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Dear Ms Broadridge

Culture, Media and Sport Committee Inquiry: Caring for our Collections

These comments to the Culture, Media and Sport Committee Inquiry, ‘Caring for our Collections’, are submitted on behalf of The Archaeology Forum (TAF), a grouping of independent bodies concerned with the archaeological investigation, management and interpretation of the UK’s historic environment and resources – both buried remains, standing structures and museum collections.  The Forum provides an opportunity for institutions to discuss matters of common concern, with the intention of establishing shared positions and promoting clear and consistent messages from archaeological practitioners and other stakeholders.  It works in a joined-up way with others in the historic environment sector through other umbrella organisations like Heritage Link, HEREC, Built Environment Forum Scotland and Wales Environment Link.

This submission to the Committee has been prepared specifically for this Inquiry and is endorsed by the following TAF constituent organisations: The Institute of Field Archaeologists, The Society of Antiquaries of London, The Institute of Conservation, The Association of Local Government Archaeological Officers and the Society of Museum Archaeologists.

1. Funding 

After many years during which the Government showed little or no interest in the funding of non-national museums the situation has now improved considerably following the implementation of the proposals contained within the ‘Renaissance in the Regions’ report.  The regional museum hubs are becoming embedded and have already delivered significant benefits to users of museum archaeological services.  At the same time the Society of Museum Archaeologists has been in talks with the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council over the establishment of a Subject Specialist Network for archaeology.  The DCMS should continue to make funding available for both these initiatives 

We note with considerable concern however, the decline of expert archaeological knowledge in museums, both regionally and nationally.  Although the Portable Antiquities Scheme, now funded in its entirety by DCMS, has been very successful in training its Finds Liaison Officers in artefact skills there are almost no opportunities for these individuals to move into museums.  In recent years archaeological curator posts have been cut or in some cases archaeologists also have to undertake managerial duties taking them away from working on the collections.  Of all the subject specialisms within museums, perhaps the greatest threat is to archaeology.  Its decline has grave implications for the long-term curation of archaeological archives and it is appropriate to quote here the words of the former British Museum director, Sir David Wilson, who was a strong advocate of the public benefit of museums retaining and fostering collections expertise: “…collections depend on the scholarship and continuing experience of the staff, without which the Museum would be a junkyard of curiosities, assembled without thought or order”.  It is imperative therefore that governing bodies, both in national museums and in the local authority sector, must devote resources to sustain the work of collections specialists.  National Government has a key role here both in actively encouraging the creation of a thriving research culture in museums and more particularly indicating that research should be a priority when funding is being allocated to various areas of museum activity.

There is also a need for a programme of conservation reviews, as current funding levels mean that some or even many collections are gradually deteriorating.  This is especially true in the smaller services which although they have few staff may none the less have collections of more than local significance.  There are also concerns over the treatment of digital records and attention needs to be given to their appropriate archiving.

2. Acquisition and Disposal Policies

Disposal is now back on the museum agenda as a result of the Museums Association 2004 Report Collections for the Future which raised the issue of clarifying the use of museum collections.  In our view it is becoming imperative that museums should undertake reviews of archaeological collections to identify holdings of little benefit for current or future use.  This should focus on the research potential of collections, and the most appropriate usage, which should include the option of disposal.  This review needs to be guided by formalised standards agreed by the archaeological community and supported by Government with appropriate funding through the regional museum hubs and the subject specialist networks.  Indeed a standards document for the acquisition and disposal of archaeological archives has 
already been developed by the Society of Museum Archaeologists and is entitled Selection, Retention and Dispersal of Archaeological Collections Guidelines (1993).  We commend this report and seek the support of English Heritage in encouraging its greater use amongst archaeological field units.
A recent survey undertaken on behalf of the SMA by Rachel Edwards of the Arboretum Archaeological Consultancy has indicated that there is no recipient museum for excavation archives for many areas of England (Archaeological Collecting Areas Survey, SMA 2006).  These areas include Allerdale in Cumbria, Calderdale in West Yorkshire, the Unitary Authority of Telford and Wrekin, Walsall and Solihull in the West Midlands, much of Northamptonshire, and most of Basildon in Essex.  Furthermore it is the case that there are no recipient museums identified for offshore sites.  Hence there is a need to establish a coordinated provision. We wish to recommend the work of the Archaeological Archives Forum towards proposing a solution.

3. Remit and effectiveness of relevant organisations

We note with concern an apparent lack of museum expertise within the Museums Libraries and Archives Council.  This should be redressed as a matter of urgency and experienced and qualified museum professionals who enjoy the respect and support of the museums sector appointed to the MLA as soon as possible.  It is particularly important that such individuals should be leading thinkers in collections management.

We hope that these comments are helpful and would be happy to give oral evidence to your Committee if this would assist their Inquiry. 

Yours sincerely

Philip J Wise

(On behalf of TAF)

Correspondence address:

Colchester Museums Resource Centre

14 Ryegate Road

Colchester
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