Conservation is part of the archaeological process, conservators’ work is vital in uncovering hidden evidence from objects, recovering fragile or large finds from site, preparation for displays and ensuring the long-term preservation of finds. 

The following issues in the organisation and funding of archaeological conservation are of concern to the profession at present.  

1.  Although the introduction of PPG 16 and developer funding of archaeological work has been useful, there is insufficient policing of the competitive tendering process.  When contracts are awarded on price alone, contractors cut work to the minimum and there is often insufficient funding to preserve finds for the short or long term. If outstanding material is unexpectedly discovered it is rare for developers to cover the necessary funding. 

2.  Recently a number of archaeological conservation posts funded by local government have disappeared due to financial problems.  The erosion of this local infrastructure means that there are areas with no local conservation expertise and museums cannot adequately maintain their collections or display objects to the public.  

3. When developer funding of conservation has been inadequate, the local museum might be asked to receive material that is unstable or poorly packaged and will decay swiftly with long-term funding implications for the museum.  If museums refuse to receive the material it might be discarded or dispersed and lost to the public and future research.  

4.   There is little support for research into archaeological conservation. The restructuring of archaeological conservation research into the Earth Sciences Research Council has increased this problem. 
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Submission to APPAG additional information.  

1. 
Adverse effects of competitive tendering.  There are a number of problems arising from the introduction of PPG 16, developer funding and competitive tendering.  Competitive tendering in itself should not drive down prices and lower standards, simply make the contractors more efficient.  Each unit should be competing on a level playing field, using the same specifications to tender for the work.  It is only if standards are not properly regulated that corners might be cut in order to keep down bids.  In theory a regulatory framework of county archaeologists backed up by the Institute of Field Archaeologists (IFA) and other archaeological and government bodies is in place but in practice work is awarded by price.  Budgets for post excavation work are set before excavation according to estimates based on the type and location of the site; conservation must be done within these budgets.  Conservators are therefore under pressure to deal with as many items as possible, in as little time as possible.  Conservation must compete for funding within the unit with other post-excavation processes.  This usually means that difficult decisions have to be made as to which finds receive proper attention, or conservators feel their duty to the objects must see them working unpaid extra hours doing conservation work that the developer should be paying for.  Lack of funds also means there is little scope for investigation and research by finds specialists and conservators since developers will often feel that they are paying for the site to be dug not to further the research interests of archaeologists.  Most research work must therefore be left until driven by analysis or publication of the site.  

In addition it is in the nature of archaeology to come up with surprises.  If unexpected finds involve time-consuming conservation work, for instance a mosaic to be lifted, an unusual burial or a delicate item, then it is often difficult to get developers to fund the necessary work.  This means that a lot of time and effort must be put into extra fund-raising and objects may deteriorate in the meantime.  In such cases where possible the British Museum or English Heritage may intervene, if they have the resources, and do the work for free.  While this is good for the objects concerned and certainly good for the developer’s bank balance it is undermining the official system and the work of the archaeological contractor’s conservation team, both financially and professionally. 

Action.   If the system of developer funding is to continue, it is important that it is more effectively enforced by county archaeologists to ensure that the best practices and standards are used by all archaeological disciplines and that adequate funding is sought to cover this.  Conservation must be fully integrated into archaeological tendering.   Project specifications issued to archaeological contractors should include reference to conservation work, both on site and as part of the post-excavation process.  In addition county archaeologists should ensure that adequate contingency funds are included in estimates to allow for potential conservation work that cannot be pre-planned.

2.
The loss of conservation posts in local government.  There is widespread concern within the archaeological conservation profession at the erosion of the infrastructure for archaeological conservation and loss of jobs that has taken place over recent years. Perhaps surprisingly these job losses have occurred during a period of unprecedented public interest in archaeology and during a period when rapidly increasing numbers of artefacts have been excavated.  These cuts have been made where local authorities short of cash look for savings and find that they are not required by statute to fund museum services.  It is a higher priority to keep council tax low than to run an excellent and well used local museum.   This means making staff redundant and then out-sourcing professional staff.  Unfortunately however out-working does not result in the same standard and continuity of care and the cuts can be counter productive, certainly the museum loses out. The lack of conservators has made it difficult for museums to put objects on display to the public or give them access to stored material and to care for the backlog.  In addition there has been a fall in the standards of collections care (e.g. reduced monitoring and maintenance of stores) due to the loss of conservation posts since the remaining curatorial staff do not have the time or expertise to carry out the work adequately. For conservators to address these problems these losses need to be reversed.  A survey of the provision for archaeological conservation – staff and facilities, undertaken by UKIC and funded by English Heritage, is currently being collated.  Data will be available to APPAG at the end of January 2002.  

In addition to the problem of the loss of jobs, we are also seeing a small but significant number of conservators leaving the profession due to low wages and poor career prospects.  The average wage for a conservator is £15,000-£20,000; not much for someone trained to postgraduate degree level and many years of experience.  As a result the UK is losing experienced staff whose expertise is vital in preserving our material heritage for future generations. 

Action.  It is suggested that the creation of regional conservation centres staffed by professional conservators would be a means of addressing this problem. The government’s recent initiative regarding increasing support for regional museum services or regional hubs would provide an ideal opportunity for the creation of these centres and the provision of additional conservation posts.  This would ensure that conservation expertise would be available to archaeologists and museums within each region and would be a cost-effective way of sharing facilities and expertise.   

