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Background 

The Ring – as it is fondly known - links the historic Worcester & Birmingham Canal and the 

re-opened Droitwich Canal to the River Severn. It has become a big success, with many 

thousands of walkers, cyclists and boaters using the circuitous route for sport, health and 

recreation every year. For the last two years a partnership1 of cultural, tourism and 

waterways organisations have been working together to explore how the Ring can be 

enhanced still further through a series of world-class permanent and temporary artworks.  

This short paper summarises the findings of a larger feasibility study for this project which 

identifies how and where this project might be implemented, and what it might deliver. 

Rural Worcestershire is a beautiful part of the country blessed with fabulous natural 

attractions.  It is also a county with a rich cultural heritage linked by its waterway network 

established during the industrial revolution.  In 2011, after 40 years of effort by the Droitwich 

Canals Trust and the Droitwich Canals Restoration Partnership, the derelict Droitwich Canal 

-  abandoned in 1939 - was once again re-opened to navigation, creating a 21 mile circular 

route of waterways through the county known as the Mid-Worcestershire Canal Ring.  

The partners’ vision is to bring exceptional arts to the Ring through the work of emerging and 

established artists, which in turn will establish the Ring as a major cultural destination for the 

region.  Their aims are simple;  

 to bring new visitors and local residents to the area through a high quality 

contemporary arts programmes and cultural events,  

 to help stimulate  economic growth,  

 to provide a wonderful setting in which to enjoy the great outdoors and so contribute 

to improved health and well-being. 

This project is about taking great waterways resource and using world-class art to attract a 

wider audience.  It is about bringing art to where people are, and making it accessible. 

Why here, and what are the benefits? 

Funded by Arts Council England and key partners, the feasibility report demonstrated that 

there is a real appetite for this project amongst local people and stakeholders.  Local and 

regional partners have shown commitment to building the Ring into a key waterways and 

cultural destination through their participation in the feasibility work.    

When projects such as this are led by visionary producers and involve leading artist there 

can be significant artistic, social and economic success. For example, Lone Twin’s Cultural 

Olympiad project known as The Boat Project; Floating Cinema in London and Antony 

Gormley’s Another Place at Crosby Beach. These have shown how contemporary art, 

displayed in the right places and in the right way, can revitalise an area and grow genuine 

engagement in the arts, attract new audiences to the outdoors, stimulate economic growth 

and engender civic pride and enthusiasm from the public.  

 

                                                      
1
 The Mid-Worcestershire Canal Ring Arts Partnership.  Canal and River Trust, Destination 

Worcestershire, Droitwich Arts Network, Droitwich Spa Area Partnership, Meadow Arts, Museums 
Worcestershire, Sustrans, Worcestershire Arts Partnership, Worcester City Council, Worcestershire 
County Council Arts Service, Wychavon District Council.  
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In short, they can significantly enhance the image and prospects of a destination and 

improve how people feel about, and connect with, a place. 

Tourism is a key industry in Worcestershire and supports around 25,000 jobs.                       

A Worcestershire County Council report in 2009 showed that for every £1 invested in the 

arts, £34 was realised in the local economy through both direct and indirect spending.  

 The Canal & River Trust (CRT), one of the principal partners, has undertaken its own 

research since the Ring was opened which shows that visitor parties spend £11 per visit.  

This ambitious project aims to attract more visitors, from a wider area, with an increased 

stop-over time leading to increased economic benefits.  At the same time the project aims to 

provide stimulating cultural engagement for visitors.  As the feasibility report states, “It is 

widely acknowledged that cultural and recreational activity has a positive impact on the way 

people feel about the place where they live, as well as delivering ... improved health, 

confidence, independence, ... learning and self-expression”.    

Along the Ring, there are extraordinary locations and waterways sites (e.g. Vines Park, 

Droitwich Marina, Diglis Basin) with great access and backdrops.  And the unique circuitous 

nature of the Ring means that visitors can follow the whole circuit (as many boaters do over 

a weekend), or visit specific locations.  So, the Ring project has all the important elements – 

demand, commitment, a proven track record in other locations, and a great setting – for a 

successful project that has the potential to attract the all-important external funding that will 

shift it from concept to delivery. 

What have local people and stakeholders said they want?   

