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Section 2 Statement of Significance 
 
2.1 Heritage Value 
 
2.1.1 Industrial Heritage 
 

 
      Big Pit Mining Museum Blaenavon 

 
‘The Blaenavon Industrial Landscape presents a larg e number of individual monuments 
of outstanding value within the context of a rich a nd continuous relict landscape, 
powerfully evocative of the Industrial Revolution.  It is one of the prime areas of the 
world where the full social, economic and technolog ical process of industrialisation 
through iron and coal production can be studied and  understood’. 
 
Extract from World Heritage Sites: The tentative list of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland.  
Published by the Department of Culture, Media and Sport June 1999 
 
The Blaenavon Industrial Landscape World Heritage Site and its landscape setting is one of 
the finest surviving examples in the world of a landscape created by coal mining and 
ironmaking in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  The parallel development of these 
industries was one of the key dynamic forces of the world’s first industrial revolution and South 
Wales was among its leading centres.  For over a century, the natural landscape was changed 
and scarred by ironmaking, coal extraction, settlement and related activities as the area, that 
is now a World Heritage Site, was turned to the demands of a single new industrial enterprise 
and the radical transformation of land and society which followed in its wake.  There are three 
major preserved sites: Blaenavon and Clydach Ironworks, both of which are scheduled ancient 
monument and Big Pit, National Coal Museum.  These sites are set in a relict or fossil 
landscape of inter-dependent mineral extraction, manufacturing, transport and settlement.  
The historic town of Blaenavon also lies within the boundary.  While the wider landscape is of 
great importance because of the sheer number of historic features it possesses. 
 
Located at the eastern extremity of the South Wales Coalfield, this upland area rises 
dramatically from the Usk valley and the surrounding fertile agricultural lowlands.  From its 
highest points, it offers breathtaking views across the Black Mountains, Brecon Beacons and 
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Monmouthshire lowlands.  To the west the views are radically different and reveal a post 
industrial landscape scarred and transformed by iron making and coal and mineral extraction.   
 
This is a working landscape and from the arrival of the first human settlers it has been 
managed and transformed.  Bronze and Iron Age people began the process of woodland 
clearance and the transformation of the afforested uplands to an agricultural landscape.  But, 
by far the most dramatic and destructive changes occurred during the iron making period of 
the industrial revolution.  The easily accessible mineral assets of the area, coupled with fuel in 
the form of charcoal, coal and water, enabled the rapid development of one of the most 
important iron making towns anywhere in the industrialised world.   
 
Following the demise of iron, steel and coal production the land has once more reverted to a 
more peaceful agricultural use and upland commons dominate the landscape.  Even so, the 
post industrial landscape clearly bears the legacy of its industrial past in the form of colliery 
spoil, abandoned tramways, canals, reservoirs, quarries and tunnels.   
 

 
Hill’s Tramroad, a primitive railway, at ‘The Tumbl e’ 

 
The number of features designated for their industrial archaeological value are testament to 
this importance.  They include:  
 
·  Blaenavon Industrial Landscape World Heritage Site 
·  Blaenavon landscape included on the Register of Landscapes of Outstanding Historic 

Importance in Wales 
·  Clydach Gorge Historic Landscape Character Area 
·  17 Scheduled Ancient Monuments 
·  109 Listed Buildings 
 
The range of industrial heritage features include: 
 
·  the extensive evidence of the sources of coal, iron ore and limestone 
·  evidence of the primitive transport systems of the first 60 years of the ironworks, which 

are important in understanding the evolution of transport history 
·  evidence of the management of water resources for use in prospecting for and 

extracting minerals, and in power and transport systems 
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·  evidence of vertical integration of the forging side of the iron industry at the key site of 
Garn Ddyrys 

·  the surviving dwellings of ironworkers and coal miners 
·  pre-industrial features of burial cairns and hillforts  
·  early railways, tunnels and industrial structures 
 

2.1.2 Natural Heritage 
An upland block, bounded by steep mountain sides and river valleys, the Scheme area is very 
varied in nature and inevitably contains a great diversity of important habitats and wildlife.  
Prior to industrialisation the dominant habitat was upland heath.  This is a man made habitat 
created through a progressive period of woodland clearance which enabled early settlers to 
farm the uplands. 

 
Upland heath - Blorenge 

 
In the main it is this upland heathland, a UK biodiversity action plan priority habitat, that has 
survived to the present day, though intense and extensive industrial activity and the resulting 
spoil from coal and mineral extraction has transformed the topography and created soils of a 
very different nature to those naturally occurring in the area.  This has helped create a rich 
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mosaic of small habitat areas which reflect the mineral composition of the surface soils.  As a 
consequence, the biodiversity of the area is very rich and the whole area is recognised as 
being of great biodiversity value.  This is demonstrated by the following list of statutory and 
non statutory designations: 
 
1 National Nature Reserve (NNR), 2 Special Area of Conservation (SAC), 8 Sites of Special 
Scientific Interest (SSSI), 2 Local Nature Reserves (LNR) and 55 non statutory Sites of 
Importance for Nature Conservation (SINC).   
 
