SHIPS FOR THE NATION

Consultation on Government Policy for the Preservation of Historic Ships

Response 

from

The Joint Public Affairs Committee, convened by the UNITED KINGDOM INSTITUTE FOR CONSERVATION of Historic and Artistic Works

This Institute is the main professional body for conservators and restorers.  To it belong many of the professionals concerned with the physical preservation of historic ships.  Our response has been compiled with the help of the following:

UKIC Metals Section: Simon Cane, George Monger, Robert Turner

UKIC Archaeology Section: Amanda Sutherland, Jim Spriggs

UKIC, 109 The Chandlery, 50 Westminster Bridge Road, London SE1 7QY, 020 7721 8721   ukic@ukic.org.uk  , www.ukic.org.uk
Issues for discussion:

1.
Would the creation of a Unit be an effective way to co-ordinate work and identify priorities?
Yes it would. We greatly welcome this initiative and that DCMS is taking the needs of historic ship preservation so seriously.

2.
Are there alternative approaches which should be considered?
No, this will work well, provided full advantage is taken of existing and overlapping structures and capacities such as those of English Heritage and Historic Scotland.

3.
Does the structure proposed for the Unit sound right?
Yes.  It is small enough to maintain personal contact with the relevant members of the ships preservation community, with an overseeing committee broad enough to command respect.  

The lines of communication could be defined more precisely.  The Unit will apparently “report direct to an independent chair and committee, who would speak with an independent voice on ship preservation issues”  (8.1)  However, The Unit “would have the job of advising the Secretary of State” (7.1) and “would be steered by a Chairman appointed by the Secretary of State who would have the  responsibility of advising the Secretary of State (and the devolved administrations) on policy and priorities”.  It is suggested that on many matters the Unit could report to greater effect, via its Committee and Chair, to relevant existing organisations responsible for the heritage, thereby ensuring closer collaboration.  

4.
Does the list of functions sound right?  Are there others which should be considered?
The list does seem right, and we support all the recommendations, but some need elaboration:

i.
Advice on best practice, produce a manual  We support this aim, and recommend the technical component to take full account of existing expertise with respect both to conservation interventions and long-term maintenance. Standards in the Museum Care of Larger and Working Objects (MGC 1994) offers a partial model and Resource’s Benchmarks in Collection Care (2003) would be another reference point.  It will be necessary to involve accredited (2) professional conservators in this work, preferably including a member of staff of the Unit.

We should like the unit to emphasise preventive techniques, encouraging low-cost, sustainable alternatives to expensive interventions, and a policy of replacement of parts only if strictly necessary, to avoid the gradual inadvertent creation of replicas.

A manual should also be produced on the recording of historic vessels.

ii.
promotion of research into preservation and conservation techniques  We support this aim. Money is vital to such research.  Although HLF is helping to fund research into the conservation of SS Great Britain, a more secure future funding stream might be the Arts & Humanities Research Board, AHRB.   In due course the Unit might encourage the establishment of an AHRB Research Centre for Historic Ship Preservation.

Any such research should fully involve accredited members of the professional conservation community.

vii.
compilation of a register of firms and individuals capable of offering particular conservation skills
Such a register already exists.  The Conservation Register, instigated by the then Museums & Galleries Commission fifteen years ago, and now operated by this Institute, in collaboration with Historic Scotland and the National Council for Conservation-Restoration, includes details of many of the relevant firms. It is vital to expect only the highest standards of work, and the Conservation Register offers a selective list which is now being upgraded to include only accredited practitioners.  The database, currently accessible by telephone or post, is about to go live on the Web.  We would be happy to collaborate with the new Unit, in order to enhance the usefulness of the Register with respect to historic ship preservation, to collaborate on listing other relevant craft skills and facilities, and to promote its use for this purpose.  It would also be useful to compile lists of approved suppliers and materials.

Promotion … of opportunities for people to develop and maintain traditional shipbuilding and ship repairing skills.  We support this aim, together with the aim of nurturing the alignment of such skills with modern conservation ethics and knowledge. Such an initiative is already under way for historic aircraft. There is to our knowledge no dedicated formal training available, no formal way of passing on the lessons currently being learned in practical ship preservation to future generations nor of transmitting conservation research findings.  While the HLF now expects to fund training opportunities attached to projects over £1m in value (of which it has funded a few for ships), we should welcome funding bursaries for interns and apprentices for projects of lesser scale.  This would valuably supplement any formal training programme which might be established.  

The Conservation Register has the potential to identify those firms both willing and equipped to provide such on-the-job training.

The new Unit would have a valuable role to play in nurturing and overseeing such initiatives.

Viii
a small grants scheme   …… to promote the wider use of conservation plans  We strongly support the emphasis on this approach.  Conservation plans, pioneered for the built environment by English Heritage, based on the Burra Charter, have proved their worth in establishing a rational approach to assessment of significance and designing a workable and sustainable plan of action. This methodology is readily adaptable to ships.

