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Introduction 
 

Partners and funding 
 
In June 2021, an application to the Arts Council of Wales Connect and Flourish fund was successfully 
won by four partners: Merthyr Tydfil Leisure Trust, Merthyr Tydfil County Borough Council 
Regeneration Section, Theatr Soar, and The College Merthyr Tydfil. Although the partners had 
worked together in the past, this was the first time they had come together to find a strategic 
solution for the cultural sector in Merthyr Tydfil.  
 
The shared objectives of the partners were stated in the funding application as: 
 

1. Build trust to enable new collaborative working. 
2. Better understand the needs of our community so that we can support them as we emerge 

out of Covid.   
3. Ensure our community’s voice is heard at local and National levels  
4. Raise our community's awareness of the wider cultural sector in Wales and National 

strategy. 
5. The development of a new Creative Strategy for Merthyr Tydfil that provides direction, 

motivation and new opportunities for collaboration across sectors. 
  
It was further stated in the application that the establishment of the new Cultural Network would 
mean that the partners could achieve the following long term outcomes that would be initiated 
during the development stage: 
 

1. Venues across the borough work together collaboratively to build audiences, with a focus on 
reaching out into the community to ensure benefit for all. 

2. Venues understand the needs of organisations, practitioners and stakeholders to address 
barriers to their use of the buildings by finding solutions together. 

3. The cultural sector in Merthyr is better informed about national policy and strategy and has 
access to National arts networks.   

4. Our community has our voice heard at National level  
5. A Creative Strategy provides focus for future arts and cultural development in Merthyr Tydfil 
6. Merthyr people will contribute confidently to the social, cultural and economic development 

of Merthyr Tydfil. 
 

Aims of the project 
 
The overall vision for this development project was ‘to create a new Cultural Network that works 
together to build a resilient and thriving Cultural Sector in Merthyr Tydfil.’ 
 
The aims of the project were further described in the application:  
 
The project will establish a Cultural Network for Merthyr Tydfil that brings interested parties 
together to explore new collaborative ways of working that build a firm foundation for long term 
community development. The Network will facilitate communication and strengthen and build 
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new relationships within the Cultural Sector in Merthyr. The Network will build capacity and 
resilience through the sharing of knowledge and resources to support the social, cultural & economic 
recovery of our community. 
 
The following additional outcomes were also identified in the application: 
 

- To initiate a new way of working; 

- To raise awareness of the richness and varied and vibrant cultures within our communities; 

- Enable us to get to know each other better and understand the issues we face; 

- To identify training needs. 
 

Why Straeon is involved 
 
Straeon Research Ltd was invited to take on the role of facilitator for the project. There was a feeling 
among the partners that the cultural sector in Merthyr Tydfil would not respond to a project led by 
themselves, as there were divisions and wounds felt within the sector that would take time to heal. 
The four partners are very much embedded in the cultural sector in Merthyr Tydfil, and therefore 
felt too close to the development project to be able to effectively facilitate it. Whilst Straeon is not a 
Merthyr Tydfil-based company, its researchers – Eva and Ellie – have been working in Merthyr Tydfil 
with a range of communities and organisations for many years. They have a good understanding of 
the cultural sector without being involved in any disputes or disagreements that have taken place. It 
was therefore felt by the partners that they would be a good fit to run this development project.   
 

Context  
 

Cultural Sector in Merthyr Tydfil 
 
The partners acknowledged in the funding application that over the last ten years Merthyr Tydfil has 
been without an Art Development Officer, Arts Strategy or an Arts Network. They noted that many 
of the organisations, freelancers and arts venue spaces work in silos, sometimes causing a fractious 
working environment. The cultural sector in Merthyr Tydfil has become fragmented, and there is a 
feeling of disconnection, despite several large projects in the arts and cultural sector in the area over 
the years. There has been work in the past to initiate the redevelopment of a thriving cultural sector 
in Merthyr Tydfil, and this project can be seen as a development of this initial work.  
 

Past and present projects 
 
Merthyr Tydfil was described as a ‘culturally vibrant’ place, and several projects were brought to the 
attention of the researchers during the project. These included arts engagement projects for 
progression to higher education; photography and storytelling projects aimed at documenting 
experiences of migration to Merthyr Tydfil; arts and health projects; literature projects with young 
carers, multi-media projects and training in the creative industries. Festivals have also been (or are 
expected to be) prominent in the town, for example Global Village, Merthyr Rising, and Crownload.  
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There are also three projects currently running in Merthyr Tydfil which could be engaged with as 
part of a cultural network: 
 

Galwad 
Merthyr Tydfil is one of three place-based communities in Wales involved in Galwad, part of a UK 
project known as Unboxed. In Wales, Galwad is described as “a story from our future” and “is a 
multiplatform, multilingual story set in a possible future world of 2052 – on TV, on digital and on 
location across Wales.” It will be shown across Wales on digital screens and their material comes 
from a number of ‘World Building’ workshops which were held in Merthyr Tydfil, Swansea and 
Blaenau Ffestiniog, as well as a number of communities of identity across Wales.  There has always 
been a commitment by the producers, Collective Cymru, to leave a legacy for the participating 
community ‘World Builders’. It would make sense for the network to play a role in this legacy.  
 

Creu Cyffro 
Creu Cyffro, funded by the UK Government, enables ten local and regional partners to work together 
to establish a Creative Industries Training Programme for Merthyr Tydfil residents. The aim is to 
inspire and enthuse people in Merthyr Tydfil to develop new initiatives by supporting them with 
training and learning opportunities as well as space to facilitate this process.  The programme leads 
believe that this strategic working will build capacity within the Borough by improving partnership 
working and providing local organisations and individuals with the skills they need to support each 
other on our way out of the pandemic.   
 