Important habitats include: 
 

·  Heather moorland 
·  Beech woodland 
·  Ponds and lakes 
·  Species rich grassland 
·  Colliery spoil 
·  Wetlands and bogs 
·  Rivers, streams and canals 
·  Quarries and caves 

 
The FLP area also possesses a variety of important species, either protected through 
legislation or listed on the UK and / or Local Biodiversity Action Plans.  Of major concern, is 
the status of the red grouse.  In its most southerly location in the UK, this species has 
experienced a dramatic decline since the 1900s.  It’s conservation will be a priority action for 
the Partnership. 
 
See Chapter 4 Landscape Character Study revised 2009 for further information. 
 

 
Red grouse  the population is at a dangerously low level 
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2.1.3 Geology 

The area consists of a central plateau region of resistant Pennant sandstones around which 
are high moorland underlain by Lower Coal Measures, Milstone Grit and Carboniferous 
Limestone.   
 

 
Geological map showing sedimentary layers where the y outcrop  

 
 
The Clydach Gorge is a chip in the rim of the of the Coalfield basin and exposes the full 
sequence of rocks from the oldest Devonian sandstones near Clydach, through Carboniferous 
Limestone and Millstone Grit to the Coal Measures near Brynmawr. 
 
It is the remarkable geology of the area that allowed it to develop into one of the most 
important industrial areas of the Industrial Revolution.  Due principally to these easily 
accessible mineral resources, iron making enjoyed a significant competitive edge over the 
other industrialised sites within the South Wales Valleys.   
 
Access to limestone, iron stone and coal, on or near to the surface, has left its mark in the 
post industrial landscape and many features, such as quarries and patchings, can still be 
easily interpreted today.  Quarrying particularly leaves a remarkable legacy in the form of 
geological exposures and a number of these have been designated as Geological 
Conservation Review sites (GCR) / SSSIs and Regionally Important Geological Sites (RIGS).   
 
 
The Scheme area also possesses over 50 miles of cave passages.  This system is probably 
the most impressive of all of the geological features, yet is one that is really seen. 
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Llanelly quarry  Clydach Gorge 

 
 

2.2 Cultural and Human Importance 
Archaeological investigation has shown that the Scheme area was initially utilised by hunter 
gathers and that this was followed by a progressive clearance of the upland woodland to 
make way for farming.  By the end of the Mediaeval period a number of farmers were also 
extracting minerals for use in the earliest of the ironworks such as the Hanbury Ironworks at 
Pontypool.  This was followed by a two hundred year period of intense industrial activity.  
During this time the iron masters became fabulously rich and, to satisfy the demands of 
rapidly increasing production, the population of the area exploded, non conformist religions 
became established, the Eisteddfod movement flourished and trades unionism evolved.  But, 
in the midst of these developments the workforce lived in abject poverty in overcrowded and 
disease ridden housing.  They worked long hours in dangerous conditions and children from 
the age of four worked in the industry.  This is a vital element of the story of this landscape.  It 
was captured brilliantly in the novel ‘Rape of the Fair Country’ written by Sir Alexander Cordell 
and it is something which must not be overlooked. 
 
The legacy of all of this was the rich industrial heritage which still survives in its landscape 
setting.  It was recognised by UNESCO and an area around Blaenavon was inscribed as an 
Industrial Landscape World Heritage site in 2000.  This has raised the profile of the area 
enormously and has encouraged the public sector to implement plans to both conserve and 
present the World Heritage Site and combine this process with social and economic 
regeneration initiatives.   
 
Public consultation, conducted as a component of the FLP Project Planning Year, led to the 
understanding that, while many people welcomed World Heritage Status, they also felt that 
the inscribed site did not fully reflect the wider heritage value of the area.  There is no doubt 
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that Blaenavon tells a remarkably complete story of an iron making and coal mining town 
during the British Industrial Revolution, but the surrounding landscape also has a rich and 
directly associated heritage story to tell - the undoubted importance of the ironworks, forges, 
lime kilns and quarries in the Clydach Gorge being but one example.  The extensive grouse 
moors are also a direct result of industrialisation.  These were created by the iron masters and 
constitute the most southerly grouse moors in the United Kingdom.  The network of primitive 
railways and leats that criss-crossed the landscape to allow the transportation of water, 
minerals and finished goods are a shared heritage feature which extend beyond the core area 
of Blaenavon.  Pre-dating, continuing in tandem with and surviving industrialisation, the upland 
commons survive to this day and form a vitally important component of the area’s heritage. 
 
 

 
Clydach Ironworks 

 
 
2.3 Today 

No longer an industrial ‘powerhouse’ the area has reverted mainly to agricultural use, although 
a relaxation in the management of the commons has meant that large areas of heather 
moorland are degrading and being encroached by bracken.  This is resulting in the loss of a 
priority habitat, and is making access to grazing areas more difficult for livestock. 
 
