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Introduction 

The Heritage Impact Accelerator and Enterprise Hub was launched 
by the University of Bedfordshire in January 2021. Covering Luton 
and Bedfordshire, the programme has comprised two core strands: a 
Heritage Impact Accelerator and Heritage Enterprise Hub. Both strands 
have been tailored to local needs to build knowledge, capacity and 
resilience of the heritage sector and safeguard local heritage.

Funded by the National Lottery Heritage Fund, the combined
Heritage Impact Accelerator and Enterprise Hub have been led by the 
University of Bedfordshire Arts and Culture Projects Team, working 
closely with colleagues across the University and with culture, heritage 
and civil society in Luton, Bedfordshire and nationally.

The objectives, as set out in the National Lottery Heritage Fund 
application, were to:

-   Increase support for cultural practitioners working across heritage
-   Enhance the diversity of practitioners and cultural organisations
-   Increase access to heritage activity through targeted outreach
    and dissemination events
-   Strengthen fundraising capability and income generation 
-   Increase knowledge, skills and connections, particularly digital,    

    project management and outreach skills, to enable cultural   
    practitioners and cultural organisations to thrive.
-   Increase opportunities for successful sector and cross-sector  

    partnership-working and networking.

This report, written and researched by TFCC 1, presents headline 
evaluation findings of the two-year programme. It summarises the 
outcomes delivered for participants and partners, with a focus on the 
impact of the programme on civic renewal through engagement in 
heritage practice, collaboration and new ways of partnership working 
and research development.

This is in a context of significant socio-economic transformation and 
challenge. Luton is a hyper-diverse town with a rich and compelling 
heritage of manufacturing (from hats to vans), aviation, civic reform 
and protest, innovation and creativity. Communities across Luton 
and Bedfordshire draw influence from and retain connections to 
every continent and many of the world’s religions. Today Luton and 
its environs faces major challenges to its renewal: Covid-19 pandemic 
having exposed the structural fragility of its economy and widening 
health and wellbeing inequalities, many people, quite simply, are 
struggling, to make ends meet and to live healthy, fulfilling lives.

Luton 2040: A Place to Thrive 2  is a partnership vision between Luton’s 
key institutions and its communities for the town to be a healthy, fair 
and sustainable place where everyone can thrive and no one has to 
live in poverty. Led by Luton Borough Council, Luton 2040: A Place to 
Thrive seeks to address the structural challenges facing the Borough, 
as well as explore ways to build opportunity based on Luton’s incredible 
assets, not least its creative talent and diverse heritage. This invites 
opportunities for new types of partnership and ways of working.
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The University of Bedfordshire’s Strategy 2021-2026 - Transforming Bedfordshire3 

- prioritises partnership and impact-led knowledge development and research, 
embracing people, environment and community. This aligns well with the borough’s 
ambitions and as a demonstration of this the Civic Agreement 4  between the 
Borough Council and University was launched in May 2023. This seeks to catalyse 
innovative, inclusive collaboration activities built on shared purpose and is focused 
on delivering the Luton 2040 priorities and genuine long-term impact. 

For Luton and its environs to prosper will require new ways of working with key 
institutions such as the University, Council and partners in economy, health and civil 
society; fronting up to structural challenges and innovating across boundaries to 
deliver services and impactful activities which holistically deliver civic renewal. This 
means reframing approaches to ensure inclusion is central to every intervention, 
that activities are co-created with participants, and that, as a principle, no one is  
left behind. 

This evaluation explores the role and impact of one combined programme in this 
fast-evolving and compelling context. Evaluation activities have been undertaken 
during the last five months of the programme. This has included a review of 
monitoring data, collected on an ongoing basis by the Arts and Culture Projects 
Team, and interviews with Heritage Impact Accelerator and Enterprise Hub 
participants, the delivery team and key stakeholders in the programme, including 
workshop leaders, colleagues across the University of Bedfordshire and Luton 
Borough Council. 5

1 A leading research, consultancy and evaluation organisation working in culture,
heritage, institutional innovation and civic renewal: www.tfconsultancy.co.uk
2 m.luton.gov.uk/Page/Show/Council_government_and_democracy/2040/Pages/default.aspx1 1 m.luton.gov.uk/Page/Show/Council_government_and_democultancy.co. c4lture,1 



1.1 About the Heritage Support 
Programme.
 

“The aim is to safeguard the local heritage sector by ensuring it has 
the knowledge, capacity, resilience and support from infrastructural 
partners to negotiate the negative impact of COVID-19… The outcome 
will see local practitioners and organisations recovering from this 
crisis in a way that demonstrates a ‘step-change’ in terms of the 
scale and reach of heritage activity that is contextually rooted and 
nationally applicable.” 