Creative Merthyr   
The College Merthyr Tydfil is working in partnership with First Campus and schools across Merthyr 
Tydfil to drive forward information, advice and guidance in relation to the career opportunities 
within the Creative Industries sector across South Wales and beyond, leading to increased 
progression from year 11 into media, music and art courses at the college and ultimately leading to 
increased progression from the college into university and then employment within the sector.   

 

Methods 
 

Information Sessions 
 
The researchers began by compiling a contact list of stakeholders with the Engagement Officer and 
project partners. This list grew to 74 contacts over the course of the project. Everyone on the list 
was contacted and invited to attend one of two Zoom meetings to give some information about the 
development project. These included an introduction to the researchers, followed by their plan for 
completing the project and what the outcomes could be. They ended with an invitation to anyone 
who would like to talk individually with them about the development of the network, and a plea to 
share information about the development of the network with others who may be interested in 
being involved.  
 

Survey 
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The next step in developing the network was to gather perspectives from stakeholders and potential 
partners. A survey was created and sent out via the project team and partners to as many people as 
possible. In total, 37 responses were given from a range of individuals and organisations with an 
interest in developing a cultural network. The survey questions are attached in Appendix 1.  
 

Conversations 
 
The researchers spoke to individuals who work in different roles with people in the community, as 
well as meeting with groups such as a maker’s network and youth forum. They also spoke to people 
from national organisations who could have a role in offering resources, expertise or opportunities. 
Due to the limited scope of the development project, the role of the researchers was not to engage 
with different groups of people in Merthyr Tydfil directly (though this would have been ideal with 
more time and funding), but to seek perspectives on how the network could continuously reach out 
to different groups. Therefore, the focus was on people working as advocates for different groups. In 
total, the researchers spoke with people working with or from the following groups: 
 
Freelance creatives 
Portuguese artist 
Music venue 
Gypsy, Roma, Traveller 
Third Sector organisation (VAMT) 
Local Authority  
Young Carers 
Youth Forum 
Participatory arts organisations 
Adult Community Learning 
Older people 
Community development 
Disability arts organisation 
Black, Asian and minority ethnic groups 
 
There were more people invited to take part in the conversations, but for their own reasons were 
unable to take part at this point in time.  
 

World Cafés  
 
Following the survey and conversations, the researchers held two World Café events; one in person, 
and one on Zoom. This was decided after consulting with stakeholders on how they would prefer to 
meet. The face-to-face event was held on 6th April at Merthyr Tydfil Football Club, where twelve 
stakeholders attended. The Zoom event took place in the evening on 7th April and ten stakeholders 
attended. Participants in attendance came from a range of organisations and backgrounds, including 
freelance creatives, local venues, local authority, third sector organisations, historical society, 
theatre, community music and participatory arts. Unfortunately, no-one representing public sector 
services in health or education attended although the need for a multisectoral network was 
expressed. 
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Participants at both events were asked to engage in discussions on several key themes. At the face-
to-face event, these discussions took place in small groups. In the Zoom event this took place as one 
discussion. People used the chat function as well as verbally discussing each topic.  
 
The key areas of discussion were: 
 

• Principles and values underpinning the network 
o What a network comprises 
o What would a successful network look like? 

• Inclusivity  
o How can we encourage everyone in Merthyr Tydfil to get involved? 

• Modes of communication 
o Within network - meetings? Physical / digital?  
o To external audiences – innovative ways of letting people know what is happening – 

Hub/shop front? Newsletter? Website?  
o Social media 

• Who leads the network? 
o Where are they based? Local authority, third sector, elsewhere? 
o Skills, experience and knowledge needed 

• What are the barriers facing the development of the network? 

 

Findings 
 

Potential benefits of a cultural network 
 
The survey asked participants to consider how they and their organisations already benefit from the 
networks of which they are a part, and how a cultural network could benefit the people of Merthyr 
Tydfil. People responded in various ways and to varying levels of detail.  
 

How people already benefit from networks 
 
The benefits people stated they feel from their existing networks fell into the following categories: 
 
Knowledge 
Sharing of information, knowledge and learning was a repeated benefit cited by respondents. 
Respondents reported benefits from the sharing of good practice, ideas, skills, experience, 
opportunities and learning through their current networks. Respondents also valued being able to 
find out about what was happening in their region, keeping informed of new initiatives and 
developments, and being able to take this information to their beneficiaries to provide opportunities 
for engagement.  
 

Opportunities 
People talked about benefits from being part of their networks in relation to work opportunities, 
business development or funding successes. Respondents reported how their networks benefit them 
by bringing them news of funding opportunities, being able to develop ideas and test theories, and 
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by directly bringing them work. A theme running through this was partnership working; respondents 
talked about developing partnership projects, joint funding applications and being able to work with 
a range of different groups and organisations via their networks. One respondent mentioned that 
their organisation benefits from bringing volunteers into their organisation via the community.  
 

Relationships 
Respondents valued the inter-personal nature of their current networks, and the relationship-
building this facilitated. Networking with others in the same field was often mentioned as a benefit 
respondents experience, along with meeting new collaborators, developing links and connecting 
with people who can bring new skills. In addition, respondents valued being able to deepen and 
broaden engagement with their existing and potential beneficiaries. Respondents valued the 
opportunity to maintain relationships and partnerships through their networks, and one mentioned 
the sense of community their networks brought to them.  
 

