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About the Project 

The "Seeing the Light of Day” project has been funded through the Arts Council England’s 
Museum Resilience Fund. The project aims to develop sustainable solutions for 
archaeological archives. The project was led by the Wiltshire Museum in Devizes in 
partnership with the SW Museum Development Partnership, SW Museums Federation, SW 
Historic Environment Teams / Association of Local Government Archaeological Officers in 
the SW, Historic England, the Chartered Institute for Archaeology Archives Group, the 
Society of Museum Archaeologists and 5 large archaeological contractors. 

About this report 

This Summary report includes a summary of two more detailed reports, one on Museums 
and Public Engagement by Kate Fernie of 2Culture and one on Development Management 
Archaeology and Archaeological Contractors by Paddy McNulty. These are both available 
on the websites cited below. 

The image on the front cover © Wiltshire Museum 

On-going work 

The project is continuing to work on a number of areas including legal issues, guidance and 
cost models for deposition. These will be made available in due course and it is possible that 
an updated edition of this report may be produced. 
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1 Summary 

1.1 Why archaeological archives need to see the light of day 
Archaeological archives are amongst the most used museum collections. They are important 
evidence for communities’ sense of place, provide a unique record, underpin leading-edge 
research and provide robust material for learning and outreach. Experience shows that 
collections become important for research 10 – 20 years after publication as new scientific 
and research perspectives are developed. 
 
Yet there is a chronic shortage of provision of storage space for archaeological archives.  As 
new development has taken place over the last thirty years, archaeologists have been busy 
excavating sites to record them before they are destroyed. Unfortunately, insufficient 
financial provision has been made for the archives to be looked after by museums. Museum 
stores are full and archaeological contractors are holding large backlogs of archives that they 
are unable to deposit. There are over 1,300 cubic metres of archaeological finds and 
documentary archives from sites across the South West awaiting deposition.  The National 
Planning Policy Framework requires these archives to be publicly accessible, but the planning 
system is failing to achieve this requirement. 
 
To secure the positive contribution that archaeological archives can make to heritage, 
communities and to research they must be publicly accessible.  Preserving these important 
archives for the future needs care, attention and facing up to some challenges.   
 
This report has identified the key issues and makes 8 key recommendations required to 
deliver sustainable public access to these unique resources. 

1.2 Key recommendations 
1. The archaeological sector must champion the value of archaeological archives 
2. The storage and access crisis can be solved at a regional and national level 
3. Effectively manage transfer of title and copyright for both orphan and newly created 

archives 
4. A standard framework on archaeological archives to be required in all briefs and 

Written Schemes of Investigations 
5. Improve communications by developing OASIS 
6. Enable preservation of, and access to, digital archaeological archives  
7. Establish Continuing Professional Development training programmes 
8. Ensure that that opportunities to engage communities in accessing archives are 

maximised 
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2 Development Management Archaeologists and 
Archaeological Contractors 

Paddy McNulty 

2.1 Introduction 
To explore the current challenges facing archaeological archives in the South West 
Development Management (DM) Archaeologists and Archaeological Contractors 
throughout the region were consulted.  This consultation looked at the processes involved 
in the creation of the archaeological archive, what guidance or advice was available, and 
what challenges both groups face in the continuing growth of archaeological archives in the 
region.  The work with DM Archaeologists and archaeological contractors was 
complimented by the work with museums carried out by Kate Fernie.  These consultations, 
together with a workshop held in May, contributed to the formation of the Seeing the Light 
of Day recommendations. Below is a precis of the findings from the consultation with DM 
archaeologists and archaeological contractors. 

2.2 Development Management Archaeologists 
 
Twenty-nine DM Archaeologists in the region were invited to take part in an online survey; 
supplementary telephone interviews were also conducted. In total nineteen  DM 
archaeologists provided feedback.  The DM Archaeologists were aware of the challenge 
facing archaeological contractors and museums, in regard to the storage of archaeological 
archive, though a greater understanding of each other would be beneficial.   

2.2.1 Briefs, Written Schemes of Investigation, and monitoring 
• Standard briefs sent to archaeological contractors are rare with the majority of 

briefs informally agreed – either through discussion, phone calls, or site visits. 
• There was no agreed regional ‘standard brief’ or guidance, but some authorities (and 

partners) have produced these and refer contractors to them. 
• It was acknowledged that a form of standardisation in briefs, and guidance produced, 

would be of benefit, but this would need to be flexible enough to meet local needs. 