Heritage Impact Accelerator 
The Heritage Impact Accelerator was a 10-month incubator programme 
for two cohorts of Luton based heritage, cultural and / or community 
heritage practitioners (six participants in each cohort). The first cohort 
commenced in July 2021, the second in March 2022. The Accelerator 
involved three phases: training and development, project and 
partnerships enhancement, bid writing and project launch. It has 
included:
 
-  A training and workshop programme supporting entrepreneurial    
   and interdisciplinary skills development. 
-  Relationship building with introductions and co-working sessions   
   with community, education and heritage partners – locally and  
   nationally, students/graduates and academics at the University of  
   Bedfordshire.
-  Ongoing 1-2-1 support, advice and mentoring with ideas and  

   business model development, setting up organisations and  
   developing and submitting project funding applications to the  
   National Lottery Heritage Fund and others. 
-  A £4,000 stipend for participants to support living, training and  
   project expenses.
-  Accelerator Open Week - an opportunity for the participants to  
   showcase their emergent project ideas, receive feedback from the  
   wider public and to further inform the development of their  
   heritage work. 

The first Accelerator cohort undertook the majority of first phase 
training and development online during the Covid-19 pandemic 





1.2 Heritage Support Programme HERITAGE IMPACT ACCELERATOR

CONNECTIONS

SUBMISSIONS

PARTICIPANTS

£197,031

453

99

20

11

400+

£101,971

6

65 34 27 16 11

£86,718
secured by participants for  
their heritage projects to date

hours of 1-2-1 support
with HIA participants

new creative  
sector connections

funding bids developed

HIA Luton based 
participants

new connections made
by participants incl.

of funding applications
submitted awaiting decisions

new CIC heritage organisations 
registered in Luton to date

HE civic heritage schools enviromental
conservation

of funding application
ready to submit
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The Headlines in Numbers

SUPPORT

WORKSHOPS

HERITAGE ENTERPRISE HUB

£165,000

24

165

140 9

of funding application development supported

partner organisations involved 
in delivering sessions

hours of 1-2-1 support with 63 individuals/organsations

hours of workshops, seminars and panel 
discussions with 4734 attendances

sessions co-delivered with
UoB departments and students
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case study 1 
[ HERITAGE IMPACT 



case study 2
[ HERITAGE IMPACT 

ACCELERATOR COHORT 1 ]

PAUL
JOLLY

Paul Jolly is a jazz musician, curator, and educator. In 1976, Paul co-founded Luton 
Community Arts Trust and ran the multi-disciplinary Luton arts centre – ‘33’. Paul went 
on to establish 33 Records, which to date has released over 350 albums of contemporary 
jazz and related music.  

Paul joined the HIA to explore the capturing and archiving of this important heritage, 
to record the voices of those who were involved and document the impact that the 
building and its people have had on the Luton of today.  

With the support of the HIA team, Paul rewrote and reshaped a previously unsuccessful 
NLHF application, successfully securing £75,790 of funding. His project ‘The Accidental 
Archivist – The Legacy of Luton’s 33 Arts Centre’ - has three key elements: the digitisation 
of the physical collection of documents, films and ephemera (the posters, flyers, 
photographs); an audio project to capture interviews with the many people who came 
through the arts centre and went on to creative careers; and interviews with people 
involved in SNAP (social needs awareness project), which worked with young people, 
using arts and photography, to help tackle the challenges that they faced with drug and 
alcohol abuse.  