How people could benefit from a cultural network 
 
When people spoke about how a cultural network could benefit the people of Merthyr Tydfil, there 
was significant overlap with the section above. There were more specific examples and ideas on how 
a cultural network could be of benefit. These fell into the following categories: 
 

Sharing (information, experience, resources etc.) 
People felt that a cultural network would be beneficial in order to know who can deliver what; what 
is on offer in the area; and the skills people have. Organisations would be able to find contacts in 
areas where they felt they were lacking, for example finding staff, funding and appropriate 
rehearsal/class/performance spaces. There would also be increased signposting to relevant 
organisations, sharing of ideas, event support, and increased reach. 
 

Increased understanding/knowledge 
It was felt that a cultural network could go some way towards addressing a perceived lack of support 
and understanding of the cultural sector. This was felt by a significant number of people who 
responded not only to the survey, but also in conversations and at the World Café events. There was 
a sense that ‘many of us have been fighting these corners for years’, and that a cultural network 
could lead to a greater appreciation of the sector, and of the value of culture, particularly within the 
Local Authority and Leisure Trust. There was also a hope that a cultural network would develop a 
better understanding of what audiences from Merthyr Tydfil want to attend in terms of shows and 
other cultural events. 
 

Opportunities  
This was mentioned by the majority of respondents, who felt (as in the section above) that a cultural 
network would bring opportunities for local people that might otherwise be invisible. These 
opportunities were in relation to new cultural experiences, skills development, personal 
development, education, and professional jobs. This increase in opportunities was linked to a 
potential increase in Merthyr Tydfil’s creative economy, supporting people to enable a creative 
workforce and stronger creative economy.  
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Collaboration 
A culture of collaboration and working together was mentioned as a key benefit of having a cultural 
network in Merthyr Tydfil. Respondents felt that a network would facilitate teamwork and sharing of 
ideas (as mentioned above), and that it is ‘always nice to be around like-minded people’. A network 
would enable organisations to collaborate on bigger projects, share funding opportunities and 
enhance each other’s work, which would in turn support the communities of Merthyr Tydfil and 
bring greater opportunities to participate in cultural activities. It was acknowledged by some 
respondents, as the partners stated in the bid, that Merthyr Tydfil could be a challenging place for 
the cultural sector, and that there needed to be better partnership working. Being missed out of 
discussions and plans could be prevented if there was a thriving cultural network that included 
organisations working in Merthyr Tydfil but based out of the County. One respondent summed up 
how they felt effective collaboration and partnership working could be beneficial: 
 
‘A thriving cultural, educational, health and wellbeing network allied with voluntary groups could 
establish partnerships with the public and private sectors to grow grassroots cultural events, 
activities and projects, breathing new life into local communities.’ 
 

Merthyr Tydfil’s profile 
There were hopes that a cultural network could, over time, raise the profile of Merthyr Tydfil 
through all the activities and benefits mentioned above. This could help to improve perceptions of 
the town, leading to an increase in community spirit and a sense of pride, purpose and belonging 
among local people. This already exists in Merthyr Tydfil, however, a boost to external perceptions 
of the town and its cultural offerings could increase this.  
 

Personal and social capital 
There were a number of benefits that people felt a cultural network would have on individuals. 
These related to stimulating interest in new learning, broadening horizons, improved health and 
wellbeing, and tackling loneliness and isolation. However, there were also fears that the network 
may only reach those individuals already engaged with cultural institutions, therefore increasing 
inequalities. Accessibility and inclusion are discussed in further depth later in this report. 
 

Values and Principles 
 
This was a subject that emerged at many points during the discussions in the world cafes. It was 
generally agreed that, whatever the ambitions of the network, they must be driven by a clear set of 
values and principles.  
 

Values 
In terms of values - mutual respect, acceptance of people with differing views and experience, 
inclusivity, integrity and generosity of spirit were mentioned frequently. It was felt that these should 
underpin the ambitions of the network for people living in Merthyr Tydfil as well as in how the 
network serves its members. The network itself needs to be inclusive and diverse, which is discussed 
in more detail below.  
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Principles 
Regarding principles (the rules that might govern the network itself) these were expressed in terms 
of what is needed to enact the values that the network should embody. These, it was stressed, 
should be explicit and shared, for the network to work in a way that could achieve its ambitions.  
 

Safe spaces 
Participants in the zoom World Café discussion talked about the need to create ‘safe spaces’ in 
which there is no negative criticism, and in which people are asked to listen to each other. It was felt 
that listening is a skill, and the form in which the network takes could therefore help to develop a 
better understanding of the skills, experience, needs and ambitions of the people involved. It is only 
through these mechanisms that it will be possible to find new ways of working together through 
partnerships and relationships. It was emphasized several times that this will take time. The idea of a 
’safe space’ is not as simple as it sounds, and what feels safe to one person may not to another. 
Therefore, careful consideration needs to be given to this point, and the limits of perceived safety 
acknowledged.  
 

Co-operation 
The principle of co-operation was also mentioned as a way of encouraging mutual learning and the 
sharing of resources. This could inform the content of network meetings (sharing skills and 
knowledge), the way in which the network is set up (such as revolving the hosting of meetings, 
provision of interpretation facilities), and outputs (such as a shared archive of resources, the 
development of projects through new partnerships). We will return to different possible models for 
the network later.  
 

