
Vote online at www.academyofurbanism.org.uk The Academy of Urbanism 2016 

 

Assessment Report │ The Great Town Award 2017 

Blackpool, Lancashire 
 

 

  
    
 

Scoring 
 

Commercial success and viability: Strong 

        Leadership and governance: Strong Environmental sustainability: Strong 

        Local character: Strong Community, health and well-being: Strong 

        Amenity: 
 

Strong Connectivity: Average 

    

Summary 
 

Blackpool is known primarily as a fun seaside resort, 

the most visited resort in UK with a strong seaside 

heritage visible in its attractions including the iconic 

Grade 1 listed Blackpool Tower. The scale of the 

tourism industry in Blackpool is huge compared with 

most resorts and dominates the employment base. 

This, coupled with Blackpool’s peripheral location at 

the end of a motorway spur off the M6, means the 

town has developed resilience, resourcefulness and a 

strong sense of its own identity and an understanding 

of the importance of managing that.  

 

The challenge is to retain its tourism positioning by 

delivering a 21st century visitor quality experience 

that conserves the essence of what Blackpool is all 

about, while at the same time creating a good place to 

live and dealing with the significant social and health 

issues of the town.  Blackpool has a population of 

around 14,000 people and welcomes 17 million 

visitors each year, which brings its own management 

Learning Moments 
 

  1 Strong Council leadership combined with 

vision and partnership working  The Council 

has taken bold leadership in key areas that 

will deliver meaningful change, has a 

commercial mindset while upholding social 

and conservation principles and works well in 

partnership with the private sector and with 

neighbouring authorities 

 

  2 Excellent development and management of 

social housing The Council directly controls 

housing benefit payments to legitimate 

landlords as a bid to stop exploitation of a 

vulnerable population and deterioration of 

housing stock. This is supported by major 

programme of purchase, restoration and re-

use of old B&Bs for family housing.   

 

  3 Neighbourhood groups can tackle big issues 

The seafront public realm has transformed 
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challenges from quality control of holiday 

accommodation to the evening economy.   

 

The Council recognised that because of the scale and 

nature of the challenges, it needed to take a strong 

lead and seek bespoke solutions. After losing the bid 

for the super casino during the last Labour 

government, the Council had to rethink how they 

would turn around the economic fortunes of the 

town and reenergise the tourism industry. Part of the 

challenge for Blackpool is the scale and heritage 

significance of its iconic tourist attractions – the 

Winter Gardens, Blackpool Tower and the piers.  

These were previously owned and managed by the 

private sector but lacked investment.  The Council 

showed strong leadership and took the bold step of 

taking these assets back into their ownership and then 

developed a unique management arrangement with 

Merlin, the leading entertainment attraction company. 

That brand association and experience of running 

successful family attractions has ensured the assets 

have become a central part in repositioning the 

resort’s reputation and helped attract new and lapsed 

visitors.  A joint venture – Blackpool Entertainment 

Co, - which manages the assets, ensures a balance 

between conservation, restoration and commercial 

management. 

 

The Council has invested heavily in the public realm 

along the Golden Mile and in a modern tram system. 

That investment has significantly improved the 

seafront experience and begun to create a more 

contemporary city feel, which sits at the heart of the 

town’s vision. For example, the public realm 

investment in the square in front of the Winter 

Gardens has encouraged new chain restaurants and 

cafés, strengthening the shopping experience and 

helping to create a more balanced evening economy.           

 

The Council recognises that the regeneration to date 

is the foundation which has begun to turn around the 

fortunes of the town but there is a way to go. The 

approach is to get-right their main industry - tourism - 

so that the town will be in a much better position to 

attract investment and other industries.  The Council 

has created two enterprise zones to help support 

businesses to begin that process. Blackpool works 

with its neighbouring Councils through the Blackpool, 

Fylde and Wyre Regeneration Company.  

 

Blackpool Council prioritises environmental 

regeneration including through The Solaris Centre (a 

meetings and conference venue that is an exemplar 

environmental building) and several of the recent new 

buildings have BREEAM excellence status.  Blackpool 

was one of the first Councils to introduce electric 

taxis.  

