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ABSTRACT  
Industrial heritage is often highlighted in development strategies as 
an asset that can be valorized and thus contribute to the 
redevelopment of old industrial regions. However, the inclusion 
of industrial heritage in development efforts is based on a 
specific constellation of perceptions and expectations of local or 
regional stakeholders, which ultimately transform these efforts 
into newly revitalized places. Based on semi-structured interviews 
with representatives of local and regional authorities, traditional 
industrial companies, NGOs and cultural institutions in an old 
industrial region in Czechia, we identified three different 
narratives relevant to industrial heritage: the pragmatic, the 
problematizing, and the revitalization narrative. Our findings 
highlight the different perceptions and expectations of the 
development potential of industrial heritage that need to be 
taken into account when incentivizing transformative efforts in 
old industrial regions. While this plurality can generate new 
insights and ideas, the lack of alignment prevents the emergence 
of a system-level agency at the regional level that could reshape 
industrial culture and integrate industrial heritage into a coherent 
development strategy.
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1. Introduction

In recent decades, many regions that played an essential role in European industrial 
growth have experienced decline, resulting in social, economic and environmental chal
lenges. These challenges particularly manifest in old industrial regions (OIRs), which are 
characterized by oversized and obsolete infrastructure, urbanism and landscapes that 
have been heavily influenced by industrial activities. On the other hand, industrial 
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sites and artefacts are important sources of regional identity, place attachment and 
‘industrial culture’ of local society (Collazo 2022; Ilovan and Mutică 2023; Harfst, San
driester, and Fischer 2021). Previously undervalued and neglected buildings and artefacts 
are gradually being recognized as industrial heritage, which is ‘considered worthy of cul
tural preservation and to be passed on to future generations’ (Konsa 2013, 124).

Therefore, current development efforts in OIRs assume that reconfiguration of the 
industrial culture by integrating the adaptive reuse of former industrial sites and mobi
lizing industrial heritage can contribute to a complex transition and a new development 
path (Květoň and Blažek 2018). The key question for urban and regional planners is thus 
how to initiate processes that transform industrial (brownfield) sites and heritage into 
areas of interest for new residents, visitors and tourists (Harfst, Sandriester, and 
Fischer 2021; Peira, Bonadonna, and Beltramo 2023). This process is usually 
accompanied by conflicts due to competing interests regarding how the site should be 
used (Rofe 2004). Consequently, the transformation of industrial heritage requires a 
deep understanding of a set of cultural values (Merciu et al. 2022; Wu et al. 2022), expec
tations and heritage discourses (Birkeland 2017; Bockelmann 2023). It also requires con
sideration of the quality of institutions involved in the revitalization of old industrial sites 
(Tideman 2021).

These elements are shaped by, and shape, a specific local or regional industrial culture 
(Harfst, Wust, and Nadler 2018), and vary across territorial contexts (Xie 2015; Merciu 
et al. 2022) and institutional domains. For this reason, exploring and analysing percep
tions of industrial heritage is essential in order to understand the diverse and often con
trasting narratives. However, there is a continuing lack of contextually sensitive studies 
providing information on the perceptions and expectations of local stakeholders regard
ing the future of OIRs. Against this background, we present key findings from a survey of 
perceptions of industrial heritage in one of Europe’s most prominent OIRs  – the Ústí 
nad Labem Region in Czechia. The regional setting of our research is motivated by the 
current Just Transition goals in the European Union, in which the Ústí nad Labem 
Region is one of the worst performers in terms of social and economic variables 
(ESPON 2020).

The survey is aimed specifically at representatives of local and regional authorities, as 
well as managers of regional industrial companies, NGOs and cultural institutions. 
Through semi-structured interviews, we explore the perception of industrial heritage 
in this region and examine the attitudes of those who could potentially help to create 
a new development path. The research questions are: How is the concept of industrial heri
tage perceived? What role does industrial heritage play in redevelopment efforts from the 
perspective of different actors? Following on from this question, what opportunities 
exist for the better integration of industrial heritage in regional development policies?

2. Industrial culture, heritage, and re-development of old industrial 
regions

Industrial culture is a complex concept that plays an important role in building the image 
and identity of OIRs and towns (Bosák, Nováček, and Slach 2018; Glorius and Manz 
2018; Bole 2021). More broadly, it refers to the extent to which a community identifies 
with industrial elements, such as informal institutions, material heritage, working-class 
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values, tacit knowledge, and shared experiences or stories (Bole 2021). In public dis
course, however, the term ‘industrial culture’ most often refers to aspects of industrial 
heritage, such as the preservation and reuse of old industrial sites, landscapes and indus
try traditions (Görmar et al. 2019).