Values-led outputs 
In terms of cultural outputs (the kinds of cultural events and opportunities that may emerge), people 
felt that these should be values-led. This could be achieved by considering wellbeing, enjoyment and 
providing opportunities for learning and self-development.  
 

Sustainability, commitment and integrity 
It was felt that sustainability should be considered as a principle, both for the network and the 
development of projects that may emerge. The rationale underpinning this comment is the short-
termism of cultural developments and networks in the past, and the need for a commitment to 
achieve the ambitions for the network in Merthyr Tydfil. Sustainability also reflects the way in which 
some cultural organisations work with people in the locality. If legacy and sustainability are 
important, then they should not ‘parachute in and out’ of the community. It is about establishing 
ongoing relationships and the network should be encouraging integrity and the development of trust 
in the work that cultural organisations provide in different communities. 
 

Inclusivity and diversity 
 
It is intended that the network will not only foster an environment where anyone can enjoy cultural 
opportunities and events, but that network members themselves will develop their involvement, 
engagement and outreach skills. The former may be dependent on the latter as the network will  
better understand the needs of different audiences through effective and inclusive engagement.  
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A clear commitment in the initial bid was for the network to be inclusive as well as ensuring that the 
cultural sector itself creates opportunities and events that are accessible, and meaningful, to people 
who often feel marginalized due to factors such as ethnicity, disability, gender, and low income. It 
was highlighted by participants that the network needs to be very clear about what it means by 
inclusivity: who, what, where, when, and why? As well as considering identity and lived experience, 
the resources that are needed to encourage participation also need consideration: in both the 
network itself, and for the community. Inclusivity and diversity within the network will also harness 
the lived experience necessary to ensure that the sector creates a cultural environment which 
everyone can access, develop and enjoy. The following two sections consider (i) what is needed to 
create an inclusive cultural network for members to feel fully included; and (ii) what is needed to 
make cultural opportunities accessible to everyone in Merthyr Tydfil. 

 

Creating an inclusive cultural network 
 

Openness and collaboration 
In terms of the network itself, some people looked at the ways in which members could work 
together as a group and, as a result, address some of the existing divisions and silos. The key to 
inclusion, it was felt, is being open in the network’s practices by, for instance, looking at funding 
opportunities and applications together. People felt that the network needs to draw on its existing 
assets and be more creative in how people collaborate. Over time, the network could become a 
vehicle for encouraging applications for more ambitious funding pots. An example of the kind of 
project that would be welcomed in the future is the MAGNET project which took place some years 
ago and involved people from a range of sectors across the Borough. Those who had been involved 
in the MAGNET programme spoke about it favourably; one person said it was like ‘a family, all 
working together’ and a good model to work with. To be inclusive, the network needs a structure 
that encourages people to work in collaboration.  
 

Training and support 
The network could support development in a number of ways. For those starting out it could 
facilitate help and support with funding applications. One thing that was emphasized was the need 
for shared responsibility. Responsibility for organisations and individuals to offer specific expertise 
but then a shared responsibly to use that developed knowledge and not always rely on particular 
people to deliver. The case of Welsh interpretation and translation was given as an example.  
 

Language and interpretation 
Regarding Welsh language, it was also emphasized that it is the meaning that is important and not 
just the direct translation of text. This seems to imply that language resources (including BSL (British 
Sign Language)) need to be based on the development of relationships with interpreters who 
understand the sector and can understand what the network itself is trying to do as it develops. In 
that way members from these communities should feel welcome and involved. 
 

Timings and format of meetings 
It was recognized that there are aspects about how a network operates that can make them feel 
exclusive. One participant reported that she was unable to attend one particular network because 
they were always scheduled during the school run. It was suggested that times and ways of meeting 
(face-to-face and online) could vary to ensure that different needs are met. Recording, streaming, 
and archiving were also suggested as ways of ensuring reach and accessibility. 
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Making cultural opportunities accessible to everyone in Merthyr Tydfil 
 
In building a cultural sector that is inclusive and accessible to residents, who are often felt to be 
marginalized, a number of suggestions were made. Some may be possible soon, but others are more 
realistic in the mid to long-term. 
 

Membership and cultural contract 
The make-up of the network is important in how the sector itself develops. It should welcome artists 
and sector workers with diverse lived experiences who might therefore understand what is needed. 
This would mean that the network itself would be fulfilling its cultural contract to artists who identify 
with protected characteristics. It was raised that the network needs to continually consider how 
diverse people from Black, Asian and minority ethnic groups can benefit from the opportunities and 
development of the cultural network. In this way the network needs to have a cultural contract with 
the individuals and communities (of place and identity) in Merthyr Tydfil. Linked to this was the 
suggestion to encourage other public and third sector partners into the network. In this way the arts 
could facilitate ways of addressing social goals (such and wellbeing and education) with other 
sectors. The cultural network also needs to link into other multi-agency networks locally, regionally, 
and nationally.  
 

Relationship building between communities 
The network needs to be a mechanism to build relationships between the sector and the different 
communities in Merthyr Tydfil. For instance, it could encourage the use of community connectors in 
different communities to facilitate better two-way communication in addition to, or instead of, 
translating information leaflets. In terms of getting to know different communities better it was 
suggested that network meetings could also be held in different community venues so that the 
network becomes visible and builds relationships through the way it operates. Like the Eisteddfod, it 
could be something that moves around so the network develops a sense of different places as well 
as communities of identity across the Borough.  
 