Local museums play an important part in reflecting and exploring an area’s identity and are part of the common heritage of all of the community.  Their importance to us all should be recognised by making the funding of museums part of the statutory duties of local/regional government.  Museums and Heritage Services should be given reasonable funding to deliver exhibitions to the public, carry out research and preserve our heritage.  Funding should be sufficient to pay staff at a level commensurate with their contribution to the museum.  The fact that curators and conservators are essential to the functioning of museums should be recognised. 

3.
Insufficient resources to care for the archaeological archive.  Once analysis and publication work has been completed the site archive is transferred to a local museum.  Many museums produce guidelines as to the condition (stabilisation, packaging etc) of the archive on transfer.  In theory funding for this work should be part of earlier budgets agreed prior to excavation with the developer.   Often conservation has a problem, as much of the work is perceived as only of benefit to those who inherit the archive at some stage in the future. When developer funding has been inadequate a museum might be asked to receive material that is unstable (and will decay rapidly) or poorly packaged (which will allow or even cause rapid deterioration).  It is difficult enough that museums are asked to receive vast quantities of archaeological material which in itself has long-term financial implications, but impossible if the material needs extensive conservation work before it can be used by the museum for public display or research purposes.   If museums do agree to receive unstable material, then it may often need to be stored in very well controlled environmental conditions, if it is not to deteriorate further before it can be stabilised.  This may be impossible for the museum to provide and the objects will then deteriorate rapidly and be lost.  Museums do not often refuse archives either for fear that important archaeological material will be dispersed, discarded or be held by the unit inaccessible to researchers and the public and inadequately curated.   It is pointless to have spent time and money digging a site if the archive (the documentation, the finds, and the ecofacts) are not preserved and made accessible for future generations.  Archaeology is not a limitless resource we must ensure that our heritage is preserved as a sustainable resource for future generations.  

It may also be pertinent at this point for the archaeological profession itself to examine the issue of the future of archives.  In the past only certain material from excavations was kept, usually only the attractive material.  More recently the value of a wider variety of artefacts to reveal information about our past has been recognised.  This has led to almost all finds and ecofacts being preserved.  Should we be keeping all this material and for how long?  Is it ever going to be possible to decide what material will never be useful for future this research?   If we wish to keep all excavated material what resources (staff and funding) do we need to preserve them?   These questions have been the focus of some debate in the past in reports for the Museums and Galleries Commission.   The Museums Association is initiating further discussions on these matters at present.     

Action.  Museums must be encouraged to maintain strong and enforced guidelines as to how they wish to receive archives to ensure the long-term stability of the archaeological record and to enable it to be made accessible to the public.  They must be supported by the county archaeologists.  Museums must be given the funds to care for archaeological material in the long-term.  A system by which developers contribute to the storage and maintenance of the archive should be considered.  This will allow museums to use their collections more fully and enable archaeology and knowledge of our past to be made available to as wide an audience as possible.   

4.
Funding for research.  Conservation research projects may monitor current conservation practices or investigate new treatment regimes.  They are important in contributing to the preservation of the general archaeological record.  It is important that we continuously question our methods and look to improve treatments to ensure the best possible preservation of our heritage for the future.  In the past 30 years British conservators have been at the forefront of conservation research helping to develop and refine scientific approaches to the conservation of all artefacts. 

There has been a decrease in the support for research into archaeological conservation. The restructuring of the research councils has increased this problem. Archaeological conservation is now grouped within the Earth Sciences Research Council. Since these changes have taken place archaeological conservation projects have not been funded. This is a significant problem and should be redressed. With the difficulties experienced in obtaining research funding nationally a number of archaeological conservation projects have successfully applied for funding through Europe. With the governments objections to signing up to Framework 6 the cultural funding source within the European Union this potential source of funding will also be unavailable.    

In addition it is very difficult to undertake conservation research as part of a commercially funded archaeological project.  This is often because conservation research (as opposed to investigative conservation to facilitate finds research work) is not seen to help the story of the archaeology; but it is preserving the archaeological record for the future. Such projects may be small in scale but are nevertheless vitally important in ensuring that knowledge and expertise moves forward.  Conservators working on current archaeological material are often best equipped to recognise the real gaps in conservation knowledge.  However the loss of local conservation posts and facilities has made this more difficult.  Where local conservators are in place to undertake and publish conservation research, they will recognise the many variables that archaeological material presents and come up with a pragmatic but scientific solution according to the condition of their objects and their particular preservation conditions. 

Action.  The government should look again at signing up to Framework 6.  Conservation research would also be enhanced if specialist research centres could be created within University departments that have an affinity with various aspects of conservation research. The Textile Conservation Centre in Southampton University is an example of how this could be achieved. It would involve building on existing infrastructures rather than creating entirely new ones and would therefore be readily achievable and not prohibitively expensive.

Local government archaeological officers should also encourage developers to see the long-term benefit of conservation research to enable it to take place within archaeological projects.  In addition funds could be made available through English Heritage etc to fund small-scale research projects with a view to publication in conservation literature.  

About the United Kingdom Institute for Conservation (UKIC)
UKIC is the professional body for conservators and exists to foster excellence in the provision of conservation services, to raise awareness of the importance of conservation skills and to provide information and advice to those requiring conservation services.  Its purpose is to benefit the public and the quality of care of the nation’s heritage.  Working in partnership with other bodies and under the banner of the National Council for Conservation-Restoration, the Institute has developed a professional accreditation scheme for conservators.  Accredited members have proved their practical competence and their professionalism, and adhere to professional codes of practice and ethics.   

Kirsten Suenson-Taylor

Chair – United Kingdom Institute for Conservation– Archaeology Section  

109 The Chandlery, 50 Westminster Bridge Road, London.  SE1 7QY.
