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Summary 
 
Cwmafan is made up of the villages of Cwmafan, Pontrhydyfen (Oakwood) and Bryn with 
Cwmafan itself made up of smaller historic communities like Pantdu and Pwllyglaw. It 
shares many of the characteristics of a de-industrialised Valleys community even if it did 
not expand as rapidly as towns like Treherbert or Treharris. The perception is that the 
community was able to weather de-industrialisation better than these other towns. 

 
However, although there are pockets of relative wealth overall the community suffers 
from high levels of economic inactivity, poor health and has lower levels of people with 
degrees and high skilled employment – but certainly not as severe. 
 
There is a small but robust business and community centred around Cwmafan and being 
located next to the M4 and Port Talbot steelworks may account for the slightly lower 
levels of deprivation.  
 
It has a smaller level of Victorian and Edwardian housing stock and a higher level of social 
renting and local social landlords are very active in the area. 
 
Cwmafan is rich in natural assets with significant opportunity for economic progress and 
community wellbeing.  
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Overview 

This paper has been produced as part of a Bevan Foundation project exploring the 
potential to grow the everyday economy (also known as the foundational economy) in 
Cwmafan. 
 
To grow the everyday economy, place matters. The kinds of businesses, people, 
community assets, services and facilities are the things that allow us to live our daily lives 
with a degree of comfort and safety. They are important factors in opening up both 
opportunities and barriers to harnessing the power of the everyday economy.   
 
To understand them well requires an in depth understanding of a place itself.  What 
Cwmafan looks like, what makes the local economy tick, its relationship with the places 
around it is critical for understanding the latent potential. As is what currently exists, what 
has been lost and what is changing. By identifying what is there, we can better understand 
what needs to be supported or nurtured or what problems may need to be addressed if 
the potential benefits of the everyday economy are to be realised. 
 
This profile was compiled through desk research and on the ground engagement in 
Cwmafan. It provides a brief overview of its history, business profile, local services, 
community activity and assets.   
 
If you would like more information on what the core principals of the everyday economy 
are then please read our factsheet which can be found on our website or by contacting 
us. 
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1. A brief snapshot 

Cwmafan is located at the bottom end of the Afan valley 2 miles north of Port Talbot and 
the M4 motorway. The community is made up of the villages of Cwmafan (or sometimes 
listed with the English spelling Cwmavaon) and Bryntroedygam (known locally as Bryn) 
but Cwmafan itself is an amalgamation of many smaller villages such as Pantdu, 
Ponrhydyfen ( known locally as Oakwood), Pwllyglaw and Ynysygwas. The total 
population is 5,336. Both Oakwood and Bryn are separate and distinct communities. 
Oakwood is located approximately half a mile north of Cwmafan on the same road 
(B4286), Bryn is the larger of the two and located a mile east of Cwmafan on the B4282. 
The mouth of the Afan valley is quite wide and the valley sides not as steep as those found 
in Treherbert or Treharris. The whole area is surrounded by countryside with little 
evidence of its once industrial past. 
 
Many local people see each community as being separate – with many referring to Port 
Talbot as ‘town’. Also the perception is that both Bryn and Oakwood have aging 
populations however it has only a slightly higher population of 45-641 and those over 65 
match the Welsh average. It has a slightly lower population between 16 and 24 (9.7% 
compared to 11.3%). Also while many speak of the area being less deprived as others and 
it has good transport links to the M4 there is a lack of decent employment in Cwmafan 
itself. However there is a realisation that Cwmafan is faring better than the communities 
further up the Afan valley. Also there is a worry that the ending of Communities First will 
have a negative effect on community spirit as its replacement – Communities for Work – 
is only focussed on job creation and is not engaging with the community enough. 
 
Nevertheless there is a vibrant active community in Cwmafan centred on activists who are 
investing significant time and energy in improving the community. There is a feeling that 
various grants and funding that is available from Government is not focussed in the right 
areas or offered by bodies that have little understanding of the area and the power should 
be put in the hands of those who work in the community. There is much discussion, from 
social landlords to community activists and elected officials on how best to help the 
long-term wellbeing of Cwmafan by allowing local people to help themselves.  
 