It was stressed that it takes time to develop trust with some communities and some organisations 
have worked hard to do this. One person also highlighted potential barriers to involvement by new 
migrant communities. Experience in encouraging uptake of COVID vaccinations led to the 
recognition that the demand for ID on citizenship status created fear and lack of uptake. When this 
was scrapped the numbers of people being vaccinated from these communities went up. Where 
there are opportunities to involve new migrants there needs to be attention paid to regulatory 
requirements for participation and where there is a legal requirement, how these can be applied 
without creating barriers. 
 

Training for inclusivity 
The network needs to encourage training for inclusivity, so that people in the sector have the skills 
to work with different groups, for example young carers; D/deaf, disabled, and neurodiverse groups; 
Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller groups; and Black, Asian, and ethnic minority groups. There may be local 
and/or national organisations that could offer training and resources to fill this need. Specific 
training needs were identified as equalities training, disability awareness training and British Sign 
Language. There was also a suggestion that larger organisations could learn from smaller 
organisations on how they operate inclusively, for example Twyn Community Hub.  

https://www.twyncommunityhub.co.uk/
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Better communication for inclusivity 
Several suggestions were made regarding communication in ways that reach different groups in the 
Borough. These ideas could be developed through the network and (with additional resources) by 
the network itself. These included: 
 

1. Opportunities generated by the Creative Industries Training Programme (Creu Cyffro). In 
particular the community radio station for those people who may be more homebound and 
who may not access local information otherwise.  The network could be a mechanism for 
thinking how this emerging resource could be harnessed by the sector.  

2. The idea of a hub (digital and/or physical) was mentioned several times (see below) as a 
mechanism for providing information: places where people naturally meet in an informal 
way. These should not just be in the town centre but also in surrounding areas such as 
Bedlinog and Treharris.  

3. Venues could also have noticeboards and make the most of their cafés to promote, 
advertise and encourage involvement in creative ways (building on the creative skills and 
ideas of network members themselves). The idea of interactive posters was also suggested 
as one way of thinking more creatively about communication.  

4. Though the idea of a website was suggested it was also argued that it could be too resource 
intensive and certainly not possible in the early stages. However, it could be something to 
consider in the future. In the absence of a dedicated website, the use of existing and 
established websites, and the use of social media was discussed. These ideas could be 
developed by the network early in its development.  

 

Venues 
 
Although this development project did not look specifically at Merthyr Tydfil’s arts and cultural 
venues, they were spoken about in the data. Arts and cultural venues were felt to be key to the 
cultural landscape and seen as valuable assets for the people living in the community.  
 
There is a new venue emerging in Merthyr Tydfil, with an ability to host theatre and large music 
events at a capacity not seen in the town before, bringing opportunities for performers, people 
wanting to develop their own skills, and jobs. The development of this space will be an opportunity 
to see how a new venue can add value to the cultural and creative ambitions of Merthyr Tydfil.  
 
Concerns were raised specifically about Redhouse Cymru and how it is run. One recommendation 
from this report is that there is a review of what Redhouse Cymru is, what its vision is for the people 
of Merthyr Tydfil, and what needs to happen to ensure that it can live up to that vision.  
 
Overall, venues were felt to do more than provide exhibitions and performances; they were seen as 
places where people can learn to develop creative skills and well as places where people can meet 
and socialise. As well as noting the excellent work done within venues in the town, it was also 
mentioned that venues could make it clearer what is happening in their own and other spaces. 
People also felt that more work needs to be done to consider the barriers to using venues so that 
people feel that they can enter those spaces and that they are accessible and inclusive.  
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Resources 
 
The survey asked respondents to identify resources that they would be able to provide as network 
members. Participants at the face-to-face World Café were also asked to write down the resources 
their organisations could provide. These were:  
 

Mentoring Space Training 

Networking Volunteering opportunities Marketing 

Social media Signposting Event support 

Activities Showcasing Course development 

Evidencing Art and design Project co-ordination 

Facilitation Historical research Support 

 
This range of resources demonstrates the willingness of people and organisations to contribute to a 
cultural network. The biggest categories were mentoring, training and space.  
 

Barriers 
 
The depth of the perceived barriers to achieving a network that can deliver the ambitions of the 
network was significant. Although participants agreed that a number of past and present projects 
were highly valued, there was a feeling that these were short-term and that Merthyr Tydfil was not 
achieving its potential, considering the cultural resources it has in terms of organisations, 
freelancers, and venues. As has been mentioned earlier in this report, there were some criticisms of 
existing venues and the way in which they are currently run, and although this is not the focus of this 
report, it was felt that the network could help to develop the cultural value of these too. There was 
some difference of opinion as to what was missing in Merthyr Tydfil; some focused on the lack of 
world-class facilities, whereas others focused on lost opportunities to provide sustained and good 
quality cultural opportunities and events that can reach everyone living in the Borough. However, 
there is no reason to suppose that these views are necessarily mutually exclusive.  
 
Barriers were reported in relation to both the development of the cultural network, and facing 
residents from taking part in cultural activities. The key barriers reported to be facing the 
development of a cultural network are listed below: 
 

• One key barrier to the development of a flourishing cultural sector in the Borough was felt to 
be the existence of silos; people working in their own worlds when they should be working 
together. Some of what hinders partnership working is an individualistic and personality-
driven approach evident where people strive to ‘one-up’ each other. It was also felt that 
working in silos was due to a lack of resources, which results in people being competitive, 
sparking a fear that ideas that are shared will be stolen, rather than wanting to share 
opportunities.   

