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SUMMARY

Living heritage, also known as intangible cultural heritage (ICH), is important to the cultural
wellbeing of communities across Wales, bringing enjoyment, strengthening identities and
connecting people to place. However, whilst there is a strong policy commitment in principle, it is
far less clear what needs to be done. Our research shows that living heritage depends on an
interconnected ecosystem of people, organisations, community assets and wider social and
economic conditions, meaning that supporting it to thrive requires action across many areas of
policy. Drawing on these insights, this brief provides actionable recommendations at national,
regional and local scales to strengthen the conditions that enable living heritage to thrive for future
generations.

BACKGROUND

Our study explored how living heritage is practiced and passed on within rural
Study Objectives communities by speaking with people involved with traditions such as local
eisteddfodau and Plygain. Rather than focusing on the practices themselves, we
were keen to examine the processes involved in their maintenance and evolution,
and the opportunities and challenges involved. Building on this understanding we
focused on developing practical recommendations to help government,
organisations and communities work together to support living heritage to thrive.

The UK Government's ratification of the UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding

Policy Context of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (2003) has increased policy interest in living
heritage'. In Wales, this aligns with wider commitments to cultural well-being? and
growing discussion about how culture should be supported®. A stronger evidence
base is therefore needed to support policymaking in this rapidly evolving area to
guide future action.

. Our research approach centred community perspectives throughout recognising

The Evidence Base that living heritage is best understood by the people who practise it. Focusing on
two case study areas, Bro Dysynni (Gwynedd) and the Banwy and Tanat Valleys
(Powys), we reviewed Welsh-language hyper-local newspapers (papurau bro) to
identify practices of local significance and conducted 16 semi-structured
interviews with community members, cultural practitioners, volunteers, and
regional and national stakeholders, exploring how living heritage is sustained in
practice, how traditions adapt over time, and the conditions that support their
continuation. Thematic analysis identified key processes, challenges and
opportunities for policy support.

1 ‘Text of the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage’, UNESCO, 2003. https://ich.unesco.org/en/convention#art2

2 ‘Priorities for Culture, Welsh Government, 2025. https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2025-05/priorities-for-culture_0.pdf

8 ‘Culture for Future Generations — A Culture Act for Wales: Green Paper’, Future Generations Commissioner for Wales and The Audience Agency.
March 2026. https://futuregenerations.wales/cym/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/2026-02-20-FGCW_Culture-Report-English.pdf
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KEY FINDINGS

1. Living heritage is
sustained through
interconnected processes

2. The Welsh language and
living heritage are closely
linked

3. Living heritage evolves
through adaptation

4. Communities seek to
widen access and maintain
cultural diversity

5. The vitality of living
heritage is shaped by
wider socio-economic
conditions.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The processes that support ICH create an integrated ecosystem that operates
across micro (individual or hyper-local), meso (institutional or regional) and
macro (structural or national) levels®. This system is fragile in several key areas,
including the volunteering infrastructure, the resilience of ICH bearers and
practitioners, and community infrastructure. Due to its interdependent nature, a
decline in one element can undermine others.

There is a close relationship between the Welsh language and ICH in the context
of this study; where the viability of certain types of ICH depends on conditions
that sustain Welsh as a community language, and vice versa. The data suggests
that full access to ICH is supported by opportunities for residents to learn Welsh.
However, this relationship may not be consistent across Wales and further
research is therefore needed.

Communities view adaptation and evolution as vital actions to ensure the
continuity of ICH practices in response to a range of social, economic, and
cultural challenges. However, these changes are not understood to be a fait
accompli, but rather as social processes where communities discuss, debate and
reach a consensus about which adaptations are considered valid or appropriate.

Widening access to ICH, particularly among young people, is recognised as an
essential and important action for ensuring continuity, and the role of
organisations in particular is key in creating alternative and inclusive transmission
processes. However, challenges exist in seeking to safeguard cultural diversity
where contextual knowledge and commitment embedded in traditional practices
are respected, and it is argued in some cases that cultural and linguistic
“breathing spaces”® are appropriate, i.e. spaces where cultural and linguistic
practices can continue without external pressure. Communities and
organisations alike strive to balance these considerations.

The viability of ICH is related to socio-economic factors such as housing
availability, job opportunities, and the sustainability of communities. In the
absence of a favourable context for ICH, an over-reliance on institutional
structures to sustain ICH could risk disconnecting it from its roots and
undermining its community resilience. At the same time, ICH itself contributes to
the creation of vibrant communities where people wish to live, highlighting an
interdependence between culture and wider structural factors where ICH can
promote participation and create new social relationships.

Based on these findings, we propose fifteen recommendations targeted at macro, meso and micro level policies:

Macro (national) level:

Recommendation 1: Supporting the long-term viability of ICH and rural cultural
well-being is dependent on policies that recognise and promote rural living
heritage in a fair and equitable manner, recognising the structural challenges
faced. As a result, it is recommended that broad definitions of culture, heritage
and cultural well-being should be adopted across policy areas, reflecting
UNESCO principles and increasing the visibility of ICH through its inclusion in
relevant inventories. This needs to consider the limited capacity of volunteers to
undertake such processes.