2. A brief history 
Historically the whole community was covered by thick forests with scattered farms and a 
few basic dwellings. In 1801 the population of the parish of Cwmafan was measured at 
around 250. However the area was rich in ores and minerals  
which were soon exploited as Britain rapidly industrialised. A blast furnace was erected in 
the parish in 1819 quickly followed by the construction of workers cottages and a chapel. 
By the middle of the nineteenth century the population had expanded to around 5000, 
the railways arrived and there was another blast furnace operating in Oakwood as well as 
a tin works, the English Copper Company opened a copper works (around Pantdu now a 
housing estate) and chemical plant in Cwmafan.  
 

 
1 28.8% locally compared to 26.5% nationally - Understanding Welsh Places 
http://www.understandingwelshplaces.wales/en/compare/W37000164/ 
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However Cwmafan did not industrialise as prolifically as towns like Treherbert (the 
population peaked at 6000 and currently stands around 5300) and as the local works 
began to close, Port Talbot steelworks began to grow to international importance only 
two miles away. The railway closed in the 1960s but in the same decade the M4 was built 
which again would help Cwmafan mitigate serious economic stagnation.  
 
Nevertheless there are a higher number of semi-skilled or unskilled workers (35% 
compared to 29%) and people with higher longer-term health problems (27.5% compared 
to 22.7%) and significantly higher levels of people on employment benefits (14% 
compared to 2.5%) which highlights that Cwmafan faces significant social problems.2 
Indeed, parts of Cwmafan are amongst the most deprived in Wales. 

 
3. Economic profile 
Cwmafan has 7 shops and 8 charities with 375 jobs within the town itself. 5% of the 
population work from home with 34% of the population commuting up to 5km 
(unsurprising given the excellent road links) and 54% commuting between 5-30km. The 
population commute to in order: Swansea, Port Talbot, Neath, Bridgend and Cardiff. 
There are a slightly higher number of economically inactive people (38.8% compared to 
34.4%) and those who have retired is slightly higher (19.1% compared to 16.1%).  
 
There is a far larger proportion of people employed in manufacturing than the Welsh 
average (18.6% compared to 10.5%) however there is some confusion locally as to 
whether this is due to the employment opportunities in Port Talbot (such as Tata Steel, 
BOC Gas and TWI Research) or more local smaller businesses such as plastics 
manufacturer European Plastics Ltd. Much of the work there is done by sub-contractors 
who are not employed by the steelworks itself which makes it hard to get accurate data. 
Some travel to Ford in Bridgend but this plant is due to close in autumn 2020. 
 
Cwmafan was a Communities First area between 2003 and 2018 when the programme 
came to an end. There is some worry as to how the community will fare now that the 
programme has ended – this is perhaps justified when you look at the data below which 
shows all four of the local sectors that make up Cwmafan improved over the period in the 
Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation. 
 
 2005 2019 
Bryn 612 909 
Lower Cwmafan 1377 1568 
East Cwmafan 173 244 
North and Northwest 
Cwmafan 

546 628 

 
Source – Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Community-
Safety-and-Social-Inclusion/Welsh-Index-of-Multiple-Deprivation 

 
2 http://www.understandingwelshplaces.wales/en/compare/W37000164/ 
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 4. Business profile 
The businesses in the community are mainly located in Cwmafan with a smaller presence 
in both Bryn and Pontrhydyfen. Many shops and businesses have gone (such as 
ironmongers and butchers) and many travel a short distance to Port Talbot to shop in the 
main supermarkets (many refer to Port Talbot as ‘town’ which is interesting to see how 
people perceive place). However there is still a vibrant business community in the area. 
There is also a sense that many local businesses are willing to invest in local projects 
however they do not have the sufficient relationships within the community to identify 
where best the offer their donations. 
 