The feasibility study included an extensive consultation process involving arts organisations, 

museums, canal charities and societies, local authorities and tourism bodies, Bishop 

Perowne School and Worcester University. Their range of views can be collectively 

summarised as follows:  

 reflect the unique stories of the Ring.  It could, for example, tell its history through the 

contemporary arts - covering important local cargoes (e.g. salt, iron, chocolate and 

porcelain) and the lives of the people connected with it, 

 bring an element of surprise – by locating things in unexpected places,   

 link the Ring to the wider canal network that feeds into it - connect places perhaps 

through waymarkers, landmarks or emblems 

 involve local communities and take people into the towns and village along the Ring, 

 use a combination of art forms including sculptures, events, artist/writer-led walks, 

interactive and technology-based new media, to engage visitors and provide a 

changing programme to attract repeat visits and different audiences, 

 include a programme to allow schools and young people to work with professional 

artists to develop their own contribution to the Ring, 

 address some of the anti-social behaviour associated with canals (e.g. tendency of 

canals to become ‘wet skips’2 at urban boundaries). 

 

 
                                                      
2
 Paul Farley and Michael Symmons Roberts, Edgelands – Journeys into England’s True Wilderness, 

Vintage, 2012 pp 117-122 
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What is the artistic vision for the project? 

The Ring project plans to deliver an ambitious, multi-form, arts programme using exemplary 

art by both established and emerging artists.   

Visitors will be able to come at any time to engage with a rich variety of arts and art-forms at 

known locations along the Ring.  But, as importantly, the project will also include a 

programme of events, performances, temporary installations and exhibitions that link to peak 

visitor periods and key dates in the historic or holiday calendar (e.g. in 2015 we celebrate the 

200th anniversary of the Worcester & Birmingham Canal).  The idea is that there should be a 

‘festival’ feel to the Ring at well-advertised times of the year. 

This is no ‘ordinary’ art project.  Instead, the feasibility report proposes “the creation of 

remarkable forms of art ... which contribute to the life of the area ...whilst supporting the 

ambition to be world class, engaging and accessible to all”.  But what does that mean in 

reality? 

Commissioning public art is not a simple design-and-build process.  Instead it needs time so 

that artists can develop their ideas in the context of the canals and their surroundings.  And, 

of course, local communities and organisations need time and engagement to grow with it, to 

ensure long term ownership.   But it also needs to have clear direction.  The feasibility report 

proposes that the overall theme should be one of ‘Inversion’ or ‘Transposition’.  For 

example, boaters take their homes with them (taking the inside, out); quiet outdoor spaces 

can become very personal (outside, in); rural canals ‘seep’ into urban areas so rural 

becomes urban (and vice versa).  There is a clear expectation that the Ring should link to 

the towns and villages along its route.  This is a story of urban and rural – despite its rural 

setting. With this brief, artists have the scope to use their creative skills to develop 

something exceptional and thought provoking, as well as fun and stimulating. 

To illustrate the potential, two established artists were asked for their initial interpretation of 

this brief.  Des Hughes – an established local artist who has recently guest curated a new 

display at the Manchester Art Gallery, - has produced two responses to the brief.  His first 

proposal is that of the Salt Kings, Droitwich.  This takes its influence from the original ‘Salt 

King’, the 19th century industrialist John Corbett who developed the salt industry and built 

nearby Chateau Impney.  But it develops this into the idea of mythical ‘Salt Kings’ – three or 

more beings made from fibreglass but resembling salt – standing several metres high.   

Hughes’ second proposal is Pedestals, Worcester.  This takes the pedestals on which 

effigies and statues sit in Worcester Cathedral, and recreates these in iron in open spaces 

along the Ring.  These might be in both accessible and inaccessible places with the 

possibility of using them as benches.   
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 Pedestals, visualisation by Des Hughes 

Both proposals are true to the inversion/transposition theme which plays on the unexpected 

and brings the familiar into unforeseen places or takes the familiar and offers a new twist. 