Unlike industrial culture, industrial heritage was initially defined with reference to its 
tangible aspects, such as buildings, infrastructure, landscapes and their preservation and 
reuse (Bosák, Nováček, and Slach 2018; Bole 2021; Harfst, Wust, and Nadler 2018; 
Glorius and Manz 2018; Görmar and Harfst 2019). This approach was also reflected in 
older definitions of industrial heritage, as evidenced by the Charter for Industrial Heritage 
(TICCIH 2003). Later, it was redefined to encompass the intangible aspects related to the 
components of daily life and living conditions created by industrialization, including atti
tudes, values, traditions, ways of thinking, solidarity and social practices (Harfst, Wust, and 
Nadler 2018; Bole 2021; Bosák, Nováček, and Slach 2018; Görmar and Harfst 2019; Görmar 
2024; Kozina, Bole, and Tiran 2021). Official definitions of industrial heritage also highlight 
its intangible nature. Examples include the newer definition by TICCIH and ICOMOS 
(The Dublin Principles, ICOMOS 2011) and the Convention for the Safeguarding of Intan
gible Cultural Heritage by the UNESCO General Conference (Lu, Liu, and Wang 2020). 
This paradigmatic shift reflects the fact that, in practice, it is impossible to completely sep
arate the tangible and intangible aspects of a heritage; it is primarily the intangible aspects 
that give the tangible heritage its significance (Ilovan and Mutică 2023).

However, despite the apparent overlap in the definitions of industrial culture and heri
tage, the two concepts differ significantly. Industrial culture is a broader term that 
encompasses heritage, as it forms the general cultural milieu of industrial cities and 
regions (Görmar et al. 2019). It comprises memories, traditions, cultures, and forms of 
local knowledge that constitute heritage values. It generates the social and cultural pro
cesses and practices involved in heritage use (Oevermann and Mieg 2015). Xie (2015) 
goes further, suggesting that heritage is the result of the patrimonialization (or heritagi
zation – e.g. Bessière 2013) of culture, including industrial culture. In this process, the 
value of a given industrial element is recognized, protected, and passed on to future gen
erations collectively (Marcondes 2024).

Bole (2021) distinguishes four theoretical perspectives on industrial culture: sociologi
cal, anthropological, institutional and evolutionary. Given the focus of our paper, 
however, we will concentrate on the latter two. From an institutional perspective, 
culture encompasses social norms, traditions and conventions, as well as beliefs, 
values, and rules established by various institutions at the collective level. These can 
have both enabling and constraining effects (Mathias et al. 2015), thereby shaping the 
social actions and practices (including those with economic aspects) of individuals. 
The concentration of certain (industrial) economic activities shapes socio-cultural 
dependencies, meaning industry influences the cultural codes and identities of workers 
and communities (Bole, Goluža, and Kozina 2024).

Influenced by evolutionary approaches in regional development studies, the focus has 
expanded from institutions to the actors that shape them. Scholars have therefore focused 
on human agency, i.e. the ability of individuals or collectives to change local/regional 
development trajectories (Grillitsch, Rekers, and Sotarauta 2019; Bole, Goluža, and 
Kozina 2024), commonly referred to as change agency. However, human agency can 
also reproduce and maintain existing structures that prevent change (Píša and Hruška 
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2024a; Görmar 2024). From this perspective, industrial culture could generate new devel
opment paths or hinder their emergence due to cognitive lock-ins that are typical of OIRs 
(Hassink 2010; Bole 2021).

An OIR is defined as an area whose former economic potential and prosperity associ
ated with economic specialization in old industries has been exhausted (Hassink and 
Shin 2005). This has led to the degradation of the environment and public spaces (the 
emergence of brownfield sites), economic decline resulting in labour market distortions 
and community disintegration (Szczepański and Ślęzak-Tazbir 2007), and further politi
cal and discursive peripheralization and stigmatization (Copus 2001). These problems 
and the question of how to redevelop OIRs have often been addressed by national regu
lations, including industrial diversification strategies or social welfare policies, but these 
have usually proved ineffective (Danson 2005; Helms and Cumbers 2006).

Thus, planning approaches and research have refocused on local and regional assets 
that can be utilized to promote the development of OIRs and mitigate the growing econ
omic and social polarization between regions (Lang 2015). In this way, regional industrial 
culture, which has endured long after the industrial activities ceased (Bole, Goluža, and 
Kozina 2024), could be mobilized. On a day-to-day basis, it adds value to local (post- 
)industrial assets by invoking the memory of local communities through the physical 
presence of these assets in the landscape. Reusing these sites can remind people of 
their own lives, while younger generations and visitors can discover their industrial 
history. Negatively perceived brownfields can be transformed into industrial heritage, 
which can contribute significantly to individual and community identity (Birkeland 
2017; Harfst, Sandriester, and Fischer 2021). Furthermore, their valorization can contrib
ute to job creation, improve the quality of public spaces, and facilitate the reimagining of 
negatively perceived OIRs (Oevermann and Mieg 2015).