 

the relationship between pedestrians, the sea, 

traffic and the town, created a new significant 

event space, a new public realm attraction 

(The Comedy Carpet) and become a symbol 

of the new Blackpool.  The new square in 

front of the Winter Gardens attracts people 

from the seafront into the shopping area, has 

encouraged restaurant chains into the town 

which in turn has helped to diversify the 

evening economy.  

 

  4 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

   

  5 

Joint venture for the restoration and 

management of significant heritage assets 

Taking back ownership of the town’s most 

significant heritage and tourism assets and 

then setting up a joint venture company for 

their management working with Merlin.  The 

arrangement ensures commercial vitality and 

leveraging funding for restoration and 

conservation. 

 

Visible commitment to environmental 

sustainability The Council offices have 

BREEAM excellence standard, the meetings 

and conference venue – The Solaris Centre – 

has a high level of energy efficiency and the 

town was an early adopter of electric taxis.   

 

 

 

 

 



Vote online at www.academyofurbanism.org.uk The Academy of Urbanism 2016 

 

Part of the challenge for Blackpool has been an 

oversupply of poor quality B&Bs and small 

independent hotels.  The Council has begun a process 

of replacing this stock with affordable family housing 

that is close to the town centre.      

 

Blackpool has a large, transient, poor and often 

homeless population and the associated issues for 

individuals and families including drug and alcohol 

addiction and children with disrupted education.  The 

town prides itself on dealing with these challenges 

well and we heard about business and Council joint 

working in place to tackle the issues.  We did not get 

a sense of how individuals within the community are 

engaged in tackling these and other issues. 

 

Blackpool is a good example of Council leadership in a 

local authority and in innovative working with private 

sector businesses.  There is strong learning in 

leadership, models for commercial success and 

viability and in community health and wellbeing 

including thorough support for homeless and 

displaced people and in housing.   
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Assessment Report │ The Great Town Award 2017 

Clonakilty, County Cork 
 

 

 
    
 

Scoring 
 

Commercial success and viability: Strong 

        Leadership and governance: Strong Environmental sustainability: Average 

        Local character: Strong Community, health and well-being: Strong 

        Amenity: 
 

Strong Connectivity: Strong 

    

Summary 
 

Clonakilty is a market town in County Cork with a 

population of 4,200 and located 40 minutes from 

Cork airport in a valley bowl.  The town originally 

manufactured linen and cotton. The Georgian and 

Victorian architecture reflects the town’s growth in 

18th and 19th century.  The town’s industrial past is 

visible in the mills, breweries, warehouses and quay 

walls which are now reused for housing, offices and 

retail. Coastal trade was important to the town but 

the silting of the harbour meant it never fully 

developed its potential as a port town.  Clonakilty 

went through a period of decline in the 1960s with 

high numbers of vacant and rundown buildings. The 

closure of the West Cork railway made the town 

remote and cut off from Cork City.  Today, Clon, as 

it is known locally, is recognised as the beach centre 

of West Cork.  Tourism, agriculture and service 

industries are the main employment sectors.     

 

The vibrancy and vitality of the town and its 

community stand out. Good leadership and integrated 

delivery structures have resulted in a positive cycle of 

Learning Moments 
 

  1 Town architect in the community model – 

innovative and effective approach to 

collaborative urbanism Clonakilty uniquely 

has a town architect responsible for 

developing and implementing the 

Development Plan for the town with the local 

community including through monthly 

planning surgeries.  This has resulted in a 

collective understanding and participation in 

urbanism. The town is an outstanding 

example of what the ‘architect in the 

community’ approach can achieve. There is a 

strong integrity of place.   

 

  2 Systems and structures that encourage and 

support creativity and entrepreneurialism 

Suite of groups, retention of local mayor and 

city architect creates a joined up flexible 

approach that can tackle urban issues and 

support local schemes and initiatives in a 

joined up way. 
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creativity and investment.  

  

In the 1960s, County Cork was unique in Ireland in 

having a town architect whose role is to establish the 

Town Development Plans and to deal with planning 

applications working closely with the communities in 

each town.  

 

In the 1970s the city architect introduced planning 

clinics which not only gave advice on applications but 

encouraged local people to become actively engaged 

and take responsibility for what their towns looked 

like and made them more aware of planning 

opportunities. As local authority structures evolved 

the role of the town architect diminished.  Only 

Clonakilty retains the role of the town architect and 

the monthly planning surgeries.  This service has built 

a strong sense of collective urbanism and civic pride. 

