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1.  New Communities Project 

 
The New Communities Project is based at the Ancient House, Museum of 
Thetford Life. It is funded by Renaissance in the Regions and will initially run 
for a year from April 2008 – March 2009 with plans to achieve funding for a 
further 2 years to continue with a community engagement project. 
 
 
Project Aims  
 
This new project aims to develop a partnership with Government Agencies 
concerned with the Government’s Growth Agenda and museums in the region 
in Growth Points or within Growth Areas. We will work to establish museums 
and heritage’s unique contribution to building sustainable new communities. 
With the aim to provide a template for working which can be used by other 
museums in the region’s growth areas, to help provide a role for museums at 
this time of significant change and transition.  The project will involve 
consultation with users and partners, the delivery of trial activities and a 
regional conference in the autumn of key partners (Arts Council, EEDA, Local 
Authorities, MLA etc.). 
 
The Ancient House, Museum of Thetford Life is well placed to offer a 
historical and contemporary perspective to issues of growth and integration. 
The town’s history has distinct phases with an ancient Anglo Saxon and 
Viking past (at the Norman Conquest it was one of the largest towns in 
England) while in the twentieth century it quadrupled its population during the 
60s and 70s as part of the Town Expansion Scheme.  In recent years 
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Thetford has seen large numbers of migrant workers from Portugal and 
Eastern Europe coming to live and work in the town. In 2006 plans were 
announced for 4000 new jobs and 6000 homes in the town as part of the 
Government’s Growth Point initiative. The Museum Curator chairs a local 
heritage partnership, which has contributed to the cultural package element of 
Thetford’s Growth Point ‘Masterplan’.  
 
2008-9 will be a time for consultation, research, partnership building, trial 
work and evaluation.  We hope this will lead on to new proposals for the 2009 
– 2011 business plan. 
 
At a local level, there is potential for working with a variety of partners 
including schools, archaeologists at NMAS involved with planning control and 
the historic environment, and with planning and economic development 
colleagues from parish, district and county councils.  This proposal links with 
a proposal to English Heritage for a national mapping programme project for 
Thetford, Norwich and the A11 corridor which seeks to characterise and map 
the historic environment prior to development. 
 
At a regional level we plan to work with partners including the Arts Council, 
English Heritage, the East of England Development Agency, and MLA East of 
England as part of the ‘growth agenda’. 
 
We will seek to work with Peterborough Museum as a lead partner in this 
project. 
 
Project Objectives 
 

• To build on the good practice of the NMAS ‘Our Town’ project in 
engaging with the local community and bringing contemporary 
relevance and local ‘ownership’ 

• To set up a partnership with museums in the region’s growth areas 
interested in the role of museums in this agenda, with Peterborough 
Museum as a lead partner 

• To work with local and regional partners from other agencies 

• To trial activities designed to improve social cohesion and integration 

• To host a conference addressing the issues surrounding Growth Areas 
and Points, looking at the role of museums in helping to build 
sustainable communities 

• To produce an exhibition with community involvement about the Town 
Expansion and lessons learned for future growth. 

• To share lessons learned and good practice with partners 

• To develop proposals for the 2009 – 2011 business plan 
 
 
Conference 
 
Dates and an outline of the conference brief can be seen below: 
 

Museums, Sustainability and Growth 
The unique contribution of museums to the sustainability and planned growth 



agendas 
 

Thursday 23 – Friday 24 October 2008 
Norwich Castle Museum & Art Gallery 

 
A major conference exploring the unique contribution that museums and 
heritage organisations can make to the development of sustainable 

communities. 
 

This conference is aimed at museum managers, planners, policy makers and 
elected members, and anyone with responsibility for development control, 
regeneration, community cohesion and the environment.  
 
21st century communities in the UK are facing unique challenges. In the East 
of England there is a concentration of designated Growth Areas and Growth 
Points. Major population and demographic changes will impact significantly 
on community cohesion, as these new communities are integrated. 
 
There is also an increasing awareness of the opportunities for museums to 
actively contribute to the growing environmental, economic and social 
sustainability agendas. This can be through practical on-site action and 
through museums serving as facilitators for interpretation and debate. 
  
What difference can museums make? There is a clear opportunity for 
museums to engage with – and actively contribute to - these agendas. A 
range of practical case studies will be presented, examining the unique 
perspective and resources that museums and heritage organisations can 
bring, along with an insight into the funding and other partnership 
opportunities that exist. 
 
Whilst the majority of case studies will be drawn from the East of England, the 
conference will feature speakers with a national reach and address issues of 
both national and international significance. 
 
Partnerships 
 
We have made partnerships with the planners at Breckland Council working 
on the Growth Point and we hope to work with them to mount a temporary 
exhibition at the Ancient House in January 2009. The exhibition would fit in 
with Breckland Councils timetable of secondary consultation on the plans for 
Thetford of 6 weeks in Jan & Feb 2009.  
 
The exhibition would provide a historical perspective on Thetford’s growth to 
help local people make decisions about how they would like the town to 
develop in the future. We would focus on key themes for proposed 
development e.g. housing, industry, transport etc… and chart how they have 
changed over time and why using: archaeological evidence, environmental 
statistics, historical records and objects, oral history and photographs. 
 
There is already partnership work taking place between museums in Bedford, 
Peterborough and Bury St Edmunds and their local councils on the 



contribution of museums to planned growth. We have met with these 
museums and are setting up a small group of museums in the Eastern region 
working in this area to collect examples of good practice for the conference 
and proposed publication. 
 
So far we have met with MLA and Inspire East (the regional centre of 
excellence for sustainable communities in the East of England) and had 
contact with EEDA about the project. We are continuing to make contacts 
with these regional organisations. 
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