Conversely, utilizing industrial heritage for the development of OIR is by no means 
guaranteed. The key question is how to transform individual agency – individual recog
nition of the value of a particular industrial artefact  – into collective agency translating 
care for industrial heritage into broader development strategies and new development 
paths. In the context of industrial heritage, Nettleingham (2018) highlights that decisions 
about what to preserve depend on the local context, in which different meanings and 
interpretations may arise. Simply considering heritage as ‘anything that people want to 
protect’ (Howard 2003, 1) means that it will always depend on who, where, how, for 
whom and why its historical and cultural value should be preserved and developed. 
Xie (2015) argues that developing industrial heritage sites requires first securing the cul
tural recognition or valorization of brownfield sites as heritage sites in order to create and 
legitimize a new set of cultural meanings. Local residents in particular need to recognize 
that old industries represent a set of values to be shared, preserved and protected (Xie, 
Lee, and Wong 2019). However, this crucial task is under-researched (Xie, Lee, and 
Wong 2019), and little is known about the specific circumstances that lead to industrial 
sites being recognized as valuable rather than as a burden (Mérai and Kulikov 2021) or as 
a resource rather than as trash (Cossons 2012).

There are some general factors that influence the capacity of a community, place or 
region for cultural valorization. With increasing decentralization, regions gain more 
influence over how they address their development challenges, reflecting their unique 
cultural and historical context (Nettleingham 2018). Recognition of industrial heritage 
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usually involves a variety of stakeholders and interests (He et al. 2019; Peira, Bonadonna, 
and Beltramo 2023). Howard and Pinder (2003) suggest that the heritage process involves 
owners, visitors, governments, and research institutions with competing ideas about the 
place in question (see also Nettleingham 2018). Consequently, the incorporation of 
industrial heritage into development initiatives is underpinned by power dynamics 
that permeate various social, cultural, and economic relationships (Dicks 2000; cited 
in Nettleingham 2018).

From this point of view and in the context of the evolutionary approach to industrial 
culture, OIRs need collective agencies that recognize the potential of industrial heritage 
and incorporate it into new development paths. The capacities of relevant actors to act or 
change are based on their personal characteristics, values, motivations, economic 
resources, knowledge and social capital (Grillitsch and Sotarauta 2020; Píša and 
Hruška 2024a). These capacities must then be aligned with the those of other stake
holders. For any local development strategy to succeed, common goals and visions 
must be established among national, regional, and local actors (Pike, Rodríguez-Pose, 
and Tomaney 2007). This collective action can take place at different levels, particularly 
the system (agencies of various actors aimed at improving the local or regional milieu) 
and organizational level (agencies aimed at improving the functioning of an organiz
ation, such as company, local, and regional authority) (Blažek, Kadlec, and Květoň 2024).

3. Study area

The Ústí nad Labem Region in north-western Czechia is a case study for understanding 
the perception of industrial heritage (see Figure 1). This region was one of the centres of 
industrialization in Czechia. Significant economic growth began here in the mid-nine
teenth century, thanks to cheap energy sources and good transport links. Apart from 
lignite mining, the region’s key industries became textiles, steel, chemicals, glass and 

Figure 1.  Location of the Ústí nad Labem Region. Source: own elaboration, ARC ČR 500–3.3 version.
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porcelain, making it the most industrialized part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire 
(Koutský 2011).

Although the twentieth century brought many changes, the industrial character of the 
region was preserved. The expulsion of Czech Germans after the World War II led to an 
ethnic, social, and class re-composition, which had a severe impact on the regional 
economy. Private entrepreneurial activity was then definitively stopped by the total socia
lization and nationalization of economic activities within the centrally planned economy. 
The ruling socialist regime strongly supported lignite mining and energy-intensive 
industries, such as metallurgical, chemical, and power industries. This significantly 
impacted the region’s landscape and settlements.

The collapse of socialism in 1989 marked the beginning of a period of post-socialist 
economic restructuring. It was difficult to find a new economic orientation based on 
market principles due to the existence of large, inflexible enterprises and a strong depen
dence on old industries. Consequently, the region experienced serious social and econ
omic issues, such as high unemployment, the social exclusion of the Roma population 
and brain drain. However, the unemployment rate decreased to the current value of 
6.5% (May 2025 − MPSV 2025) due to the partial re-industrialization of the regional 
economy based on foreign direct investment (Koutský, Slach, and Boruta 2011). Never
theless, the problems of social exclusion and brain drain still persist.

These challenges are reflected in the poor state of public spaces and the large number 
of derelict sites. For their revitalization or transformation into industrial heritage, a com
bination of different regional, national, and EU funds can be used; however, none of these 
funds are specifically designed for the revitalization of industrial heritage. Furthermore, 
new investors have so far preferred greenfield sites, and therefore local, regional, and state 
institutions often have to intervene in the preparation of brownfield sites in order to 
reduce their revitalization costs (Klusáček, Dvořák, and Trojan 2023). Even so, economic, 
technical, geographical, legislative, ownership or logistical conditions pose significant 
complications (Hruška et al. 2022).

