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Growth and Regeneration
HAPPEN staff conducted an in-depth programme of desk research between April and October 2005.  The aim of this research was to build HAPPEN’s professional knowledge base in order to support all areas of its work, and enable it to increase its impact. 

This paper gives a brief and informal overview of one aspect of this research, most notably how the arts can assist with growth and regeneration.  Whilst it is not intended as a piece of research in its own right, nor is it comprehensive, we hope that you will find the following information of some use.  

1.1     Arts in the built environment

“Public art” has become much more prominent in the last twenty years and is now part of any self-respecting local authority’s vision.  This is largely due to the concept of “% for art” and commercial contributions through Section 106 agreements.  In the government’s Communities Plan, art in the public realm is a key infrastructure consideration, intended to humanise the onslaught of new development in the Growth Areas.

Despite scepticism from a proportion of the public, and a lack of hard evidence, it is now generally accepted that art in the built environment can have a significant range of benefits including economic (inwards investment, profile, cultural tourism), educational (through community engagement and outreach), and social (quality of life, civic pride, social cohesion).  “Public art” is now a flexible term taking in work that is temporary as well as permanent, functional as well as ornamental, and subtle as well as monumental.  Increasingly it is expected to be unique and site-specific (responding to its environment, and will often be created in collaboration with the community.

1.2     Arts as a catalyst for regeneration

While regeneration cuts across all of the sectors covered so far, the arts have been used in particular to spark economic regeneration, through raising the profile of a place, attracting tourists and kick-starting the local economy.  The most high-profile cases are where arts venues have been created, either through new build or through regenerating a derelict industrial building.  The new civic pride and confidence of cities such as Newcastle / Gateshead, Birmingham, Leeds, Nottingham, Manchester, Liverpool and Bristol is all represented largely by the new “culture palaces” built since the advent of the National Lottery.

The “trickle-down” effect of these schemes in terms of improving the lives of local residents, particularly those facing social exclusion, has been mixed.  Particularly with some of the earlier examples, the effect has often been one of “gentrification” and displacement rather than true socio-economic regeneration.  As a result of this, regeneration practice now has a greater focus on the people in the target area and their needs and wants.  This has included the need to involve and consult the local community, encourage participation, provide jobs, attract inwards investment, develop skills, and raise aspirations.  Successful arts-led regeneration programmes have been ones where all sections of the community have been able to benefit in terms of skills, employability and quality of life.

Arts Council England, East’s arts|generate programme has aimed to take this approach across the region.  In South Bedfordshire, Free Form Arts Trust’s work on the Downside estate has been shown to have a significant positive impact where previous approaches had failed, in engaging the community and bringing it together to improve the liveability of the estate.  
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