2.2.2 Use of OASIS/ADS 
• DM archaeologists are requiring the submission of fieldwork information and reports 

through OASIS. But the deposition of digital archives with the Archaeology Data 
Service (ADS) is not a standard condition across the region, although some DM 
Archaeologists do insist on this within the WSI. With the increasing amount of digital 
archival material being created, DM Archaeologists stated that in the future, 
deposition of digital archives with the ADS will be a requirement. 

2.2.3 Relationships between DM Archaeologists, archaeological contractors, 
and developers 

• The main relationship is between DM Archaeologists and the archaeological 
contractors; with the archaeological contractors being the liaison with developers.  
There were relatively few direct relationships with museums.   

• There were few opportunities for DM archaeologists, archaeological contractors, 
and museums to come to together to have a focused discussion on archaeological 
archives; resulting in the storage problem continuing as conversations on solutions 
were difficult. 
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2.2.4 Remote Stores 
• There was knowledge, though no direct experience, of the use of remote stores 

such as Deep Store reported by respondents to the consultation.  

2.2.5 Selection and retention Policies 
• Presently DM Archaeologists do not pro-actively engage with selection and retention 

policies, though this could be addressed through regional standard/guidance for 
briefs/ WSIs. 

2.2.6 Future funding of archaeological archives 
• The DM Archaeologists said that the deposition of archaeological archive need to be 

realistically costed in the WSI and thus borne by the developer, though the receiving 
museums and ADS are responsible for setting their charges. 

2.3 Archaeological Contractors 
Twenty-three of the archaeological contractors active in the region were invited to take 
part in the consultation, responses were received from twelve contractors and these were 
followed up with telephone interviews. 

2.3.1 Levels of archaeological archives and business risk 
• All archaeological contractors who have responded have stated that they currently 

hold archaeological archives on site.  There were 1,352m3 archaeological archives 
being held by archaeological contractors in April 2017, the median average is 34m3. 

• Half of the archaeological contractors stated that the level of archaeological archives 
being held was presenting a risk to their business viability, in particular in the 
medium term (5 years).   

2.3.2 Digital archives, ADS, and OASIS 
• In addition to physical archives, contractors were also holding digital archives.  

Digital archives themselves presented challenges, as museums are ill-equipped to 
receive them and clients are questioning the cost of deposition with ADS. 

• Most, but not all, contractors are depositing grey literature reports via OASIS.  This 
seems to be either led by a company policy, or if that is not in place, it is addressed if 
part of the WSI. 

2.3.3 Relationships with museums  
• Overall the relationships were considered to be good, though contractors were 

frustrated with museums who have ceased to accept archaeological archives, or had 
increased box costs without consideration of the prices contractors agreed with 
clients. 

• The contractors understood the pressures on the museums in relation to the long 
term storage of archaeological archives and are keen to try and help address this. 

• There were concerns by contractors that increasingly museums did not have enough 
dedicated or experienced staff to effectively deal with the deposition of 
archaeological archives.   

• The majority of the contractors that responded indicated they do, or have, liaised 
with museums regarding selection and retention policies.  There is variation on the 
level of liaison or co-operation between the museums and contractors in this regard; 
though it is fair to say that the contractors are willing to try and work with museums 
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to ensure that selection and retention policies are developed to benefit of all 
stakeholders, without compromising the archaeological archive. 

2.3.4 Barriers to deposition 
• Contractors stated that the museums’ lack of storage, or inability to accept 

archaeological archives due to lack of resources – including lack of experienced or 
knowledgeable staff - is a major barrier to deposition.  Problems with finalising the 
Transfer of Title and delays in payments from clients are also contributing the 
problem. 

2.3.5 Public engagement activities 
• Four fifths of the contractors were using archaeological archives in some form of 

public engagement activities, ranging from lectures and workshops, through to 
educational and community focused activities or open days.  There was a desire to 
work more closely with museums and DM Archaeologists for further public 
engagement. 