The low number of sensibly revitalized buildings in the region could be explained not only 
by the lack of financial resources, but also by low level of institutional support from local or 
regional administrative bodies. Blažek, Kadlec, and Květoň (2024) argue that the quality of 
system-level agencies at the local (town) level varies considerably in the Ústí nad Labem 
Region. At the regional level, however, this type of agency is rather weak, also due to the 
lower average level of education, the lack of a common regional identity and the weak 
cooperation between regional actors (Píša 2023). The public authorities that drive 
these agencies rarely work with or promote the rich industrial heritage, so all successful 
revitalizations in the region are rather the result of private initiatives (Hruška et al. 2022).

4. Material and methods

Our overall research design can be described as a qualitative, interpretive case study uti
lizing semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis (Stake 1995). We conducted 
qualitative research focused on interpreting phenomena in the specific territorial 
context of OIR. The main methods of data collection were semi-structured exploratory 
interviews and the applied analytical technique was thematic coding, which clustered 
respondents’ perspectives into different narratives.
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In order to investigate the perceptions of industrial heritage, we chose to survey key 
stakeholders who have a close relationship with industrial heritage or the development 
of ‘their’ old industrial towns. The list of potential stakeholders builds upon the previous 
steps of our research activities. Firstly, the individuals and organizations that use or own 
industrial sites were selected as interview partners (IPs). Then the main public adminis
tration organizations, development agencies, and NGOs operating in the region were 
included. In order to delve deeply into the industrial heritage, we rejected from the list 
the development actors from rural areas, and we focused on IPs whose activities are con
centrated in the most industrialized areas of the region. In particular, we selected the 
main users of traditional and larger industrial sites in a variant selection to cover 
different areas of economic activities located in these sites.

Between November 2019 and February 2020, 29 semi-structured exploratory inter
views were conducted. The final group of IPs included (see Table 1): 

- 10 representatives of traditional industrial companies or their successors who used the 
traditional industrial sites or developed a traditional industrial product or 
trademark;

- 8 representatives of local and regional public administration (small and medium-sized 
towns, Ústí nad Labem Regional Authority)  – mostly local and regional officials 
responsible for local or regional development;

Table 1. Overview of interview partners.
ID Data source Organization Gender

1 notes traditional company, food and chemical industry F
2 notes traditional company, glass industry M
3 notes retail company in a revitalized brownfield F
4 notes inbound travel agency M
5 audio local authority M
6 audio chamber of commerce M
7 notes local authority M
8 audio local authority F, M
9 audio state agency for economic development F
10 audio NGO M
11 audio local authority M
12 audio traditional company, machinery F, M
13 audio local museum M

14 audio traditional company, chinaware production M
15 audio local library M
16 audio regional authority M, M
17 audio traditional company, beverage industry M
18 audio NGO F
19 audio local museum M
20 audio traditional company, production of fabricated metal products M
21 audio local authority M
22 audio local authority F
23 audio state agency for economic development F
24 audio regional agency for economic development M
25 audio traditional company, machinery M
26 audio local authority M
27 audio state owned enterprise for land reclamation, local branch M
28 audio state owned enterprise for land reclamation, local branch M
29 audio traditional company, food industry M

Source: authors.
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- 6 representatives of regional and state development agencies and companies (their regional 
offices) with focus on economic development and post-mining land reclamation;

- 5 representatives of regional NGOs and cultural institutions (e.g. museums, libraries) 
dealing with industrial heritage or local history in different ways.

The interviews lasted between 20 and 70 min. Most of the IPs agreed to be recorded, 
only in five cases written notes were taken during the interviews. The trained interviewers 
(members of our research team) followed the interview guideline based on the following 
topics: perception of industrial heritage, evaluation of the role of old industrial buildings 
and areas in the current urban fabric of the respective cities and opinions on how to 
approach them in the future from the perspective of local development. In this 
respect, we sought the IPs’ opinion on the importance of industrial heritage for the devel
opment of a given place or region. Although the IPs could build on their pre-defined 
definition (which could also be based on intangible artefacts  – see below), very often 
the attention was focused on the old industrial buildings in a given place or region. 
We followed the analytical technique of thematic coding (see, e.g. Flick 2006), which 
makes it possible to capture the distribution of different perspectives on the phenomenon 
under study. The codes of the IPs’ statements were then analysed and clustered into nar
ratives, which are presented in the following section.