For Paul, being part of the HIA has been essential to getting where he is today with the 
project: 

“The Accelerator and stipend has been essential as I still work as a musician, and the 



  ABI SPENDLOVE

  CARLY SMITH

2 Programme Outcomes
 
2.1 The Model – responsive to opportunity and need 
The Heritage Impact Accelerator (HIA) and Heritage Enterprise Hub 
have been delivered with a reflective, open and collaborative approach, 
adapting the programmes to the expressed needs of the participants, 
local heritage and community actors. This is at a time of major 
upheaval, fragility and uncertainty in the midst of a global pandemic. 
The first phase of HIA activities had to be delivered through a blended 
online/face to face model with ongoing Covid-19 restrictions. The 
second HIA cohort had more to face to face contact time. 

Each cohort was selected though an open application process, with 
applicants receiving the offer of 1-2-1 support to apply. This 1-2-1 support at 





case study 3
[ HERITAGE IMPACT 

ACCELERATOR COHORT 2 ]

SHABEENA 
PARVEEN

Shabeena is a born and bred Lutonian. She holds BA honours LLB and a 
postgraduate PGCE, both from the University of Bedfordshire. She has worked 
in the legal profession, has taught in schools and further education, and has 
experience of market research and early years. 

Shabeena’s project draws on her Kashmiri heritage and her experience of sharing 
time and knowledge with women in her community; particularly linked to 
textiles, food and cooking. It connects heritage skills at risk, the story of Kashmiri 
migration into Luton and wellbeing around healthy food and cooking today. 

She has secured nearly £7,000 from Luton Borough Council and Revoluton for a 
wellbeing project with Asian women coming together through cooking. Another 
project in schools is focused around printing and Kashmiri textiles, working with a 
recent University of Bedfordshire Contemporary Arts Practice graduate. Shabeena 
will be resubmitting an application to ACE for a Developing Your Practice Grant to 
support the development of her own creative skills. Her first application was not 
selected for a grant. 

“The whole team have been absolutely fantastic sharing their knowledge and 
supporting us”

14



case study 4
[ HERITAGE IMPACT 

ACCELERATOR COHORT 1 ]

PERRY
LOUIS

Perry’s passion for and career in music and dance began in the UK clubs of the 
1970s. 

The HIA has enabled Perry to start to realise his ambition to create an archive for 
the Jazz Funk artform, connecting its emergence in Luton with the international 
scene. 

With the HIA team, Perry has been developing a structure for his project, 
documenting, in short, the stories he has through his own collection of 
documents and papers and the people who could be brought in to tell a fuller 
story – dancers, DJs and designers from the period. Perry has been introduced to 
the National Jazz Archive and the BFI to explore opportunities for and interest in 
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case study 5

SNAIL  
[ Abigail Adams ]

Snail is an interdisciplinary artist and activist born and raised in Luton. Their 
work centres on the relationships between people and their environment, their 
histories, and society. Through HIA, they have explored creative and heritage 
collaborations, access to spaces, preservation of creative heritage assets, as 
well as natural environment and heritage and how people interact with green 
environment in an urban setting. Snail secured £10,000 Developing Your Creative 
Practice funding from Arts Council England for their Aborglyphs of Luton project 
exploring tree carvings and how people leave their mark over time. 

Snail has also successfully applied to exhibit their work through NOHAT, a Bedford 
based art collective.

“The support from the Team has been fantastic, talking to the other people in 
the accelerator too. And the knowledge and learning the business and funding 
language, that has been a bit crazy but really helpful”.
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2.4 Headline outcomes and alignment with NLHF investment principles

19

Anticipated outcomes Achievement
Alignment with NLHF  
new Investment Principles

Increase support for
cultural practitioners
working across heritage

Increase access to
heritage activity through 
targeted outreach and 
dissemination events

Inclusion, access and participation
- Increased diversity of heritage 
workforce and audience
 
Organisational sustainability
- Increased organisations 
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Anticipated outcomes Achievement
Alignment with NLHF  
new Investment Principles

Increase knowledge,
skills and connections,
particularly digital, 
project management
and outreach skills,  
to enable cultural
practitioners and cultural
organisations to thrive

Increase opportunities
for successful sector and
cross-sector
partnershipworking
and networking.