In Bryn there is a franchise store (Bryn Stores) that offers parcel collection. There is one 
hairdresser (Gail’s) and a shop that sells gifts and scented soaps, candles and hampers 
(Scenty Sensations) and a dog day care centre Towig Dogs – that offers dog walking and 
boarding facilities. There is also a bowls club and rugby club (see social life section). In 
Pontrhydyfen there is one takeaway and one pub and a recording studio (Oakwood 
Church) 
 
In Cwmafan is where the majority of the businesses are located however the community 
does not have a typical Victorian style high street. There is a post office, laundrette, a deli 
(Cwtch Blasus), 5 chip shops and takeaways within a 1 mile radius of the centre, a sporting 
goods store (Cooper Rodger), 3 franchise convenience stores (one is owned by radio 
personality Chris Needs who is from the town – it is very popular he also runs a charity 
shop next door), a CO-OP (there used to be three however the perception is that they 
were dependent on the older generation’s pensions which dropped off as they passed 
on), a cycle repair shop (Lodge Cycles), a sewing shop (J&A Alterations), a café (Teapot), 2 
hairdressers and valeting service. There are also 2 garages with MOT facilities, a funeral 
home, a pharmacy (Adrian Richards) and Afon Veterinary Services. 

 

5. Banking 
There are no banks in the Cwmafan with people having to travel to Port Talbot should 
they need to visit a branch. There is a post office in Cwmafan where people can draw 
money out of their bank accounts or there is a hole in the wall in the CO-OP. 

 
6. Transport 
Cwmafan has excellent road links being only 2 miles away from the M4 motorway – the 
only motorway in Wales. This gives it excellent access to the M4 corridor and Wales’ 
major cities. Port Talbot is 2 miles away, Swansea 10 miles and Cardiff 30 miles. The 
geography of the valley also means that the main roads in and out (the B4286 and the 
A4107) of the community are not as narrow and inaccessible as other towns. That being 
said there is a perception amongst some that many locals do not commute out much 
(evidenced by the commuting statistics with 34% commuting just 5km). 77.4% of people 
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have access to a car3 which is higher than the average for Neath Port Talbot as a whole 
(74.5%).4 
 
There is no railway station in the town having been closed as part of the Beaching cuts of 
the 1960s however it is only a 5 minute car journey to the main station in Port Talbot that 
is on the south Wales mainline to Swansea, Cardiff and London. 
 
The local bus network is adequate however the services in the evenings and at weekends 
are poor with First Cymru being the main bus operator. They have a decent reputation in 
the community having worked with a local elected representative to move a bus stop to a 
safer place after many complained it was too dangerous waiting with oncoming traffic. 

 
7. Environment and tourism 
Many local people were keen to stress the possible transformative impact tourism could 
have on the local economy. Cwmafan is rich in natural assets and the area has few signs 
of its industrial past. There are two parks in the community for the population and they 
are both well used. In Bryn there is Bryn Park and in Cwmafan there is Parc Siencyn 
Powell. However it is with the forest parks that many hope will attract tourists. The plan to 
open the Rhondda tunnel would like the Afan valley with the Rhondda Fawr which would 
create one of the biggest cycling tunnels in world. There is also much excitement around 
a potential adventure resort being built by the company that owns Centre Parks. One of 
their parks in Wiltshire – Longleat – employs 80% of the local population. However it is 
currently unsure whether the park will be built with on-going negotiations around 
planning and finance.  
 
Some of the main tourist assets include: 
 
Afan Forest Park – located in Cynonville (a local residential development 4 miles further 
up the Afan valley that was constructed around the principles of the garden village 
movement) that has a visitors centre (Cedars Tearoom) a café and toilets, showers and a 
campsite. Within the park is the South Wales Miners’ Museum Visitors Centre that was the 
first miners’ museum to open in Wales in 1978. It opens seasonally and is staffed fully by 
volunteers. They have indoor and outdoor facilities including a blacksmith, lamp room 
and engine house and have funding to improve facilities including a digital heritage trail.  
 
Glyncorrwg Ponds and Mountain Bike Centre – Despite being 8 miles further up the Afan 
valley (and located within Afan Forest Park) many locals mention it when talking about the 
assets in the community and the assumption is the money generated from visitors helps 
the local economy. The centre has a visitor centre and café as well as toilets and shower 
facilities, bike hire and washing facilities, trout and course fishing and a camp site. 
 