5. Results

5.1. Perception of industrial heritage

Many IPs emphasized the intangible dimension of industrial heritage, most frequently 
mentioning a specific product brand, company, or the name of the company founder. 
In the latter case, however, they mostly referred to the pre-socialist period, a time 
when private entrepreneurship was still possible and was defined in the region mainly 
by the German business elite. IPs also tended to refer to the specific industrial know- 
how of the people, the industrial tradition. These perceptions were related to the pro
duction process, e.g. in the case of traditional porcelain production: 

In the case of industry, I also see those patents and industrial processes that were actually 
invented here in our country, or that were invented by people in our factories. I would 
say that certain know-how is a very important part of industrial heritage. (IP14)

Similarly, the skills of local employees who have extensive experience of working in the 
industry were identified as industrial heritage: ‘From my point of view, it’s the people 
who have been associated with the industry, as there’s a certain mentality that has 
been historically prominent in this region. I would dare to protect that as well’ (IP19). 
Such an aspect of industrial heritage then appears as something that is still alive, that 
can clearly be exploited by local businesses: ‘ … there is an industrial tradition of the 
region, so in my opinion the employers have something to build on, and there are 
people who understand it’ (IP21).

However, the intangible industrial heritage has not always been perceived positively. 
In the context of the economic restructuring of the Ústí nad Labem Region, which is still 
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fresh in the minds of the region’s inhabitants and which has resulted in the region lagging 
behind other Czech regions, a reference was made to the current problematic social and 
economic structures. These are seen as a legacy of the socialist mode of regulation that 
prioritized heavy and energy-intensive industries. ‘I think also the social composition, 
the people and the mentality and the mood that is here  – I’d also call that an industrial 
heritage’ (IP27). Such an attitude then influences the everyday construction of public 
spaces as IP26 argues: 

… that social structure. Low education in general – these people got, like, elementary edu
cation, so I think their interests in the area are completely different to those of university 
graduates. So, I think that’s one reason for the low interest in public affairs or what’s hap
pening in the public spaces.

With regard to the material aspects of industrial heritage, the IPs mainly highlighted 
famous regional products such as soap, glass, porcelain, as well as primary resources, 
such as mineral water and lignite. 

For example, the production of flat glass in Teplice: although it doesn’t have a long tradition, 
it was actually the first factory in the Eastern Bloc that was able to produce flat glass to a high 
standard and this production has been maintained and will continue to develop. (IP14)

The IPs also mentioned industrial buildings and areas, as well as the former residences of 
factory owners and managers. ‘I think that a number of extremely interesting buildings  – 
old factories that are now empty and in poor condition  – can be described as industrial 
heritage. If you drive through the Děčín region, there are many dilapidated but beautiful 
factory buildings’ (IP23).

The entire physical infrastructure that shaped the layout and urban design of the cities 
was also considered to be industrial heritage. ‘I think that thanks to the industry, we have 
very good transport links and rail connections. The Elbe River isn’t used that much 
anymore, but it certainly has potential’ (IP26). In the extreme case of the town of 
Most, the entire town was defined as an industrial heritage site, as the entire historic 
town was demolished and rebuilt to make way for open-cast mining. ‘What did it 
bring? A new town, but a bad one. That’s the legacy on which the old Most fell’ (IP28).

The infrastructure associated with industrial production also causes some problems. The 
IPs’ statements reveal an ambivalent perception of industrial structures, viewing them as 
valuable historical assets in need of significant investment for restoration or revitalization. 

We have amazing industrial buildings and neighbourhoods, but we also have many brow
nfield sites, contamination and transport structures and corridors that make it impossible 
for us to access the rivers’ (IP18). Similarly, ‘The Setuza chemical factory is built in the 
centre of the city, so it’s kind of like weird. When people come here, they say, ‘Jesus, 
where are we?’ But again, it’s a legacy of the industry. (IP24)

On the other hand, lakes created after the closure of open-pit mines are a specific and 
positively perceived type of industrial heritage. There are quite a few of these lakes in 
the Ústí nad Labem region, and more are being created. 

The land reclamation process and man’s ability to change the landscape on such a large scale 
fascinate me. I know it’s a necessary evil, but I’m just amazed by the results. If you compare 
pictures of the landscape before and after the mining and land reclamation, it’s amazing. 
(IP23)
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IP9 continues: ‘For example, I really like Lake Milada, which would not have been created 
without mining’.

5.2. Narratives of industrial heritage and local development

Just as there are different perceptions and approaches to defining industrial heritage, so 
too are there different narratives associated with its future and its contribution to local 
development. In this respect, we sought IPs’ views on the importance of industrial heri
tage for the development of a particular place or region.

5.2.1. Pragmatic narrative

The pragmatic narrative is most prevalent among IPs who represent traditional regional 
businesses and regional development agencies. Here, industrial heritage is seen as a 
driver of economic prosperity. The contribution of industry is emphasized in terms of 
job creation, generation of gross domestic product generation, production expertise, 
skills, and experience. 