Recommendation 2: In order to support the sustainability of the cultural
landscape, it is important to recognise the role of the family farm as a key

4 Serpa, S. & Ferreira, C.M. (2019) Micro, meso and macro levels of social analysis. Int’l J. Soc. Sci. Stud., 7, p.120.

5 Fishman, J. A. (1991) Reversing language shift : theoretical and empirical foundations of assistance to threatened languages (Clevedon;

Multilingual Matters).
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Meso (regional) level:

location for retaining, transmitting and sustaining the knowledge, skills and
community infrastructure that underpin ICH. As a result, it is recommended that
objectives aimed at promoting ICH are more formally integrated within the
Sustainable Farming Scheme as a clear priority.

Recommendation 3: In order to widen access to ICH and strengthen rural
cultural participation, access to Welsh-medium education and language
acquisition opportunities need to be strengthened as a key pathway to ICH. This
should be done in a way that recognises the integral relationship between the
Welsh language and ICH in certain contexts, but which also recognises that this
relationship is not the same across rural Wales. There is also a need to ensure
that opportunities to engage with local ICH continue throughout the learning
continuum, ensuring that teachers have the support and resources to be able to
offer children access to their living heritage. Sharing good practice and
mentoring can support less confident teachers in this area of work.

Recommendation 4: Addressing the uncertain nature of the transmission of ICH
to the younger generation within rural communities is key to sustainable
practices. As a result, one recommendation is to pilot basic income models or
similar financial mechanisms for ICH custodians, building on international
experiences such as the Basic Income for the Arts (BIA) scheme in Ireland
(gov.ie, 2026)8. A similar model in Wales could recognise ICH work as a
community activity that requires significant commitment, helping to strengthen
the basic ICH infrastructure in rural Wales whilst supporting the next generation
of ICH custodians and practitioners.

Recommendation 5: In order to sustain viable cultural diversity, policy makers
need to balance this carefully with inclusion objectives, recognising that cultural
and linguistic ‘breathing spaces’ are sometimes needed alongside activities that
widen access to ICH. Mechanisms that support communities at grassroots level
should be used in order to confidently address these challenges by providing
robust guidance and resources to pilot new interventions.

Recommendation 6: Ensuring the viability of ICH practices depends on the
resilience of the processes that produce and reproduce ICH rather than protecting
static forms of ICH. As a result, there is a need to develop new ways of evaluating
policy, including appropriate funding frameworks and monitoring systems that
reflect these dynamic processes, such as community volunteering.

Recommendation 7: In order to create new and inclusive access pathways,
particularly for those without family cultural capital and for young people, new
schemes need to be established. Alternatively, appropriate programmes that
have proved effective in the past need to be re-established and embedded in
order to support basic ICH processes such as experiential learning, engagement
with ICH custodians and practitioners, and nurturing a sense of place. In this way,
access to ICH can be provided for everyone, creating more resilient communities
and a better standard of living.

Recommendation 8: In order to promote community resilience, funding
mechanisms that are flexible and aligned with community priorities need to be
established. Support for low-burden investment for grassroots ICH activities is
recommended. These are relatively small investments with low administrative
requirements. As a result, the cultural infrastructure of communities is supported
without undermining their resilience.

Recommendation 9: Nurturing new volunteer community leaders is vital to the
sustainability of rural ICH. Public organisations can support these processes in a
meaningful way by developing and investing in new schemes, with a particular
focus on young people, that promote informal community volunteering beyond

6 ‘Basic Income for the Arts Scheme 2026-2029 Guidelines for Application’, Government of Ireland, 15 May 2026, https://www.gov.ie/en/department-
of-culture-communications-and-sport/publications/basic-income-for-the-arts-scheme-2026-2029-guidelines-for-application/



https://www.gov.ie/en/department-of-culture-communications-and-sport/publications/basic-income-for-the-arts-scheme-2026-2029-guidelines-for-application/
https://www.gov.ie/en/department-of-culture-communications-and-sport/publications/basic-income-for-the-arts-scheme-2026-2029-guidelines-for-application/
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organisational structures. This can develop trust through supporting local
priorities.

Recommendation 10: In order to maintain the social infrastructure that is
essential to the viability of rural living heritage, targeted support needs to be
provided to sustain and regenerate key community assets that enable cultural
events, social participation and ICH transmission. Where assets have been
transferred to community ownership, policies should be implemented that
support community management of such assets.

. . Recommendation 11: In order to maintain cultural diversity and extend access
Micro (community) level: at the same time, the associated benefits and risks to the cultural well-being and
cohesion of communities need to be carefully evaluated. The ongoing piloting of
new interventions that support both objectives is encouraged.

Recommendation 12: Rural communities in particular face barriers to access.
Strengthening community participation in ICH activities is recommended, and
this can be achieved by extending existing schemes such as Night Out (Arts
Council of Wales n.d.) in an inclusive manner.

Recommendation 13: In order to strengthen the capacity and resilience of the
cultural infrastructure of rural communities, collaboration with other local groups,
organisations or sectors could be encouraged and facilitated. This can also be
done across communities and internationally, facilitating the sharing of
knowledge, resources and good practice.

Recommendation 14: Ensuring participation by children and young people is
essential for the production and reproduction of ICH practices. Consequently, it
is important to act in a proactive manner to seek ways of engaging children and
young people with ICH. This could be done in collaboration with other
organisations such as the Young Farmers’ Clubs, Urdd branches, or local
schools.

Recommendation 15: In order to ensure visibility and raise the status of rural
ICH, communities need to carry out appropriate surveys of existing local ICH as a
basis for community planning in relation to support for transmission, adaptation
and continuation over time. This could be done in collaboration with community
councils.
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