative


�	 Unemployment rates in south Pembrokeshire have stuck in a range of 15-20% for most of the last two decades, additionally, as with most of rural Wales, what employment exists is typically low paid, and labour market participation rates (% of total population in or seeking employment) are low by comparison to the rest of the U.K.


�	 As with many other areas in the U.K. at that time, local government whether in the form of the County Council or the Town Council seemed remote, irrelevant or inert and the days of having an obvious local elite who could be expected to take matters on were long gone.


�	 Some of the Bloomfield trainees remain employed in the local building trade to this day.


�	 Today Bloomfield House Community Centre provides sporting facilities, education and training activities, day care and drop in clubs, as well as acting as a venue for a wide range of social and charitable associations and has around 60,000 users per annum.


�	 Remarkably, Narberth has two carnivals each year, a winter carnival and a summer carnival.


�	 While it is difficult, in the absence of detailed research and  given Narberth’s small population, to divine reliable comparative economic statistics concerning poverty and prosperity in Narberth as compared with other towns in Pembrokeshire over the last decade, economic activity - as indicated by, for example,  retail turnover, commercial rents, bank transactions, house prices, employment levels – would appear to be significantly higher than in many other towns.


�	 See the documents referenced under note 3 above for details.


�	 While it would be hard to overestimate the personal contributions of the initial group of volunteers including Joan Asby (the first manager of the Bloomfield project and now Director of SPARC) to the regeneration process in Narberth, it would be a mistake to understand  the Narberth experience simply in terms of individuals, important as they have been, if this is to the detriment of understanding the generic, replicable elements of community development exhibited in Narberth.


�	 SPARC reports that business failure rates among start-ups have been much lower in Narberth than elsewhere, this they ascribe in part to the quality and appropriateness of advice and support provided.


�	 So, to give one example, SIMTA provided locally IT training suited to the needs of  women working in small family business in Narberth.


�	 However conventional economic development measures were important to supporting and maintaining the regeneration dynamic, as were specific measures to support the tourism sector, and as indeed were equally important social measures including identifying sites and making provision for new housing and  ‘green’ measures in the surrounding countryside such as pathway development.


�	 Effectively this amounts to the development of what is known as ‘tacit knowledge’ and ‘social capital’.


�	 And indeed partnership is the perferred mechanism for rural development in many of the most innovative and successful initiatives under the EU Structural Funds. See Kelleher, J., Batterbury, S. & Stern, E. ‘The thematic evaluation of the partnership principle in the Structural Fund regulation’, European Commission DG XVI, 1999


�	 Rural Wales provides many other examples of how towns can regenerate around particular local characteristics – see Kelleher, J. ‘Evaluation of the Markets Towns Initiative: first and second round of annual monitoring visits’,  Report prepared on behalf to the Welsh Development Agency, February 2000.