I have to say that for me, everything I’m building in the company now is industrial heritage. 
This includes the goodwill for our company, sustainability for the future, and the fact that 
we employ local people. After all, Děčín has 50,000 inhabitants and our company employs 
600 people, so we are a significant employer. (IP20)

Similarly, IP12 also recognizes the economic importance of the industrial sites near the 
town of Kadaň: ‘Well, in Kadaň we have, we had, four power plants: Tušimice I, Tušimice 
II, Prunéřov I and Prunéřov II. So, a lot of people are employed in these power plants. 
The same goes for the lignite mines’. From this perspective, then, developing industrial 
heritage means maintaining the company’s relevance, which in turn supports the pros
perity of the places, as IP26 suggests: 

I recall the two strongest brands, Spolchemie and Unipetrol, which confirms to me, in my 
opinion, that the chemical industry has a future. At the same time, it’s possible to have such 
a chemical industry here in our region or, at least, companies of national or at least of supra- 
regional importance. It can be crucial for the region in terms of employment and 
infrastructure.

On the other hand, even here, the IPs were aware that the prosperity of the companies in 
question could not be taken for granted. They recognized the risks associated with inten
sifying competition in the global market, especially in the production of porcelain pro
ducts, and the need of transition to cleaner production with a higher added value. 

Our industrial heritage is a bit like a Danaë gift that we must deal with. At the same time, we 
must motivate them and suggest the direction they should take. The aim is for them to bring 
these trends to the region, and even the chemical factory should find a production process 
that benefits society without harming nature. (IP24)

5.2.2. Problematizing narrative

In contrast to the previous one, the problematizing narrative dominates among develop
ment agencies and local and regional authorities. It is mainly directed at the industrial 
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infrastructure, which is now perceived as a local development issue and as a key element 
shaping social structures and place attachment. In the case of Most, the town discussed 
above, its new urban landscape is seen as one of the causes for the current social issues. 

The industrial heritage has probably caused Most to suffer more than other Czech towns. It 
led to the destruction of the town and the construction of a new town with a modern urban 
design for the time, featuring plenty of green spaces but with flats in unpopular prefabri
cated houses. Mining also led to the destruction of many surrounding villages and the reset
tlement of their inhabitants into the urban areas. Before 1989, some compensation was 
offered in the form of better-paid jobs. Today, however, this is no longer the case, and all 
that remains are the well-known and widely discussed social problems. (IP7)

The industrial infrastructure is oversized yet underutilized. It is seen not only as a 
source of a negative image of places (IP16), but also as a barrier to mobility for local 
people: ‘We have inherited some restrictions on mobility in the urban landscape. 
We’ve inherited the fact that many of the industrial sites are overdeveloped’ (IP18).

In this narrative, the terms ‘industrial heritage’ and ‘brownfield sites’ are closely linked, 
and public administration representatives in the region pay relatively close attention to 
them. From this point of view, a fairly common development measure proposed by this 
group of IPs was the demolition of brownfield sites, including historically valuable indus
trial buildings. Numerous subsidy programmes have supported this, as IP6 points out.

5.2.3. Revitalization narrative

The proponents of the revitalization narrative are primarily representatives of the third 
sector, such as regional museums and non-profit organizations, as well as producers of 
consumer goods (porcelain, mineral water) and a few development agencies and local 
authorities. This narrative tends to promote an agency that would encourage the revita
lization of the region’s industrial heritage.

One of the IPs suggests that there are many undervalued industrial artefacts in the 
region that would be worthy of revitalization: 

We have hundreds of these old, beautiful factories in the district. … I think this is one of the 
few areas where we need to work harder to revitalise these old factories and put them to new 
uses. That’s what’s happening all over the world, with them being turned into housing and 
schools. (IP13)

Some IPs also point out that the basis for successful work with industrial heritage 
requires raising awareness and educating of local people about the regional industrial 
history. This requires fundamental changes, which can be achieved through a formal 
teaching process. IP17 suggests that: ‘We should simply create a special programme 
for our regional education schemes, where the topic ‘The industrial heritage of the 
region and its values’ would be added to the curriculum’. This could be complemented 
by the cooperation with local companies and media coverage of their products. ‘Perhaps 
it would be worthwhile to inform local people about what the factories are doing and how 
their products contribute to society, in order to promote these companies more effec
tively and demonstrate their value to the community’ (IP10).

Together with initiatives of other regional development stakeholders, these steps could 
contribute to the necessary change in the region’s external image, which is currently 
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rather negative. The aim is not to create a completely new identity, but rather to build on 
the region’s existing industrial image. ‘I’m not saying that we should be proud of the 
chemical factory or Setuza … but I am saying: let’s not deny our history, let’s build on 
it and let’s develop it, but in the way, we want’ (IP24).