The second established artist contribute ideas to the feasibility report was Keith Wilson.  Like 

Hughes, Wilson is an artist originally from the area of the Ring, with a strong national 

reputation.  His well-known work Steles (35 colourful totem pillars) was commissioned by the 

Olympic Delivery Authority for waterways in the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Keith Wilson proposal Waves/Steles 

His work often engages viewers in physically interacting with his work. His idea for the 

feasibility report was Waves/Steles which proposes building on the everyday language of 

canals and navigation systems.  It particularly links to the logos of Droitwich Spa Area 

Partnership and the Canal & River Trust.  Made from steel with a colourful Polyurethane 

Elastomer finish, these would encourage visitors to move through them as well as view 

them, feel them and consider them 
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Engaging communities – more than visual art 

A wide range of other potential artists are identified in the full report.   And there are many 

potential opportunities to borrow art works for temporary display along the Ring so that there 

is often something new to see, or a new experience to be had.  Borrowing artworks is not a 

simple procedure and can be very time consuming as fees, loan periods, specialist 

insurance, transport and installation all have to be managed, along with getting the right 

artwork to fit with the location and the curatorial theme.  However, there are many potential 

loan opportunities from local, national and private collections, so this should be seriously 

considered as an option.   

But world-class sculpture is only a part of the vision for this project.  Live and Performance 

Arts with a ‘festival’ feel are crucial to the overall vision and will be the principal way in which 

visitors will engage in arts activities.    

A large number of avenues for participatory art are explored in the main report and include: 

 Use of a boat (such as the Ikon Gallery’s Slow Boat programme) to stop at different 

key points along the Ring or deliver live performances around the Ring over a four to 

six day period. 

 Swan Pedalos (proposed by Yoke and Zoom) providing a temporary sculpture of two 

or more fibreglass Swan pedalos on a giant nest.  These can be used by visitors to 

generate power to light up the swan. 

 The use of dark tents in urban areas (as proposed by Jackson and Pitt) where 

contemporary moving images of waterways people are projected onto the walls. 

 Installations and artwork by a wide range of local arts organisations including C&T 

(drama); Dancefest (dance development), Droitwich Arts Network (community 

focused arts and crafts); Shindig (cabaret, storytelling, dance, children’s theatre, 

circus and clowning); Museums Worcestershire (using its venues to host temporary 

exhibits), and many more. 

 Participation in the national ‘Big Draw’ which takes place every October.  

 Participation in the existing Worcestershire Literary Festival  

 Involvement by the University of Worcester’s arts programme in which the public and 

University students work alongside established artists to develop new installations. 

Clearly the scope and range of possible temporary and participative art is wide-ranging and 

would build on the resources and skills of existing local artists and arts programmes. 

Locations and siting of works 

One of the important aspirations of this project is that it should “make a connection across 

the Ring … as well as make connections between each work and event and its place of 

performance or siting”.  In other words, this will not be an unrelated set of installations and 

events, but a coherent collection of curated artworks and art activities that link the towns and 

villages along the Ring, have relevance to their siting, and link to each other through themes 

to be finalised by the artistic director.  

The full feasibility report gives detailed consideration to the challenges of finding appropriate 

locations and sites, and highlights some of the issues that the project will need to address in 

this respect.   
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These include:  

 finding appropriate artistic locations that best show the artwork, enhance the setting, 

and give good visitor access, 

 securing planning permissions, 

 security of artworks (this might include siting some pieces on private land so that they 

are viewed and not touched) 

 insurance for borrowed pieces (how will security and safety be guaranteed?)  

 maintenance and de-commissioning (how resilient are the individual pieces, who is 

responsible for cleaning and repairs, how long will works be sited for?) 

 sensitive sites (e.g. some locations may be sites of special scientific interest or have 

flooding  issues) 

 finding sites close to the water spaces, but capable of linking to the towns and 

villages along the route 

An important challenge now is to make sure that partners consider the future needs of the 

Ring project in any work they are doing in the short and medium term (e.g. tow path and lock 

gate maintenance works by CRT needs to take into consideration possible sites for art works 

and events).  If this project is to succeed, then all players need to be mindful of the future 

project plans so that possible sites are not lost by other works in the short term.  

With these issues in mind, the report lists the following locations for consideration: 

 Vines Park 

 Netherwich Basin plinth 

 Droitwich Marina 

 Coney Meadow Reed Beds 

 Old swing bridges in Salwarpe Court  

 Salwarpe Bridge  

 Land alongside the new towpath from Droitwich to the Rugby Club 

 Hanbury flight 

 Lowesmoor basin 

 Outside The Commandery, Worcester 

 Diglis basin area 

 Diglis Island 

 

Gateways to the Ring should also be considered at: 

 Chawson Valley 

 Porters Mill 

 Hanbury 

 Hawford Mill 
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Funding and funding partners 

This project cannot progress without funding, and this is undoubtedly the greatest challenge 

it faces.  The economic climate has hit arts hard, with funding for non-critical and non-

emergency work often being the first casualties in various rounds of government, local 

government, trust fund and public sector cutbacks.  This has placed greater pressure on 

funding bodies (e.g. ACE) and charitable trusts to make a shrinking pot go further. 