Saving heritage
- Making digital heritage more
accessible
 
Inclusion, access and participation
- Reduced barriers for people
underserved by heritage
- Enabled more people’s heritage to
be recognised
- Championed digital technology to
improve access

Organisational sustainability
- Increased organisations governance 
and commercial capabilities
- Developed skills and capacity
across heritage

Organisational sustainability
- Strengthened heritages
contribution to the local economy

Protecting the environment
- Increased understanding of
connection to nature

- There has been a significant increase in knowledge and skills reported  
by those who have participated in the HIA and Hub support:
“the knowledge and learning the business and funding language, 



2.4 Civic renewal - shared purpose
and strategic impact
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The Heritage Impact Accelerator and Enterprise Programme have 
delivered positive impacts that align with a range of agendas for 
the University, the town of Luton and wider Bedfordshire. The 
programme has been a further demonstrator of the trailblazing 
partnership between the University of Bedfordshire and Luton 
Borough Council. This is underpinned by the Civic Agreement, 
positioning the University as an anchor and catalyst for the town’s 
civic renewal, contributing to an inclusive, dynamic, distinctive 
Borough. 

This aligns with and drives the delivery of the Luton 2040 Vision: 
A Place to thrive. It also positions the University as a dedicated 
innovator in co-designing and delivering the ‘fourth pillar’ – civic 
impact – upon which universities are increasingly built. 

While civic agreements have been signed by other universities 
and public and private sector partners elsewhere in the UK, few 
have taken such a mutually collaborative approach as in Luton. 
Here strategic priorities of the University and the local authority 
are so closely aligned (Local Government Association, at the Civic 
Agreement launch). 

The programme has helped animate and solidify more abstract 
notions of civic partnership and strategic alignment. It has bridged 
a set of additional strategic aims for partner institutions and 
agencies, including those of: 

-  The National Lottery Heritage Fund, with a focus on heritage  
   renewal, innovating heritage resources and reaching diverse  
   communities. 
-  Bedford Borough Council (Corporate Strategy and Cultural  
   Strategy, which is in development).
-  South East Midlands Local Enterprise Partnership (SEMLEP) – with  
   a focus on creative entrepreneurship, cluster development and     

   innovation).



case study 6
[ HERITAGE IMPACT 

ACCELERATOR COHORT 1 ]

PAUL VITTY Paul has combined a career as a writer for stage and screen with running award-
winning community projects in Luton. 

The HIA has enabled Paul to bring together his wealth of experience and his 
interest and passion for ensuring people can explore and develop the stories of 
their own history and heritage. He has launched his history company History 
Knights Ltd and History Knights CIC. In July 2023 Paul secured £95,971 National 
Lottery Heritage Funds for the Stolen History Project, working with local people 
to rediscover unrecorded heritage. 

Paul is now also working with Historic England as Manager of their Rejuvenate 
Project, researching the most effective ways to improve the lives of vulnerable 
young people including preventing involvement with the Criminal Justice 
System, through the historic environment. As Paul explains: 

“I really don’t think I would have had the confidence or skills to even apply for 
Historic England role without being part of HIA.”

23



2.5 Knowledge exchange and 
research
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The programme has positioned the University as a hub which 
both convenes and shares knowledge driven by research and 
engagement. It is an instigator of new knowledge propelled 
by research excellence, underpinned by sound ethics. The 
programme has enabled structured knowledge exchange 
with heritage professionals and with other Universities in 
the region and nationally. This includes co-development 
of funding bids with the University of Northampton and a 
prominent role in national platforms such as the hosting 
of the Heritage Conversations Symposium in May 2023 at 
the University of Bedfordshire Luton campus. This provided 
a significant moment for reflection, exchange and future-
facing discussion - at the culmination of the NLHF heritage 
programme. 

Such knowledge exchange is fuelled by a step-change 
in research excellence for the University of Bedfordshire. 
The programme challenges academics, students, partners 
and participants to develop research practice in new ways, 
underpinned by sound ethics, a commitment to impact, and 
an openness to different methodologies. By undertaking 
research with diverse communities and exploring their 
identities through different heritage perspectives, resources 
and narratives, the programme is an exemplar in heritage 



25

research, ethnography, anthropology and cultural geography. 
This convergence of disciplines in an applied setting gives the 
research both social relevance and impact. 