• It was also felt that in many ways there is little understanding of the value of the cultural 
sector, and its benefits and impacts, over and above its economic value. Key performance 
indicators tend to be in terms of what can be measured, but what are often referred to as 
softer, wellbeing-oriented targets (such as those suggested by the New Economics 
Foundation), are perhaps more important. Some alluded to the lack of understanding of the 
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arts in certain departments in the Local Authority, stating that the lack of an arts officer also 
does not help. This accusation of holding onto a thin understanding of value was also aimed 
at the management of Redhouse Cymru. Some felt that there is a ‘leisure centre’ mentality 
as it is run by Merthyr Tydfil Leisure Trust which, some argued, fails to recognise the value, 
and benefits that culture and arts can have. Whether the network can help to forge new 
ways of working and understanding success in terms of different indicators, in general, is 
something that a number of people articulated, particularly in the face-to-face World Café. 
As one of the long-term outcomes of the network is anticipated to be that ‘venues 
understand the needs of organisations, practitioners and stakeholders to address barriers to 
their use of the buildings by finding solutions together,’ this will inevitably be an ongoing 
issue that will need to be addressed. 

• Time-limited funding was also felt to be a significant barrier as it was felt that projects need 
to be funded for a minimum of ten years in order to see an impact. Some people felt that 
the network needs action-oriented people who want to contribute and to make a difference. 
Sharing information is good, but it is not enough. The network, it was suggested, could be a 
conduit for addressing the issues of legacy and/or sustainability. 

• Linked to this, short-termism in general was considered to be a barrier. Previous projects 

and programmes have developed significant learning, connections, and resources, which are 

often lost once funding comes to an end. This often means relearning, for instance, how to 

embed the principles of bilingual practices into new developments. 

• Lack of commitment and effort was also identified as a barrier. It takes time to make a 
network really work and it was pointed out that no one should underestimate the amount of 
effort it takes to set one up and sustain it. This is one reason why there was a strong 
recommendation to fund a person who can do some of the legwork necessary to keep the 
meetings going, keep people informed and ensure that the resources are held within the 
network itself.  

• The lack of a cultural strategy is a barrier, and people felt there is currently no direction or 
structure. Developing a strategy could be one of the first tasks for the network. 

 
Barriers identified in the data as facing Merthyr Tydfil residents, preventing them from taking 
advantage of cultural opportunities, were also mentioned. None of these barriers are being heard 
for the first time, but are ongoing issues facing Merthyr Tydfil along with many other communities. A 
key theme was isolation, which can be experienced as a result of exclusion due to stigma, language, 
age, and other barriers. Structural barriers such as the financial impact of participating in cultural 
activities were raised; the rise in the cost of living is an important factor in any development of 
ideas. Time pressure on working families or families with other responsibilities was also identified as 
a barrier to participation in the arts and culture. Transport was another factor that was mentioned, 
and is an ongoing issue for those located outside of the town centre. In addition to these structural 
barriers, language and communication were also mentioned. It was raised that information should 
be provided in the languages that people in Merthyr Tydfil speak, which, as well as Welsh and 
English, include Polish, Portuguese, Czech, Romanian, and Bulgarian. Communication was perceived 
as weak in the cultural sector; venues themselves could have better signage on what is happening, 
and organisations could communicate better with each other and their beneficiaries.  
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Role of the network 

 

Linking and lobbying 
Linking into other networks (locally, regionally and nationally) was felt to be important, and for some 
a key role of the network. It was felt that this would help to create equality of access to 
opportunities for people in Merthyr Tydfil and ensure that national opportunities are always 
advertised in Merthyr Tydfil. It was also suggested that one of the roles of the network would be to 
lobby on behalf of areas like Merthyr Tydfil to get money into the area and to have a direct voice to 
articulate their needs. How this would be done in terms of representation, information sharing and 
the development of collaborative partnerships needs to be considered further. The development of 
the sector in Merthyr Tydfil needs those partnerships to both grow and to be recognized and made 
visible nationally.  
 
Some felt that the role of the network could be to actively lobby Merthyr Tydfil County Borough 
Council to appoint an Arts Development worker. This would be a more strategic role than that of 
facilitating the cultural network, but would enable better joining up between organisations and 
strategic oversight of the cultural sector. However, there was also some concern that if this person 
was based in the Local Authority that they would be limited in scope due to the fact that they would 
not be able to fund-raise (impacting on the capacity to get new projects off the ground) and would 
be subject to red-tape and other demands on their time. Again, it was suggested that VAMT could 
offer support. However, it was pointed out that the Arts Development worker model does work well 
in other areas and that lobbying for this role within the local authority could be a priority. In 
addition, the person appointed would have a more secure job than, for instance, if it was taken on 
by a freelancer and based outside the statutory sector. A suggestion was made to move away from 
the phrase ‘arts development’ and move towards ‘cultural development’ to retain a broader focus 
than just the arts. Hence a ‘Cultural Development Worker’ role could be considered. To illustrate this 
point, sport as a cultural activity was mentioned in the data, namely football and boxing. As well as 
ways of bringing people together and developing a range of skills and personal development, these 
sports have a heritage in Merthyr Tydfil and have contributed to the culture of the town. 
 

Developing partnerships  
There was a strong call for meetings to facilitate the development of new partnerships and for it to 
be a mechanism for partners to get to know each other. All meetings could have an element of 
information sharing, but relationship-building also requires members to have an opportunity to get 
to know each other. Speed dating type activities were suggested, but it was also emphasized that 
people get to know each other less formally over coffee or lunch breaks. The idea of having themes 
for each meeting was also suggested. This would draw in members with a particular interest in 
whatever theme is suggested but some may attend meetings simply to get to know people whether 
they are interested in the theme or not. Meetings should also acknowledge the community or 
cultural space in which meetings are held and to give space to find out more about what the venue 
and/or organisation does. There was some concern that meetings would just become ‘talking shops’ 
and not result in action. However, others felt that conversations were a pre-condition for action.  