So, what are the options and how can they is progressed?  Critically this is a partnership 

project.  The same will and determination that was applied to reopen the Droitwich and 

Worcester Ring to waterways traffic can be applied to funding the work that will turn it from a 

fabulous waterways resource in to a critically acclaimed cultural and waterways resource.  

There are a few key partners (e.g. CRT and ACE) who can get interest started through their 

commitment to funding and by providing associated match funding.  Indeed, CRT’s 

charitable status makes it an obvious lead for applying for those funders that only give grants 

to charities.  This is the best way to bring in further partners (e.g. local business sponsorship, 

National Portfolio Organisations3 (NPOs), trusts).    

The feasibility study identifies five key funders who should be approached in the early 

stages.  These are: 

 Arts Council England (has positively responded to the feasibility. An application for a 

large grant for commissioning, with good match funding secured from partners), 

 Heritage Lottery Fund, 

 Esmee Fairbairn or Paul Hamlyn Foundations (to support the engagement 

programme), 

 Elmley Foundation, 

 The Esnest Cook Trust (to support the Education programme. 

An early part of the project delivery work will necessarily focus on working with these funding 

programmes to get the project off the ground.  The opportunity to secure section 106 

planning contributions should also be examined as large developments can often be 

required to contribute to, or secure, public art on specific develop sites.  Wychavon District 

Council’s planning department is a key partner in this respect. 

Steering the competing aims and aspirations of multiple partners will be tough, but that is 

where the clarity of the feasibility study comes in – partners need to know what they are 

being asked to fund – clearly – from the start.  So, the artistic vision for the project must be 

clear, it must be unambiguous and it must be shared.  And, as already mentioned, it must 

allow scope for artistic interpretation. 

                                                      
3
 National Portfolio Organisations represent some of the best arts practice in the world today. They 

are the Arts Council for England’s most significant strategic partners and are funded to help deliver 
the ACE mission.  In the Ring project area, Dancefest and C&T are two examples of possible NPO 
partners. 
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Principle Recommendations 

This report proposes a model in which contemporary visual arts responses and interventions 

play an anchor role, to ensure that there is a constant visible aspect to the programme.  This 

should be supported by performance arts and engagement focused activity, led by the 

Worcestershire Arts sector, taking place at key time focused points of the year, connected to 

the tourism calendar, delivered in a ‘festival’ format. 

1. Adopt a multi-layered approach to the delivery of a programme over a 3 year period 

incorporating up to 6 anchor visual arts commissions (including at least one ring-

fenced commission for regionally based artists).   

 

2. Appoint an artistic director / project manager to work with the steering group to 

oversee the delivery of the programme 

 

3. Establish a programme / curatorial advisory group to oversee the commissioning  

 

4. Consider artists residencies in partnership with the University of Worcester and the 

county Museum and Archives/Archaeology service.  (Consideration should be given 

to digital art, sound and light responses, visual art based performances, community 

and artist collaborations)   

 

5. Develop and deliver a multi-art form programme of engagement and education 

focused activity, in partnership with key Worcestershire Arts organisations, focussing 

output activity to take place at key tourism calendar points of the year including canal 

focus events (e.g. 2015 – 200th anniversary of Worcester Birmingham canal)  

 

6. Develop branding for the programme so that associated work can be easily identified.  

Consider a process whereby ad hoc activity developed outside of the main 

programme, but connected to the canals can be given an association ‘kite-mark’  

 

7. Work with existing Worcestershire based arts organisations to steer elements of their 

own work to engage directly with the programme.  These organisations and venues 

can also host fringe event activities 

 

8. Explore and develop ‘early wins’ with partners including Arts Council National 

Portfolio Organisations; Netherwich Canal Basin Plinth  

 

9. Consider Festival and performance based activity to taking place within the towns 

and villages connected to the canals to contribute to the visitor economy   

 

10. Appoint a development/fundraising post to further develop this report’s 

recommendations  

 

11. Develop and deliver a national PR campaign to publicise the programme with the 

CRT and tourism partner, Destination Worcestershire  

 

12. Adopt the Canal and River Trust’s overarching Evaluation Plan for its Arts on the 

Waterways Programme 