The programme also introduces a level of criticality to the 
research process and requires the University to interrogate 
notions of power and ownership. With a focus on untold 
stories, the University is helping to reframe and re-imagine 
notions of identity and place, giving platform and voice to 
diverse cultural expressions and generating fresh thinking, 
research and practice. 

The University of Bedfordshire can build from this programme 
and grow its role as a centre of excellence for ethical, impactful 
research. This will require additional resource to build and 
unlock impact expertise across the University. It will also 
require a more deliberate alignment with University goals. 
This includes the focus on impact, communities, partnership 
and connecting the local to the global – as enshrined in the 
University Strategy, Transforming Bedfordshire 2021-2026. 

For this programme, alignment has been serendipitous in 
some cases, but not always pre-planned. This agility is also 
encouraged in the University Strategy, but the establishment 

of a Theory of Change at an earlier stage for this and future 
programmes, will facilitate the co-design of priority outcomes 
and enable more effective measurement against a set of 
goals, inclusive those of the University Strategy. For future 
programmes, priorities can be set at an earlier stage to deliver 
impact across University priorities, cohering a strategic 
framework that ensures impact is delivered in research, 
community engagement, knowledge exchange and teaching. 

In addition, future programmes can more effectively connect 
impact research to in-depth longitudinal research which can 
deliver value to the University with respect to the national 
Research Excellence Framework. University of Bedfordshire 
can find the point of convergence between research that is 
locally embedded, participatory and tangible; and research 
that generates knowledge and insight with a wider academic 
applicability.



case study 7
[ HERITAGE IMPACT 

ACCELERATOR COHORT 2 ]

ABI 
SPENDLOVE

Abi is a Luton based visual artist. She studied Fine Art at Byam Shaw and Central 
Saint Martins in London and completed a Fine Art MA at the University of 
Hertfordshire in 2018. She has exhibited internationally, had several public and 
private commissions and has experience running workshops to engage people 
with and through her work. Over recent years Abi has been developing work 
linked to the River Lea in Luton, its history and connections with the town.
 
For Abi, being part of HIA has helped her explore her work in a heritage context 
and opened a whole new set of relationships. She now sits on the River Lea 
Catchment Partnership, she has been a visiting lecturer at the University in the 
School of Arts and Creative Industries and has secured a funded residency at 
British Antarctic survey. A £2000 grant from Luton Borough Council has also 
supported filming along the River Lea with an expert in its history. 



case study 8
[ HERITAGE IMPACT 

ACCELERATOR COHORT 1 ]

CARLY
SMITH

Carly is a fourth generation Lutonian. She has a background in PR and 
marketing and a passion for local and social history; particularly uncovering and 
documenting the hidden stories of the town’s young people, past and present. 

The HIA has enabled Carly to move into a career in the heritage sector. She 
has registered her organisation, Rampage Exchange CIC, developing her 
idea, with the support of the team, for working with young people to explore 
Luton’s industrial heritage. She has a local school ready to pilot her ‘Historian 
in Residence’ project. This will be co-developed with the young people and 
teachers. The focus will be on Luton’s industrial past, linking it to places and 
events across the world making relevant connections for Luton’s young people 
today. 



3. Summary and Key Learning Points

28

The focus on heritage facilitates exploration of the area’s diverse 
cultural resources and opens up opportunities for meaningful and, 
at times, transformational intercultural dialogue. Heritage has also 
provided spaces for inspiration, which in turn provides a vector for 
exploring shared futures. 

For a programme coordinated by a University, the heritage programme 
has been especially open and collaborative. It has validated the voice 
of local people, underpinned by an ethical and respectful approach 
to research and partnership which has been informed by what the 
University team call ‘transactional insights’: iterative, immersive, 
interactive. Or, in other words, the programme has enabled all 
participants to co-create narratives, with community practitioners 
supported to be self-directed, autonomous and explorative. 