 

Network structure models 
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There were a number of suggestions and ideas regarding how the network could be managed, led 
and sustained. It was emphasized that the values of inclusivity, transparency, integrity and equality 
should be reflected in the model in terms of how it is structured and run. Most of the models 
suggested would depend on having dedicated staff to ensure that the network functions well and is 
informed by its beneficiaries. Some models also indicate management or delivery functions (in order 
to, for instance, create physical and/or digital hubs) but resource intensive options will depend on 
future funding and not be possible in the early stages unless organisations or venue release 
resources.  
 

Shared ownership 
There was general agreement that the network should not be ‘owned’ by any particular organisation 
or group, and several people were specifically referring to the Local Authority and Leisure Trust. This 
was to avoid any one agenda being prioritized or dominating the network, and to ensure that the 
network could retain some autonomy to operate within the cultural sector. Some argued that the 
network should be artist led, but others felt that, given the network could be multi-sectoral and 
involve organisations that could benefit from the value and resources that the sector could offer, it 
should be a more equal partnership. It was pointed out that culture is not just about the arts, but 
includes other fields such as sport and heritage. To make a more equal partnership possible, 
members would have to take on some responsibilities and roles, though it should be emphasized 
that freelancers are not in the same situation as organisations and venues who employ staff and 
hold resources. Therefore, consideration needs to be given to the fair distribution of responsibility 
between members.  
 

Rotational hosting 
It was suggested that organisations rotate the responsibility of hosting the network, which would 
include undertaking administrative roles associated with running a network. There were varying 
suggestions of how formal or informal this arrangement should be. Whilst some felt that they could 
be fairly informal and flexible, others suggested this needed to be more formally constructed with 
the appointment of a Chair and Vice Chair which changes annually, to ensure the network is fairly 
represented. It was also felt that physical meetings could be rotated through different venues (e.g., 
community centres, arts venues, cafes, libraries) so that the network melds into the diversity of the 
Borough’s places and people. Some emphasized that there was no need to reinvent the wheel and 
that the network could follow the model of What’s Next Cymoedd, which itself has similar values 
and a non-hierarchical structure. Others felt that although the idea of localising the model to 
Merthyr Tydfil was an interesting one, the network they are trying to develop is also different, 
though it was agreed that how it is different needs to be clear. There was also a feeling that a new 
way of bringing people together was needed, as previous attempts had not worked.  
 

Third sector hosting 
An option that came up time and again was for the network to be located within Voluntary Action 
Merthyr Tydfil (VAMT). One suggestion was for VAMT to host a ‘culture forum’, similar to their 
wellbeing forum, as ‘that is what they are good at’ and they also specialize in networks and 
partnerships. This was the preferred option for many people who engaged with the project, as 
opposed to the network sitting within the Local Authority or Leisure Trust. 
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Hub model 
The idea of having digital and/or physical hub was discussed as something that the network could 
support. There was strong support for a hub model from several participants at the World Café. It 
was unclear whether a hub would be set up and run by the network, in which case someone would 
need to be funded to undertake this task, alongside any resources that were needed, or if venues 
could be encouraged to see this as something that they could feed into and share information and 
events. For local residents this could create an environment where local residents would have a clear 
idea of what is happening in Merthyr Tydfil and where artists and organisations could get to know 
what other artists are doing and to feed in new ideas whenever they wanted. The metaphor of a 
funnel was presented as a way to draw people in and take them to places in their own creativity that 
they had not imagined or did not believe was possible.  
 
A related suggestion was for a private, managed Facebook group for the network members 
themselves. In addition, the set-up of a website and/or a newsletter was suggested as possibilities, 
however these would require additional resources. WhatsApp groups have also been successful for 
business networks and it would be a cost-free option to consider. More work is needed to develop 
the idea of ‘hubs’ and how these would be developed for members of the public and people working 
in the sector.  
 

Flat model 
A ‘flat’ model was suggested by some, which would mean all members are equally responsible for 
the running of the network, with no hierarchy or one ‘lead’. Responsibility for all tasks would be 
shared equally among members. Whilst some called for a flat model others felt that it would not 
work as people are too busy and it needs someone to do the work and communication.  
 

Paid membership model 
A paid membership model, similar to business networks which operate in the area, was raised by 
one of the project partners and by the researchers in the World Café. It was felt by participants that 
this would not be appropriate for the cultural sector as it may compromise the values of inclusivity, 
co-operation and accessibility. However, this idea could be set aside for now and returned to 
depending which direction the network takes in the coming months. This raised discussion points 
within the project team regarding the creative industries and the cultural sector, which could be 
picked up by the network in future meetings.  
 