2.3.6 Solutions and other comments 
• Whilst no overwhelming consensus could be established in the current sample size 

there was an understanding that the current situation is unsustainable.  Use of Deep 
Store was mooted as an option by some – though deposit still needs to funded and 
worked into a viable long term solution.  It was felt by several contractors that it is 
the responsibility of the developer to fund the archaeological archive in the long 
term, and as such realistic funding formulas should be created.   
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3 Museums and Public Engagement 
Kate Fernie 

3.1 Introduction 
Archaeology is in a special position when it comes to archiving because the objects and data 
are often the only things that survive of a site after excavation. The National Planning Policy 
Framework recognises this and the importance of heritage for communities and the local 
economy by making special provision to ensure that developers record and advance 
understanding of sites, and deposit archaeology archives where they will be accessible to the 
public. 
 
In order to understand how the NPPF requirement to make archives publicly accessible is 
being met, a survey of the museums was undertaken. The survey was conducted using 
structured interviews with 29 museum curators, museum development officers and other 
stakeholders across the South West of England; with respondents including local authority 
museums, independent museums, public-private partnership museums, contracting units, 
universities, archives and national bodies. The interviews were complemented by a literature 
review including the results of previous research by SMA, FAME, Historic England and 
others.   The survey focused on five main issues: 

• The current status of museum storage facilities across the South West 
• Selection and retention procedures  
• Communications 
• Business models and attitudes to using shared storage facilities 
• Approaches to unlocking the community and academic research potential of 

archaeological archives 

3.2 Main findings  
Archaeology archives are among the most-used museum collections – for exhibitions, 
handling sessions, education, volunteer projects, researchers, etc. 

The Planning Policy framework has succeeded in ensuring that the archaeological significance 
of sites is assessed before development and in transferring the costs to developers.  But it 
has not been matched by strategies to fund public repositories where researchers, 
communities and the wider public can access archaeological archives. 

The survey confirmed the chronic shortage of storage space among museums collecting 
archaeology in the SW, although 78% of museums are currently accepting archives most will 
run out of storage space in the next 2-6 years.  The significant backlogs currently held by 
archaeological contractors would take much of the available space. 

Museums, contractors and Historic Environment Records are all under financial pressure.  
Austerity measures are cutting funding to Local Authority museum services and Local 
Authority funding to independent museums.  Contracting units are funding expensive 
temporary storage solutions for archives, which is putting their financial viability at risk. 

Many of the museums in the South West region are increasing their deposit charges for new 
archaeological archives.  While revenue from deposit charges helps to cover some of the 
running costs infrastructure funding is needed to increase storage capacity.  

There is potential for funding from S106 and CIL to contribute to the sustainability of the 
management, accessibility and preservation of archaeological archives.  A few museums in 
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the region have succeeded in secured funding for new storage facilities through Section 106 
agreements (S106). But thus far no museum in the region has secured funding for archive 
storage through Community Infrastructure Levies (CIL).   

Communications between museum curators, archaeological contractors and development 
management archaeologists are poor: 

• There is limited sharing of information between contractors and museums about 
work in progress; and 

• Very limited discussion between development management archaeologists and 
museums about the capacity for archives within the system.  Communications are 
more frequent between curators in local authority run museums and DM 
archaeologists. 

The actual costs of storing, managing and providing access to archaeology collections are 
not well understood.  Deposit charges are typically benchmarked against charges by other 
museums or Historic England box grants.   

Born-digital archaeology archives are at risk; legacy archives are being held in unsuitable 
conditions; poor understanding of what is involved in preserving digital archives continues to 
have a negative impact on new archives. 

There is a willingness to explore solutions such as shared storage as long as access to 
archive collections for research, exhibition and public engagement is guaranteed. 

3.3 What needs to be done 
• More needs to be done to champion the value of archaeological archives as a resource 

for communities, research, education and museum visitors. 
• Development management archaeologists, contracting units, museums, professional 

bodies and national agencies need to come together to implement a regional storage 
solution for archaeological archives; to enable units to deposit the backlog of archives 
with a publicly accessible repository; and to prevent the situation from worsening. 

• New guidance is needed to enable the title of archaeological assemblages to be 
transferred earlier, and copyright and access licences for the documentary archives . 