This represents a genuine step-change in the role of a University in 
community engagement and place-making. At a strategic level, it 
delivers on the University Strategy, Transforming Bedfordshire 2021-26, 
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Success brings new challenges and there is now an expectation that 
partners can build on the programme and deliver step-change in 
civic renewal. This will involve a set of institutional, partnership and 
engagement considerations. For example: 

-  In the future, the University can more effectively develop and unlock  
   impact expertise from across the University and wider partnerships,  
   going beyond its current nexus.
-  There is also an opportunity to catalyse knowledge exchange and  
   co-design heritage innovation with other universities, building a  
   community of institutional best practice. This can happen at both a  
   national level and internationally, especially given the international  
   connections of Luton’s communities. 
-  Partners working in the heritage, cultural and wider community  
   sectors will benefit from a focus on heritage as a vector for new  
   sustainable futures – e.g. on heritage tools to tackle climate crisis,  
   digital tools for heritage renewal, and the role of heritage resources  
   for contemporary arts and creative practice. The University is already  
   leading the way here. This has been acknowledged through the  
   award of being top in England and second in the UK in the People &  
   Planet 2022/23 University Green League. 
-  The programme was inherently inclusive, crossing boundaries  
   to open-up participation and engagement. However, as with any  
   programme, some people will not have felt they could take part or  
   did not know of the opportunity to come forward. As a basic  
   principle, future activities will constantly need to review who ‘is not  
   in the room’ as well as validate and support those who are.



case study 9
[ HERITAGE IMPACT 

ACCELERATOR COHORT 2 ]

DAVID 
LANDAU

David grew up in Wembley, where he nurtured his love of writing and 
football stadia. The former has sustained a career in journalism that has 
spanned more than twenty years; the latter led to a life-long fascination with 
architecture. David’s work took him to Luton, where he bought a period house, 
and discovered that there was a dearth of heritage and retrofit building 
professionals in the town. 

Through HIA, David has been connecting with the education sector, the 
heritage sector nationally and University departments to help to ensure the 
right heritage conservation and appropriate retrofit and new building skills are 
being developed both within Luton and nationally. This links to climate change 
and new materials too. 

He is ready to move things forward with a pilot project. For David, he now feels 
part of heritage ecosystem in Luton and has connections beyond. 

“I think everybody’s willingness to help has been incredible. And they are 
there to assist and support you to reach your goals. It’s clear that they’re 
working for us, and behind the scenes at the same time. And we were able 
to access them anytime we needed.”
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Key Learning points
For the NLHF, Universities and organisations looking to support 
heritage sector development, the following are key building blocks 
for impactful practice which can seed long-term development.

-  Build the right team: a knowledgeable, skilled and well-connected  
   cohort of professionals is vital. The University of Bedfordshire and  
   its Arts and Culture Projects Team is well networked within the local  
   community of Luton and the culture and heritage sector of the  
   county and nationally. It combines excellent professionalism  
   with skills in engagement, research and partnership development.  
   Programme participants only have positive things to say about the  
   team. 

-  Increase access and engagement in the application process. The  
   open application to the Accelerator did encourage a new cohort of  
   participants to engage with the University, often for the first time.  
   But 1-2-1 support for applicants is also vital to opening up the  
   heritage sector to a diverse cohort, especially for people who are  
   ‘harder to reach’ for a University. 

-  Strategic support at senior level is key to driving impact. The  
   Programme has benefitted from genuine support from senior  
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Apendix
HIA Cohort 1 Members 
Paul Jolly
Perry Louis	
Aimee Gomez	
Lizzy Fretwell
Paul Vitty

Carly Smith	

University Of Bedfordshire
Emma Gill
Head of Culture and Community Engagement

Leona Fensome 
Heritage Projects and Partnerships Officer  
(current)
Jennifer Lewis
Heritage Projects Administrator  
(current)
Paula Page
Collaborative Outreach Project Manager
Jan Domin
Executive Dean of Creative Arts,  
Technologies and Science (CATS)
Andrew Church
Pro Vice Chancellor  
(Research and Innovation)
Professor Gurch Randhawa
Professor of Diversity in Public Health/ 
Director of Institute of Health Research
Roma Thomas
Principal Lecturer in Applied Social Studies
Alexis Weedon
Director of the Research Institute  
for Media, Arts and Performance

HIA Cohort 2 Members
Abigail (Abi) Spendlove
Abigail (Snail) Adams 
Shabeena Parveen
David Landau



35



www.beds.ac.uk, University of Bedfordshire, University Square, Luton, LU1 3JU

Report photography by Greta Zabulyte
Artwork by Nicole Mollett 
Report designed by jools-design.com