The inscription of the World Heritage Site in 2000 has obviously made a difference to the 
recreational and educational use of the area and much has been achieved in terms of 
improved access for visitors into the heritage landscape.  This was further enhanced in 2008 
with the opening of the former St. Peter’s school as the Blaenavon World Heritage Centre.  
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This new facility, which received significant Heritage Lottery Fund support, provides 
information, interpretation and a focus for access into the landscape. 
The landscape offer opportunities for recreational activities including: pony trekking, mountain 
biking, hang gliding, grouse shooting, orienteering, bird watching, nature rambles and walking.  
Some of these activities are organised, others are informal.  The landscape, and its rich 
natural and industrial heritage, is also used for study by schools, universities and bodies such 
as the Gwent and Glamorgan Archaeological Trust and local history societies, the Gwent 
Ornithological Society, the RSPB and amateur naturalists. 
 
The Forgotten Landscapes Partnership will strive to add value to the area’s resources and the 
activities currently being enjoyed.  This will ensure that the profile of the BILWHS and its 
landscape setting will continue to grow in importance.  More will be conserved, presented and 
interpreted, access will be improved and more people will become involved in the on going 
conservation of the heritage landscape. 
 
The heritage characteristics of the landscape summarised here are developed more fully in 
the following chapters.   
 
 

2.4 What are the Partnerships Heritage Priorities? 
The Development Stage has provided an opportunity to refine the Partnership’s thoughts on 
what the ‘essential’ character of the landscape is and to conserve this character.  This 
character, and how to conserve it, is described in the text that follows: 
 
Following inscription as a WHS in 2000 responsibilities for the conservation of industrial 
heritage were identified and laid out in a dedicated management plan.  However, as it was not 
a central requirement of the plan, no clear mechanism for how the landscape setting and its 
biodiversity assets should be conserved was stipulated by the management body, the 
Blaenavon Partnership.   
 
With the wider scope of the Forgotten Landscapes Scheme an opportunity to address this 
issue has been presented and it is now proposed to incorporate this approach into the WHS 
Management Plan which is currently being revised. 
 
The FLP has adopted an holistic approach to heritage conservation.  This means that 
landform, landscapes, views and the rich diversity of heritage features are all of great 
importance, particularly as the area is being promoted to an audience of widely differing 
interests. 
 
To guide a vision of what this landscape should ‘look’ and ‘feel’ like, and consequently direct 
management effort, certain factors and relevant policy / legislation need to be considered. 
 
·  Priority habitats and species (nature conservation legislation and policy) 

·  Sense of place (European Landscape Convention) 

·  Aspects that are important to various user groups (views, openness, recreational 
opportunities) 

·  Usability / functionality for the land using community of commoners (livestock) 
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Wide ranging public consultation, during 2007 – 08, established that people value highly: 
 
·  heather moorland (currently in decline)  

·  red grouse (currently in decline)  

·  the presence of grazing animals, especially Welsh mountain ponies  

·  extensive views  

·  opportunities for quiet recreational such as cycling, riding, walking 

·  industrial archaeology 

·  cultural heritage 

 
These factors provide clear guidance for our landscape vision and, when, underpinned by 
policy and legislation, allow us to visualise what we want this heritage landscape to look like. 
 
When all aspects are added together our vision is justified 
 
‘A World Heritage Site and its landscape setting in  an excellent state of conservation, 
understood, accessed, enjoyed and cared for by all - managed through strong 
community partnership and involvement.’  
 
 
Heather moorland 
This is a semi natural landscape created by man’s activities.  Early settlers cleared the upland 
scrub forests and iron masters subsequently managed the resulting moorland for grouse 
shooting and other hunting activities, whilst commoners grazed ponies, sheep and cattle.  This 
created the extensive open areas rich in heather, red grouse and brown hare.  Heather 
moorland is a priority habitat and both red grouse and brown hare are priority species 
recognised under the UK Biodiversity Action Plan.   
 
A combination of UK policy and evidence gathered through consultation justifies our desire to 
maintain the heather moorland in a condition that will support the priority species and meet the 
needs of graziers and the visiting public. 
 
 
Industrial Spoil 
Spoil heaps are testament to the intense industrialisation of the FLP area and they stand out 
clearly in what was formerly a rural landscape.  Much of the area is inscribed as a WHS, 
consequently there is a responsibility to conserve the important examples.   
 
But, left to their own devices, these spoil heaps will slowly be colonised by plants and over 
many years will become dominated by trees.  For future generations to be able to interpret 
these features the Partnership believes it is necessary to manage the resource in a way that 
allows it to retain its fundamental character - of being imposed on the landscape.  Were they 
to become tree covered, form and landscape setting would be diluted and future generations 
would not be as aware of the impact industrialisation had on the former agricultural landscape. 
 
A management plan that reflects these issues will ensure the essential ‘character’ of the area 
is maintained over time. 
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Please refer to the accompanying Landscape Character Study (revised 2009) and Audience 
Development and Access Plan.  These documents, produced for the Stage 1 submission in 
April 2008, cover all aspects of this heading and have been updated to include additional 
information obtained during the Stage 2 Project Development Year. 
 
 

 
Mountain bikers at Canada Tips 
 
 