From this point of view, the region could benefit from the successful projects that have 
been carried out so far. Reclamation projects following opencast lignite mining are often 
mentioned by IPs. ‘I have a vision of an attractive tourist landscape that has undergone 
industrial devastation and subsequent land reclamation’ (IP7). However, successful revi
talizations of industrial buildings are sporadic in the region. One IP pointed to an 
example of this: 

In Děčín, for instance, they converted a brewery into a shopping centre, preserving some of 
the original features. When you walk through the centre it’s not just a new building made of 
glass and concrete; it’s full of history, and it looks better from the outside. It’s not just a flat 
box. (IP9)

5.3. Challenges in linking industrial heritage and regional development

Despite some distinct differences, all the narratives expressed a certain degree of scepticism 
regarding the extent to which industrial heritage can or will be utilized for regional devel
opment. These sceptical attitudes are based not only on problematic ownership arrange
ments and increased reconstruction costs, particularly for listed industrial buildings, as in 
the case of the historic brewery in the town of Bílina (IP8), but also on other factors. Repre
sentatives of traditional industries, such as ceramics, are concerned about the decline of tra
ditional expertise due to increased competition resulting from the global integration of the 
regional economy and the emergence of new industries in the region associated with the 
expansion of multinational companies, particularly in the automotive industry. 

Basically, the companies in the industrial zones have taken over the engineers from the ZKL 
company. We also have an industrial zone here, which is dominated by the automotive 
industry. These companies have sucked the people out of this traditional sector. (IP11)

In the context of takeovers by multinationals and owners from other regions of Czechia, as 
well as the downward shift in global production networks, the IPs highlight another issue: 
the lack of motivation among companies to engage with the region.

I think these companies could take a bit more responsibility for the region. I understand that 
everyone wants to make a profit. That’s the purpose of business. But on the other hand, at 
least in times when they are doing well, I think they could be more involved in the region 
that they are exploiting. (IP21).

Similarly, IP4 said 

Local companies don’t make much effort to present themselves or help the region. They 
have greater capacity. What they are doing now is more of a PR joke – it’s a shame. …  
The owners are not from the region; they have no connection to it. What is important to 
them is money, not the region itself. Besides, the people here are less educated and oriented, 
they accept the situation as it is - there is no pressure from the community.

The last argument also highlights the need for local communities and authorities to play a 
greater role in the revitalization of industrial heritage. For example, they could promote 
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industrial heritage more effectively. One notable case is the relocation of the Gothic 
church in Most [it was transported on rails some 800 metres away due to the expansion 
of open-cast mining – authors’ note]: 

I have always regretted that we do not promote the relocation of the church. Not the church 
itself - that’s a monument in itself - but the fact of the move. That’s really unique, and we sell 
it very little. (IP23)

Secondly, the public administration fails to act as a mediator between the interests of 
businesses and citizens. ‘There is no mediator here to bring these things together. I 
think the local government, the region and the city should be doing more. I definitely 
don’t think they are doing enough’ (IP27). The link between local government and 
business is weak, and cities are poorly informed about the local business environment. 

The city has the tools [to activate businesses for participation on the revitalisation of public 
spaces and industrial buildings − authors’ note]. The fact that they are not used is another 
matter. I think there’s a great deal of alibis, apathy and disinterest. … I’ve done some 
research and they [city officials - authors’ note] don’t even know who owns the industrial 
buildings. They’re not in contact with those people, and that seems to me to be a huge 
deficiency. (IP18)

6. Discussion

Despite the fact that the population of the Ústí nad Labem Region exhibits a relatively 
strong industrial culture (at least in terms of the intense perception of its industrial 
past; cf. Hruška et al. 2022), heritagization agency in the region is weak. This may be 
because, unlike the existing literature (e.g. Bosák, Nováček, and Slach 2018; Harfst, 
Wust, and Nadler 2018), the narratives of regional stakeholders in the Ústí nad Labem 
region emphasize negative aspects. In some cases, the public discourse surrounding 
the term ‘heritage’ (in Czech ‘dědictví’) takes on negative connotations, such as being 
obsolete and unsuccessful and being strictly connected to old industrial sites (brow
nfields). This contradicts other definitions which state that heritage is something that 
acquires collective recognition (e.g. Howard 2003; Xie 2015). This negative connotation 
stems from the region’s specific industrial culture, which was strongly shaped by 
elements of socialist industrialization and, to a certain extent, the subsequent economic 
transformation. This had a significant impact on urban planning, the environment, and 
the social structure of the population. Consequently, there is a lack of input into the indi
vidual/collective agency attributing positive value to a given industrial artefact. This 
input can be defined as an emotional capital. Current research on change agency and 
regional development (Píša and Hruška 2024b; Hannemann, Henn, and Schäfer 2024) 
has shown that emotions or emotional capital embedded in people’s motivations was a 
key resource for implementing change. In other words, while actors may possess cultural, 
social, and economic capital, it is emotional capital that is necessary to trigger change in a 
given place (Píša and Hruška 2024b).

Furthermore, the narratives of industrial heritage held by regional actors were highly 
diverse. This can be attributed to the ongoing lack of discussion surrounding tangible and 
intangible industrial heritage at both the national and regional levels. As Nettleingham 
(2018) argues, the definition of industrial heritage can be extremely subjective, depending 
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on who defines it and for what purposes. Based on these definitions and perceptions of its 
potential contribution to regional development, we identified three distinct industrial 
heritage narratives (Table 2).