It has also created a very democratic decision-making 

process. Clonakilty is an outstanding example of what 

the ‘architect in the community’ approach can achieve.  

The model is now being looked at by other counties.  

A strong community working with the town architect 

approach sits at the heart of Clonakilty’s success.  

 

Also although Ireland no longer has town councils, 

Clonakilty has informally retained a town mayor, who 

is a visible symbol of the community’s commitment to 

leading and directing the future of its town. 

 

The focus of the Clonakilty Development Plan has 

been to create a thriving town centre with a strong 

commercial and social function with a policy to 

consolidate the town rather than encourage sprawl 

and dispersal. That has been achieved through 

sensitive restoration of buildings, including small local 

shops that conserve their traditional shopfronts, 

repurposing historic buildings and investing in a high 

quality pedestrian friendly public realm including 

plenty of attractive spaces where people can gather 

socially. Clonakilty is proud to be one of the few 

towns in Ireland without traffic lights and with free 

parking.  It is the only town in Ireland with a church 

reused as a post office.   

 

Over time, Clonakilty has attracted new people and 

ideas which has further supported the town’s creative 

approach, broadened the town’s horizons while 

maintaining a strong sense of history and place.  The 

town is particularly welcoming, and embraces new 

ideas and concepts wholeheartedly.   

 

The town centre comprises of independent shops and 

restaurants, many selling locally produced food and 

crafts with residential on the first floor. The quality of 

the town centre and the town’s location close to the 

sea and beautiful beaches, make it an attractive place 

to live, do business and visit. Clonakilty is a good 

example of those three elements coming together in a 

   

3 

 

Clonbike scheme Volunteer and sponsored 

bike hire scheme that operates across the 

town and to the coast.  Effectively taking the 

Boris bike concept and redesigning it for a 

small town. 

 

  4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  5 

Refurbishment and repurposing of buildings 

to meet changing social trends and sensitive 

infill One impressive example, is the infill 

housing behind Emmett Square in an old 

orchard.  The housing is designed for elderly 

residents in a quiet location but minutes from 

the town centre.  Sensitive and lush 

landscaping makes this a peaceful, green and 

beautiful space.  Each resident has an apple 

tree in their garden space keeping a reference 

of the original use. 

 

Asna Square and Pearse Street - shared space 

in narrow streets Highly successful, well-

designed shared space that demonstrates use 

of modern street furniture in keeping with 

the historic setting of the street. 

Interventions demonstrated good urbanism 

and how to create spaces for people to linger 

while still allowing car access. 
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sustainable way that celebrates local distinctiveness, 

tradition, entrepreneurialism and a strong sense of 

local pride.  

 

The quality of the design and maintenance of the 

public realm is exemplary. Of particular note is the 

main street with its bespoke paving features and 

street seating.  The restoration of this street took 

advantage of the drainage works being undertaken to 

reduce threats of further flooding to create an 

opportunity to redesign the street at the same time.  

The works were extensive but undertaken in close 

consultation with the local businesses who celebrated 

the completion of the public works with a street party 

that includes a sit down meal in the street.   

 

In Emmett Square reclaiming and redesigning the 

square to a very high standard, including the 

introduction of sculpture, fountains and seating, has 

encouraged the restoration of the Georgian buildings 

around the square. Michael Collins House has also 

been recently renovated and reopened as a museum 

including a contemporary building extension which 

blends comfortably into the Georgian fabric of the 

square.    

 

Clonakilty provides a range of learning across the 

award criteria in particular for leadership & 

governance; local character, amenity, commercial 

success & viability and community, health & wellbeing. 
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Assessment Report │ The Great Town Award 2017 

Todmorden, West Yorkshire 
 

 

 

 
    
 

Scoring 
 

Commercial success and viability: Strong 

        Leadership and governance: Average Environmental sustainability: Strong 

        Local character: Strong Community, health and well-being: Average 

        Amenity: 
 

Strong Connectivity: Weak 

    

Summary 
 

Todmorden is a town at the head of the narrow 

Upper Calder Valley on the borders between 

Lancashire and Yorkshire with the town’s heritage 

rooted in both counties. Walsden Water, a tributary 

of the River Calder runs through the town, which 

suffered from severe flooding in 2015. There is a town 

population of around 15,000.  