 
3http://www.infobasecymru.net/IAS/themes/2011census/travel/tabular?viewId=971&geoId=78&su
bsetId= 
4https://www.racfoundation.org/assets/rac_foundation/content/downloadables/car%20ownership
%20rates%20by%20local%20authority%20-%20december%202012.pdf 
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Also in the Afan Forest Park is Bryn Bettws. The complex has a wooden lodge that can 
accommodate 46 and log cabins for hire (up to 5 people), camping pods and a BMX dirt 
track. There are also companies that offer paintballing, clay pigeon shooting and quad 
biking. 
 
Sustrans Route 887 runs through the area from Port Talbot up to the Afan Forest Park. 
 

8. Community assets 
Each village has their own community assets that act as hubs for local people to socialise 
and engage in a wide range of activities. These hubs are especially important when you 
consider the high levels of health problems amongst the population. Many of the 
community centres rely on volunteers as money from the local authority (Neath Port 
Talbot) and the Welsh Government is cut. Many community centers are having to 
become limited companies by guarantee to access funding and become more self-
sufficient. There was a boys and girls club of Wales but successive owners could not 
afford the upkeep of the building, it became run down and demolished. There was a 
school in Bryn but it was recently demolished (there were only 30 pupils remaining) and 
the pupils moved to Ysgol Gynradd in Cwmafan 
 
Some of the key community assets are: 
 

Cwmafan Library 
The library is owned by Neath Port Talbot council and has twice been saved from closure 
over the last decade only through local people raising money and thinking of ways to 
generate money. It is now the cheapest library to run in the whole borough at 52p per 
visitor. It acts as a hub for the community with activities such as film nights which can get 
70+ people through the door. Those that run the library make an effort to get the 
different members of the community to mix and make a point to include ‘socially 
excluded’ young adults to attend. This helps to break down barriers, form new friendships 
and challenge the preconceptions many people have of other groups. 
 
The library acts as different things to different people – it is a regular library but also holds 
job clubs, art classes and the staff help people fill bus pass applications or arrange refuge 
collections through their links with the council. They are prolific on social media in 
promoting their events and raising their profile. 
 

Cwmafan Community Engagement Centre 
The centre is owned by the council but after being scheduled to close in 2016 the 
running was taken over by a group of trustees. They look for ways to generate revenue so 
hire out rooms for events and parties as well as adult education classes. The centre runs 
karate classes, has a choir practice there, the Womens Institute hold their classes at the 
centre as well as weight watchers classes. They also host a monthly market where people 
can sell produce crafts and gifts. All the rental income goes back into the running of the 
club. 
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Bryn Community Hub 
The centre is run by Neath Port Talbot Council with a main hall and two smaller rooms 
that host parties and events in the local community (such as events by the Bryn Historical 
Society). It holds many events such as an over 50s club, a craft evening, the local 
Women’s Institute meet once a month it has a youth club every Friday. 

 

Cwmafan RFC 
The rugby club is a very successful part of the community. The club is owned through a 
welfare trust and has mini teams, junior teams and senior teams. It also has men’s and 
girl’s teams. The history of the club dates back to when the land was part of a local mine 
and they still lease the club from a company who owns the mine land. They recently 
secured funding to resurface the pitch to an all-weather one and they run quiz and bingo 
nights. Money raised on match days goes into a communal pot and they also rent the 
club to a local bowls club although they had to close their tennis court. 

 

Cwmafan Community Centre – the centre is due to close as there are very few people 
who use it and therefore they are unable to pay for the upkeep and the utilities.  

 

9. Health and wellbeing 
Cwmafan is part of Abertawe Bro Morgannwg University Health Board and a recent 
wellbeing assessment highlighted the health problems of the local population. It has 
higher levels of longer-term health problems (27.5% compared to 22.7%), those who are 
economically inactive is higher (38.8% compared to 34.2%) and those in receipt of 
employment benefits is significantly higher (14% compared to 2.3%. Cwmafan also has a 
slightly higher level of retired people (19.1% compared to 16.1%).5 Therefore access to 
good quality health facilities and the ability for everyone to cheaply engage in activities 
whether physical or social can only be a good thing to improve the wellbeing of the 
community. 
 