• Briefs and Written Schemes of Investigation must reference an agreed standard 
framework for activities relating to archaeological archives. 

• Better understanding is needed of storage costs with greater transparency and 
standardization in calculating costs for deposit of both the physical and digital archive. 

• Development Management Archaeologists, Contracting Units and Museums should all 
make full use of OASIS to improve communications and to share information about 
work in progress. 

• Born-digital archaeology data must be deposited with a Trusted Digital Repository 
(TDR) for long term preservation and access; use of the Archaeology Data Service is 
recommended as this is currently the only TDR that specializes in archaeology data. 

• Funding is needed to enable at risk digital archives held by museums to be transferred 
to a TDR. 

• The Regional Research Framework must be updated to include research objectives for 
archives and museum collections. 

• There is a need for CPD training covering: Archives in briefs and Written Schemes of 
Investigations; Creating and managing digital archives; and OASIS for Museums 

• More needs to be done to maximize opportunities to engage communities with 
archaeological fieldwork and archives. 
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4 Full Recommendations 
David Dawson, Kate Fernie and Paddy McNulty  
 
The early results of the two surveys were presented at a workshop attended by 35 people 
from across the archaeological sector held in Bristol in May 2017. There was much lively 
debate and this informed the development of our recommendations. 
 

4.1 The sector must champion the value of archaeological archives 
Archaeological archives are among the most used collection in museum storage.  They are 
important evidence for communities’ sense of place, provide a unique record of human 
activity, underpin leading-edge research and provide robust material for learning and 
outreach. Experience shows that collections become important for research 10 – 20 years 
after publication as new scientific and research perspectives are developed. The sector 
needs to make a powerful statement of the importance of archaeological archives and to: 
 

• Highlight how archaeological archives are used by a range of different audiences 
• Promote use and research by 

o Making museum collections available online  
o Developing a register of research in progress 
o Publishing research charters to encourage academic research and highlight 

the research potential in existing archaeological archives 
o Encouraging public engagement 

• Create opportunities for new uses 
o Integrate archives in citizen science projects and research funding proposals  

 
Seeing the Light of Day steering committee, Historic England, Arts Council England, CIfA, SMA, UK 
Universities Archaeology Group 
 

4.2 The crisis in enabling public access to archaeological archives can be 
solved at a regional and national level 

The NPPF requirement to provide public access to archaeological archives can be met at a 
regional and national level. This can provide a solution to the volume of archaeological 
archives held by archaeological contractors that cannot be deposited in a museum, and the 
scale of work generated as a result of current and future development. The sectors must 
come together to create regional and/or national solutions. 

• Develop strategies for the deposit of archives from new fieldwork including 
recommended standards and best practice guidelines 

• Establish the delivery body that will implement a large-scale storage strategy 
o Put in place facilities to enable contractors to deposit their existing archive 

backlogs and stop the problem from from increasing; and 
o Provide a recognised place of deposit for areas not served by a local museum 

that collects and provides access to archaeological archives. 
• Develop funding, charging and business models to ensure sustainable curation of 

archaeological archives in a regional / national repository 
• Establish deposit charges based on the robust cost model provided by the Seeing the 

Light of Day project 
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o Provide a charging model that enables the costs of storage and access for a 
25 year period to be recovered from developers  

o Recognize the on-going cost of enabling access and promoting use of the 
collections  

• Establish a management / service framework to include access facilities 
• Establish a regional/national register of archaeological archives 

 
Seeing the Light of Day steering committee, Historic England, Arts Council England, CIfA, SMA, 
FAME, ALGAO 
 

4.3 Effectively manage transfer of title and copyright for both orphan and 
newly created archives 

Too often the ownership of archaeological archives is uncertain at the point when projects 
are completed. New guidance will enable transfer of title of the assemblage and copyright 
(and access licences) for the data and documentation to be managed in advance, and the 
issues surrounding existing ‘orphan’ archives to be addressed. 