Corporate stakeholders largely adopted a pragmatic approach to industrial heritage. 
They perceived it as a regionally specific opportunity space (Grillitsch and Sotarauta 
2020) – as the know-how of the local workforce, production facilities and a source of 
jobs. This idea was also identified by stakeholders in other countries (He et al. 2019; 
Peira, Bonadonna, and Beltramo 2023). From their perspective, developing industrial 
heritage meant improving their employees’ skills and increasing economic performance, 
thus advocating a more growth-oriented approach. They did not see their production 
facilities as industrial heritage in the first place. Second, the problematizing narrative 
often emerged among representatives of local authorities who were dealing with issues 
related to the appearance of public spaces and brownfield revitalization (cf. Bosák, 
Nováček, and Slach 2018). In this narrative, adapting old buildings for new and non- 
industrial uses was a little considered option. Proponents of this narrative preferred 
the demolition of the buildings and/or their use for industrial or storage purposes. 
Finally, the revitalization narrative emphasized the cultural-historical values of industrial 
sites and artefacts. Representatives of non-profit organizations and educational insti
tutions often emphasized the revitalization of industrial buildings, their historical 
value and contribution to the regional identity.

These narratives reflect different attitudes towards the potential for industrial heritage 
to become an integral part of the new development path. The lack of integration and 
complementarity of the three narratives indicates that the regional level has so far 
failed to establish a system level agency (Blažek, Kadlec, and Květoň 2024). Such an 
agency would be based on an industrial culture or vision that would integrate, or at 
least bring together, the different perspectives on industrial heritage and its management. 
From this perspective, greater involvement from the public sector is necessary to preserve 
and properly valorize industrial heritage (He et al. 2019; Peira, Bonadonna, and Beltramo 
2023).

Due to this dysfunction, the current agency of change (including the heritagization 
agency) is limited to the activities of individuals or collectives (for example, in city 
museums) who use the revitalization narrative. Their efforts are scattered and isolated, 
and the necessary capacities and assets for system-level change are lacking (Blažek, 
Kadlec, and Květoň 2024; Grillitsch and Sotarauta 2020). Consequently, they are 
unable to dominate the power games with other development actors (Dicks 2000; 
cited in Nettleingham 2018). As a result, their ideas will hardly penetrate regional devel
opment approaches and concepts (Collazo 2022; Bockelmann 2023). From our research 

Table 2. Three narratives of industrial heritage and their attributes.

Narrative
Main representatives of 

the narrative
Prevailing meanings of 

industrial heritage
Strategic goals for tackling the 

industrial heritage

Pragmatic corporate stakeholders industrial skills of workforce increasing economic performance
Problematizing local administrations brownfield sites and 

dilapidated buildings
improving the visual appearance of 

sites at available costs
Revitalization NGOs and cultural 

institutions
culturally valuable sites, 

buildings and knowledge
mobilizing the cultural values to steer 

societal development
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perspective, there is a need to better integrate and empower this relatively dissident sta
keholder group. This could facilitate the growth and spread of the necessary industrial 
culture across the region (He et al. 2019).

7. Conclusions

This study explored how industrial heritage is perceived and utilized in the Ústí nad 
Labem Region, a prominent old industrial region in Czechia. Through analysing semi- 
structured interviews with a wide range of regional stakeholders, we revealed that the 
term ‘industrial heritage’ often has negative connotations. This is interpreted as a conse
quence of the region’s socialist industrialization. We also identified three narratives – 
pragmatic, problematizing, and revitalization – that reflect contrasting expectations 
and attitudes towards industrial heritage. These narratives underline the heterogeneity 
and ambivalence of meanings attached to industrial artefacts, ranging from sources of 
economic prosperity to burdensome brownfield sites or underutilized cultural assets.

The contribution of this paper lies in linking the concepts of industrial culture and 
heritage with the agency of regional development actors. The findings suggest that indus
trial heritage is unlikely to become a consolidated driver of regional development without 
greater institutional support. Corporate stakeholders prioritize economic functions, local 
authorities emphasize cost-effective brownfield management, and NGOs and cultural 
institutions advocate cultural valorization. While this plurality can be fruitful for discus
sions and emerging ideas, the lack of alignment prevents the emergence of a system-level 
agency that could reshape industrial culture and integrate industrial heritage into a 
coherent development strategy. Therefore, there is the need for stronger involvement 
of public authorities in mediating between business and society.

Finally, this paper opens up further research questions − industrial culture and heri
tage are multifaceted concepts that can lead to regions becoming trapped in inherited 
mindsets but can also promote the creative re-use of the industrial past. The example 
of the Ústí nad Labem Region has shown that although its industrial culture is still 
strong, the remnants of its industrial past are not perceived very positively. For this 
reason, it is important to explore this reciprocal relationship and to identify the constel
lations of actors, their capacities, and industrial artefacts which then act as triggers or 
tipping points for the transformation towards a form of industrial culture that can sensi
tively mobilize industrial heritage for regional development.
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