There are only 2 GP’s and dentists for the population which works out to 2607 people per 
one. However local health facilities include: 
 
Cwmafan Health Centre located on the Penllyn estate that has two different practices 
with typical medical services such as a baby clinic. The nearest main hospital is Neath Port 
Talbot in Baglan approximately 2.5 miles away. 
 
There are three care homes in the community. Michaelstone Court is a retirement home 
and is run by the social landlord Tai Tarian and has 24 flats and 1 person bungalows. Tai 
Tarian do a lot of outreach work in the community (help with painting and gardening and 
work with the long term unemployed offering them employment opportunities) and are a 
living wage employer for the staff members. D&S Care Homes run Ty Cwmafan a 
children’s home who look to provide a safe community for troubled youths. There is also 
Clarian Hope an assisted care facility for people with learning disabilities. 

 
5 http://wellbeingsite.dns-systems.net/index.php/en/home/ 



 

 10 

 

10. Faith, cultural and sporting life 
Historically Cwmafan was made up of much smaller villages that had strict religious 
demarcations and would not mix with one another. However as that generation passed 
on it became less of a phenomenon. There is also a problem with many of the 
congregations are ageing and there is not the younger groups coming through. Therefore 
many organisations provide outreach alongside their regular services. The largest church 
in the area is St Michaels and aside from its religious services also has a bible study group, 
a messy play group for local children and runs a weekly sewing club. The Tabernacle 
Church in Cwmafan is where the local foodbank is located. 

 
There is a sizable cultural life in Cwmafan if not as popular as it once was. One local 
spoke of there being so many pubs that you could do the ‘Cwmafan Mile’ similar to the 
‘Mumbles Mile’ however it is now no longer possible (one pub Dylan’s has now become a 
health supplement warehouse). Some of the pubs that remain are: 

• The Rolling Mill 
• The Brit 
• The Aman Tavern 

• The Royal Oak in Bryn 
• The Globe 

• The Falcon  
 
A major event in the local calendar is Cwmfest which hosts local bands every summer 
since 2008. It not only allows local bands and performance a chance to play but it allows 
local pubs and clubs to offer their premises for the performance events therefore it helps 
generate much needed income. Entry is free and there are hundreds who turn up every 
year. Another popular event is the Richard Burton 10k race held every year that goes 
through the town. It is sponsored by many local companies who donate the money 
raised to local charities.  
 
The community still has an active social and sporting life. Bryn Bowls Club plays from a 
welfare hall leased from the council with adult and junior teams and had a rugby team 
until 2002 when there were not enough players to form a team – the attached social club 
is still active and hosts parties and events. Ponrhydyfen RFC has a senior and junior team. 
In Cwmafan there is the rugby club (see above). 

11. Housing 
 
Unlike many Valleys communities Cwmafan has a relatively low stock of terraced housing 
with 26% (compared to 74% in Treherbert for example) with 44% semi-detached and 23% 
detached.6 Some of the large post-war estates in the area are: 

• Pantdu – built on the site of the copperworks  

• Cae Glass 

 
6http://www.infobasecymru.net/IAS/themes/people,communitiesandequalities/housing/profile?pr
ofileId=399 
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• Penllyn 
 
The area has a higher number of social renting (24.8% compared to 16.5%) and a lower 
rate of private rental (7% compared to 14.1) therefore the social landlords who operate in 
the area are very important. The two main landlords are Coastal Housing and Tai Tarian. 
There is a perception that Cwmafan is starting to attract commuters into the area from 
Port Talbot and Swansea due to the transport links and cheaper house prices. This could 
have a negative effect on the area as there is the potential for money to leak out.  
 
There is the perception that there is a health house building industry in the area with 
relatively new housing estates. Also that the social landlords and private rental companies 
are better at maintaining and updating their stock than private owners. Tai Tarian are 
active in community engagement and exhibit characteristics of an anchor organisation. 
They promote a living wage and providing opportunities for local people to find 
employment. They also actively help in the local environment; planting trees, maintaining 
gardens and are working on an engagement plan to improve investment in jobs and more 
wellbeing projects.  
 