 

The town’s industrial heritage is in the cotton and 

woollen industries and much of the local architecture 

reflects that with an impressive Town Hall, mill 

buildings and Victorian cottages built into the sides of 

the hill with steep narrow streets leading up from the 

town centre. 

    

The town is relatively remote from main road routes, 

though benefits from good sub-regional rail 

connections.  Local people feel ‘abandoned’ and 

remote from the conventional local authority support 

infrastructure. Remoteness has bred a resilience and 

Learning Moments 
 

  1 The power of community activism Using the 

simple idea of growing food on available land 

has spurned a volunteer movement largely 

driven by a green and community agenda 

which has permeated the town in a very wide 

range of ways.  It has created an energy and 

supported a strong self-reliance in the 

community that is prepared to positively 

challenge the accepted way to do things. 

 

  2 Engaging local people in designing and 

maintaining local spaces The use of local 

volunteers to improve the quality of ignored 

public spaces demonstrates what is achievable 

– locally designed and erected interpretation 

panels, planting and street decoration 

including knitted bollard covers!   

 

  3 Encouraging creativity and small businesses to 

collaborate and flourish Incredible Edible 
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independent spirit.  There is a community-led 

approach to delivering change through small 

interventions.      

 

Todmorden is arguably over-shadowed by its more 

famous neighbour Hebden Bridge though Todmorden, 

like its neighbour, also has a creative and alternative 

community.  Some of the community have set up 

businesses in the old disused industrial buildings and 

pockets of land on the edge of the town. That local 

entrepreneurism has impacted on the look and feel of 

the place, generating a degree of self-sufficiency and an 

approach to community support that is highly visible 

in the public realm. 

 

Local people have used its concept of ‘incredible 

edible’ as a focus for much of the community-led 

work including raised vegetable beds located across 

the town in unused and previously unloved spaces for 

residents to harvest, all planted and managed by 

volunteers. Nature’s harvest has become the theme 

for the town and reflected in the types of SMEs based 

there, from alternative therapies to eco-products 

including cutting-edge innovation in hay built houses. 

‘Made in Tod’ is a proud part of the town’s 

independence and evolution from its industrial past. 

Incredible Edible has inspired the Apothecary Garden 

at the new health centre, has resulted in school and 

learning programmes including through the 

AquaGarden (demonstrating the principles of aqua 

gardening and hydroponics) and food banks for the 

homeless (community run on a no questions asked 

basis).    

 

The motto of the town is kindness – ask forgiveness, 

not seek permission – and that underpins a caring 

can-do approach. Todmorden is community activism 

at its best and most extensive. The town attracts 

awards and publicity as well as visitors and groups and 

associations keen to understand how the model 

works and how it can be adapted to their place.  The 

success of the “Incredible Edible” has now been taken 

up by other towns across the country and become a 

movement. 

 

The physical fabric of the town and its Victorian 

landscape has largely been retained with plenty of 

examples of churches, halls and industrial buildings 

being repurposed for commercial and community 

uses.  There are thriving markets and numerous 

independent shops. There is a strong craft-led SME 

community.  Traditional houses are predominantly 

small and Todmorden has not seen the surge in house 

prices or housing development experienced in many 

parts of the country.  This makes the town affordable 

to many.      

    

Todmorden has a strong community leader but there 

is a sense that the volume and strength of volunteer 

scheme has encouraged local creativity and 

attracted people to start businesses in the 

town, especially related to sustainable and 

green agenda.    
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and community work is now sufficient to be self-

sustaining.   

 

A community approach inevitably has limitations on 

what it can achieve.  Todmorden has undoubtedly 

stretched community achievement to the limits of its 

abilities with remarkable results. But some of the big 

issues have yet to be addressed such as heavy and 

intrusive through traffic in the town centre, and 

longer term solutions to flooding issues (which 

require an area based approach bringing together a 

wide range of partners). There appears to be no big 

picture of where the town wants to go. Reliance on 

people and personalities results in projects following 

what local people want to do, which while laudable 

and largely successful, inevitably has a downside. We 

did see some examples of areas for potential 

intervention that have been overlooked in favour of 

other projects. 

 

Todmorden is, nonetheless, an outstanding example 

of what a community based initiative, energy and 

enthusiasm can achieve.    

 

           

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 


