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In recent years, Professors Paul Pettitt and Mark White (Durham University) have put forward 
a theory of how Neanderthal landscape use - the concept of local operational areas (LOAs). 
Their proposal suggests local clusters of sites and findspots are representative of regional 
areas in which Neanderthals operated, possibly in conjunction with seasonal occupations of 
Britain. Currently, three areas are suggested to represent LOAs in Britain. These are 
Creswell Crags, the Gower Peninsula, and the Axe valley. Pettitt and White note that British 
Neanderthal raw material acquisition within these regions occurred over a local scale, with 
flint generally acquired within 5km of findspots and never further than ~30-40km, which is 
consistent with local and regional scales of raw material transfer. Furthermore, they posit 
whether these LOAs are part of a wider network of Neanderthal occupation and relocation 
throughout Britain. 

 
The project that I am currently undertaking aims to 
investigate Pettitt and White’s hypothesis by 
conducting an in depth analysis of individual LOAs. I 
will explore stone tool, environmental, and landscape 
data from existing sites in the context of regional 
operational systems. The findings will be brought 
together into a wider study of Neanderthal landscape 
use within the British Isles by comparing regional 
activity and lithic technologies.  
 
The Axe Valley has been selected for my pilot study. 
The aim is to investigate landscape use by exploring 
raw material and site selection through analysis of 
lithic assemblages and viewshed data from sites 
within this proposed LOA. Reanalysis of stone tools 
from the Axe valley sites, such as Wookey Hole, is 
necessary due to their somewhat sparse publication 
history, and the limited illustration and description of 
the available finds. It has been a pleasure to work 
with material currently held at the Wells and Mendip 
Museum, which makes up part of the collections 
from these sites that are today spread across 

museums as far afield as Oxford and Manchester. It is hoped that one final output from this 
research will be a database of the Middle Palaeolithic material from the Axe valley region that 
will be made available to museums and hopefully aid other researchers in locating the 
important collections from these sites for future study. 
 