In general we favour the Unit’s functions being more advisory than prescriptive, providing a point of contact and overall co-ordination similar to the support provided by, for example, Finds Liaison Officers for the Portable Antiquities Scheme; English Heritage and Historic Scotland Building Inspectors; the Archaeological Dive Unit and the Receiver of Wreck.

We believe the Unit should promote best practice within the sector, demand the application of rigorous curatorial principles and professional conservation practice and encourage funding bodies to do likewise.

5.
Would a small grants scheme have a useful role to play?
Not too small, we hope.   Such a scheme would provide the Unit with an important degree of leverage. To the list of examples should be added: supporting training.    In addition we recommend finance for low-level essential or emergency work in situations where no other funding is immediately available, particularly where the work is dependent on weather, tides and time of year. 
6.
Where should the new Unit be located?
We support the new Unit being based at the National Maritime Museum.  It has suitable infrastructure and relevant information and expertise to make it a sensible home for the new organisation.  Its involvement with the successful work of the Historic Ships Committee make it a natural springboard.

Some assurance might be sought on this being a long-term commitment. The NMM divested itself of ship timber conservation facilities some years ago, and then of involvement in marine archaeology. We assume that the grant-in-aid to the NMM will be protected by DCMS from erosion in the future.

However, we hope due consideration has been given to an alternative:

The National Museums Liverpool, with its Merseyside Maritime Museum and its Conservation Centre might provide at least as appropriate a home.  Although we appreciate that active conservation is not envisaged for the new Unit, the renowned Conservation Centre already houses considerable expertise in the conservation of many materials and artefact types, and has a science section with links to nearby research facilities.  The historical maritime connections of Liverpool speak for themselves, and there are still traditional relevant skills and facilities in the area.  A non-London location might counteract the usual south-east England bias and might be more attractive to the non-English partners in this venture than London.

7.
Should statutory listing of historic ships be introduced?
It might be asked if buildings, then why not ships? The current inventories already serve part of the purpose of such listing, but provide no protection.  Yet unless funds are made available such protection could be of little real value.  A statutory scheme would at least ensure professional listing descriptions and records, in line with records of other maritime structures, resulting in a more comprehensive approach to the maritime heritage.  Such records could be maintained at the National Monuments Record.

Before decisions are made, reference should be made to the Government’s current designation review.

Rather than listing, thought might be given to awarding Designated status, in line with the approach used for museums over recent years.

8.
Other important issues
(i)
Closer working with the Maritime Archaeology section of English Heritage (and parallel bodies) is essential, both to ensure a seamless appreciation of the maritime heritage and to ensure that resources are allocated most effectively.  In particular the Unit should work in close collaboration with the National Monuments Record. Reference is made, for example, to the extensive West India Docks archives, including millions of items relating to the whole maritime heritage.

(ii)
It would be advantageous to have wrecks managed and approached in a similar frame to other heritage.  Mechanisms to link sites underwater or in the tidal zone with those in harbour or dry docks (historic ships) are to be welcomed and would help address more comprehensively the government’s obligations under the Valetta convention, particularly with regard to education and interpretation.   Funds may be available for excavation, sometimes for emergency work, but consideration must be given to the fact that this can create long-term maintenance problems for trusts or museums which are not the responsibility of the excavating authority. 

(iii) 
Promotion of ships by the Unit should be within the broader context of promoting the interpretation and appreciation of the whole maritime historic environment, hence again the need for close collaboration with all other relevant heritage organisations, including the new Regional Agencies and Museum Hubs.

(iv)
We take it as read that staffing of the Unit will include at least one accredited conservator-restorer, as should membership of the Unit’s Advisory Committee.  Formal accreditation is now available to all conservators under the PACR scheme (2). We note such a person sits on the NHS Committee.  This Institute would be glad to work closely with the new Unit.  

(v)
The Unit will need to develop a policy for disposal, using the guidelines of the Museums Association.

(vi)
Consideration should be given to repositories for items removed and samples taken from ships during repair and restoration work.  Where replacement is necessary original representative samples should be archived.  We would draw attention to the need to archive blueprints, plans, drawings, etc.  There is also a need to retain records, reports and data generated both by recording schemes and during conservation projects.  All these need to be linked with other data, such as ship models and records of related vessels.

(vii)
The proposal should take full account of consultations currently in progress on designation and the historic environment.

(viii)
The proposal skirts round the relationship with the Historic Ships Committee, but we hope it is safe to assume that its excellent work will continue to be supported and built upon.

2 PACR: Professional Accreditation of Conservator–Restorers, administered by UKIC (with IPC and Society of Archivists) under the auspices of the National Council for Conservation-Restoration.
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 The Joint Public Affairs Committee consists of representatives of the National Council for Conservation-Restoration (which includes the Society of Archivists) and is led by UKIC with the Institute of Paper Conservation and the Scottish Society for Conservation & Restoration.
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