• Arrangements for transfer of title, copyright and access licences must be included in 
briefs and Written Schemes of Investigation 

• DM Archaeologists must ensure that transfer of title, copyright and access licencing 
takes place 

• Create an advocacy document, endorsed by relevant organisations, that gives clear 
guidance to developers on the importance of archaeological archives and that 
potentially valuable finds would normally be dealt with through the Treasure 
process 

• Archives that have been in the uncontested possession of a contractor or museum 
for 6 years may no longer be the property of the landowner. Contractors or 
museums may then be within their legal rights to take possession of or dispose of 
the objects  

• Any copyright in the archive would ideally be transferred to the museum / 
repository on deposition. However, copyright may remain with the contractor / 
developer and in this case, the museum / repository must be granted a suitable 
access licence to enable public access and research: 

o Creative Commons By Attribution (open access for all uses) 
o Creative Commons By Attribution Non-Commercial ShareAlike (licences all 

non-commercial uses) 
 
NOTE: Legal advice is being sought on how this recommendation can be implemented 
 
Seeing the Light of Day steering committee, Historic England, SMA 
 

4.4 A standard framework on archaeological archives to be required in 
all briefs and Written Schemes of Investigations 

Whilst each planning authority assesses the WSI’s submitted by archaeological contractors, 
there are no region-wide standards or guidelines for archaeological archives for these WSI’s. 
Standards and guidelines will ensure that archaeological archives are considered more 
effectively at the beginning of the archaeological process. 

• Standards, manuals and/or guidelines should be endorsed that address archiving 
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procedures, data management processes, selection strategy, transfer of title, and 
recognised repositories 

• Briefs and WSIs should specify the deposit of born-digital data within a Trusted 
Digital Repository (see 4.6) and the assemblage and physical archive with a 
museum/public repositories that meet the required standards; and make realistic 
provision for the costs involved. 

• A requirement that OASIS records must be created should be contained within the 
standards (see 4.5) 

• DM Archaeologists must reference the standard in their briefs and/or guidance for 
archaeological interventions and monitor its implementation 

• Referencing the regional research framework should be encouraged in WSI’s (see 
4.7) 

• Ensure that the significance of the selection strategy at all stages of archaeological 
work is fully recognized and documented by all parties 

• CIfA, FAME, ALGAO and SMA should endorse the standard framework, once 
agreed to ensure that they are adopted and implemented 

• Establishment of data management plans to guide the process  
 
Seeing the Light of Day steering committee, CIfA, Historic England, SMA, FAME, ALGAO 
 

4.5 Improve communications by developing OASIS 
Communications across the sector in the South West are currently very poor.  OASIS 
(Online Access to Index of Archaeological Investigations) offers an opportunity to share 
information about fieldwork and archives between all the parties involved.  The HERALD 
project, currently underway to develop OASIS, is a good opportunity to improve the flow 
of information between investigations, HER records and museum archives by 

• Sending notifications from contractors to the HER / museum / repository at the start 
of fieldwork, including information about the type of archive that is anticipated 

• Giving museums access to information about projects in their collecting area via the 
OASIS dashboard 

• Enable museums to play a more active role in the generation of the archive and to 
maximize learning opportunities and community engagement 

• Providing HERs with an event record to import into their systems 
 
Further development would require additional funding, but could  

• Enable contractors to provide a more detailed description of the archive for deposit, 
once selection has been completed 

• Provide a catalogue description of the archive for importing into museum cataloguing 
systems 

• Provide contractors with a cost calculator for physical archives 
• Enable the linking and sharing of data between OASIS/HERALD, the Archaeology 

Data Service catalogue, Historic Environment Records and museum databases 
• Ensure that museums recognize the opportunity offered by the development of the 

HERALD system 
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To derive the full benefits of the HERALD project: 

• DM Archaeologists must specify the use of OASIS as a condition of planning in briefs 
or WSI guidance to archaeological contractors. 

• Contracting units must commit to using OASIS for all projects 
• Museums must actively engage more actively as the project develops and take part in 

testing the system. As HERALD is developed, museums should require OASIS 
records to be completed at the point of deposit. This will signal to Development 
Management Archaeologists that archiving has been completed. 