Staffing 
It was suggested that some work could be done to build bridges between organisations and to 
undertake some immediate administrative work, such as organizing venues and catering, taking 
minutes, communicating information about what members are doing, and identifying opportunities. 
Some of those tasks could possibly be done as part of an existing role, although this would need to 
be carefully agreed, planned and managed. An alternative possibility would be to ask a large 
organisation if they would be prepared to fund a secondment who could take on basic 
administrative tasks and, possibly, support the development of further funding to take on more 
ambitious options, such as the development of a dedicated website, supporting the development of 
hubs, and undertaking more resource-intensive partnership building roles. In terms of where that 
person would be based, again it was felt that a neutral organisation such as Voluntary Action 
Merthyr Tydfil (VAMT) would be preferable. VAMT also has the infrastructure and resources that 



 

19 
 

would help to reach out to more marginalized communities that would stand to benefit from the 
success of a cultural network. An ambitious and resource intensive suggestion was for a model that 
included the appointment of two full time workers and one part-time role which would include box 
office (incl community events not just paid ones), social media and advertising, and admin and 
engagement. Although far beyond the scope of this development project, this could be a longer-
term ambition for the network.  
 

In-person vs online meetings 
It was recognized that not everyone is able to attend face-to-face meetings and that in order to 
maximise inclusivity there should be a combination of physical and on-line meetings, at different 
times of the day. The streaming of face-to-face meetings was also suggested. The advantages of 
meeting in person were evident at the face-to-face World Café. Attendees enjoyed hearing about 
what others in the Borough were doing in terms of cultural activities, and the atmosphere was 
convivial despite there being several people who have historically been involved in disagreements. 
Seeing people face-to-face can help to diffuse some of these conflicts, and the World Café acted as 
an inaugural meeting for the network; indeed, some people stayed past the end of the meeting, 
talking and networking.  
 

Recommendations 
 

Immediate Steps  
 
In terms of the immediate next steps, there needs to be a dialogue with the Arts Council of Wales 
with regards to potential further funding and future steps. There also needs to be a meeting to 
discuss and share the findings of this report. It is strongly recommended that VAMT is included as a 
key partner at this meeting and within the network going forward. At this meeting it is suggested 
that a steering group (open to anyone at this stage) is set up to take a lead in taking some of the 
ideas contained in the report forward. There could also be a call-out (after the meeting) for those 
not able to attend. It is important that the momentum for the network is harnessed and it will be 
important to take swift action. The priorities for this initial group will be to: 
 

- Establish the purpose of the network and develop terms of reference, considering the 
specific nature of the cultural sector and how it is different from, but relates to, the creative 
industries.  

- Develop a strategy based on some of the suggestions that are emerging. This would include 
a clear agreement on the principles and values that will drive the strategy. This may take a 
few meetings though time-scales should be agreed in relation to capacity. It could be a ‘task 
and finish’ exercise perhaps led by a smaller sub-group. 

- Discuss how the network could harness existing resources, including offers of training and 
provision of space.  

- Agree meetings (format, themes and location) for the rest of the year. The first meeting 
could include the discussion of this report and it could be similar in format to the World Café 
event held in April at the Football Club. Members should be able to share what they are 
doing from the very start. There will be a need to consider who might facilitate these. 

- Discuss funding and resourcing in the short term. It is suggested that one or two 

organisations agree to resource meetings until the end of the year during which different 
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options are considered. The option of requesting the funding of the network through the 

Shared Prosperity Fund (and the bid from Merthyr Tydfil is currently being drafted) should 

be actioned. 

- Identify and reach out to networks and projects at the local, regional and national level to 

raise the profile of the cultural network and begin to establish mechanisms of knowledge 

exchange. This would include projects such as Galwad and Creu Cyffro. To harness the value 

and potential legacy of these two projects it is recommended that there are timely network 

meetings that invite projects leads to discuss ways of maxmising their value, impact and 

legacy in Merthyr Tydfil. 

- Consider forms of communication – this could be as simple as maintaining the email list the 

researchers set up. In the immediate short term, there is also the option of setting up a 

private, managed Facebook group to share news, ideas and resources, encourage feedback, 

and make its members more visible. This could be a resource-light way of maintaining 

contact before (and if) a dedicated cultural development officer (or similar post) and other 

administrative support becomes available. 

 

Intermediate actions 
 
There were a number of intermediate or longer-term actions identified in the findings that the 
network could prioritise and consider:  
 

- Develop a sustainable funding strategy – beyond the immediate future, to enable the 
network to continue and grow. This should be informed by the findings of this project but 
also include ideas from the steering group and network members as it progresses. Should 
the appointment of a network facilitator be agreed then discussions need to be had with 
potential employment bodies. Options suggested include: 

o The Local Authority 
o VAMT 
o A cultural industry partner secondment (to VAMT). 

- Develop a programme of training – for members of the network and stakeholders, 
including: 

o Disability awareness training 
o BSL training 
o Funding application coaching 
o Knowledge exchange between large and small organisations 
o Training on the value of culture (aimed at Local Authority and Leisure Trust) 
o Any other areas identified by network members as it develops. 

- Develop a longer-term communications strategy – drawing on the findings of this project, 
this could include the idea of physical and/or virtual ‘hubs’; community radio; improved 
communication within venues; or a dedicated website.  

- Lobbying for changes to the funding system - to change the culture of competition between 
organisations and move towards a culture of collaboration.  

- Review of Redhouse Cymru – its purpose, vision, and how that vision can be realized more 
fully for the people of Merthyr Tydfil. 

- Develop a living archive – while this was not a direct ask, discussion suggested the potential 
value of such an innovation in the long term to ensure that future artists and creatives have 
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access to resources that have been developed through past projects. This would mean that 
lessons learnt and training tools could be stored as a readily available archive to provide an 
accessible history and an updateable set of resources.  

- Develop effective curriculum pathways to support and promote skills and qualifications for 
progression into the sector. This recommendation was added following consultation with 
The College Merthyr Tydfil on the report.  