 
Historic England, SMA, CIfA, ADS, FAME, ALGAO 
 

4.6 Enable preservation of, and access to, digital archaeological archives  
Increasingly the archaeological archive consists of born-digital data. Few contractors and 
even fewer museums have access to the skills, expertise and resources to enable digital 
preservation in the long term. Few organisations have expertise in specialist archaeological 
datasets such as CAD, GIS, 3D or scientific data. The Archaeology Data Service is currently 
the only Trusted Digital Repository 1 in the UK that specializes in archaeological data and 
has well-developed audiences for the data that it holds.  
To secure preservation and access to digital data, the sector must: 
 

• Ensure that digital archives from all new developer funded interventions are 
deposited with a Trusted Digital Repository (the ADS is currently recommended as 
the TDR for archaeology)  

• Ensure that contractors have data management plans in place to ensure that their 
data is protected against the risks of fire, flood, hacking and business viability 

• Briefs and WSIs should specify the deposit of born-digital data (including geophysics, 
survey, GIS, CAD, scientific datasets, databases, spreadsheets, images and reports) 
with ADS (or a suitable TDR), with appropriate funding to enable deposit 

• Museums should specify the deposit of born-digital data with ADS (or a suitable 
TDR) and refer depositors to the ADS cost-calculator.    

 
There is a need to put in place a strategy to enable the transfer of the legacy data archives 
deposited with museums in the past to the ADS (or a suitable TDR): 
 

• A funding programme, along the lines of the British Library endangered archives 
programme, needs to be established to enable digital archives held in museums to be 
transferred to the ADS (or an equivalent trusted digital repository) and made 
available online. 

 
Historic England, Arts Council England, Heritage Lottery Fund, SMA 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 A Trusted Digital Repository is an organisation that has been formally assessed and certified as meeting 
international criteria for its ability to reliably store, curate and provide access to digital resources for the 
long term.  See: http://www.trusteddigitalrepository.eu/Trusted%20Digital%20Repository.html   
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4.6.1 Update the regional research framework  
The 2012-2017 SW Archaeological Research Framework provides an overview of 
knowledge and understanding of archaeology in the region and sets out research objectives 
for artefacts and museum collections alongside sites and landscapes.  The framework is due 
to be updated and for it to be made relevant and useful for museum collections and 
archaeological archives: 
 

• Involve finds specialists and museum curators along with DM Archaeologists, 
archaeological contractors, academics and voluntary groups in the process of 
creating the framework. 

• Encourage cooperation between museums, archaeological contractors and academics 
to ensure that the research potential of archaeological archives in museum 
collections in the region is understood and research priorities are identified. 

• Encourage the use of the Research Framework to inform selection and retention 
strategies agreed in Written Schemes of Investigation 

• Use the Research Framework to inform briefs and WSIs to ensure the best use of 
resources and maximize the potential of fieldwork, research outputs and 
archaeological archives. 

 
Historic England, SMA, CIfA, ADS 
 

4.7 Establish Continuing Professional Development training programmes 
Ensuring a sustainable solution to deliver publicly accessible archaeological archives requires 
a rebalancing of the archaeology sector as a whole. New collaborative approaches and a 
deeper understanding of the pressures on each of the different parts of the sector must be 
developed. A range of CPD programmes should be developed, including: 
 

• Archaeological archives issues in WSIs, standards and briefs for DM Archaeologists 
and archaeological contractors 

• Creating and managing digital archives, the risks and what is involved in preserving 
digital data for the long term 

• Developing archive and finds specialists 
• Selection and retention strategies,  
• Museum engagement with the opportunities offered by OASIS / HERALD 

 
Historic England, SMA, CIfA, ADS, Museum Development, relevant University course development 
staff (i.e. MA museum studies, heritage management courses) 
 

4.8 Ensure that opportunities to engage communities in accessing 
archaeological archives are maximised 

Opportunities to engage local communities in archaeology are being missed. While there 
are obvious concerns over issues such as client confidentiality, project timescales and health 
and safety, there are many projects that should be delivering substantial public benefit for 
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their communities and encouraging the use of archaeological archives. In turn, this will 
support place-shaping and the creation of new communities as developments are occupied 

• Briefs and WSIs should specify opportunities for community engagement such as 
public open days and collaborations with local museums, funded by the developer 

• Contractors should work closely with museums who can offer opportunities for 
communities to engage with existing collections, and will provide the focal point for 
their communities once projects have been completed 

• Contractors should create opportunities for community involvement in fieldwork 
and excavation alongside their professional teams 

 
SMA, CIfA, Heritage Lottery Fund, CBA 
 


