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This is a response to the initial questions about the Designation Scheme circulated by Arts Council England to sector bodies. We understand it is likely to be followed by a further consultation, so these comments should be regarded as preliminary.

1. The Scheme was originally set up to recognise and celebrate collections of outstanding merit, and which are integral to English cultural history. The Scheme seeks to:

•
raise the profile of the collection

•
encourage safeguarding of the collection 

•
allow funding to be targeted in support of the best collections

Are these purposes still valid and appropriate in 2013?

In addition to raising the profile, there should be explicit reference to encouraging use of the collection and to public access.
In the second bullet point there should be a reference to public benefit.

In the final bullet point we would like to see a reference to public engagement. For example ‘in support of wide public engagement with the best collections’.
It might also be appropriate to include a specific reference to the overall aims of sharing the collection with a wide audience and achieving impact.
It would be good to consider adding a specific reference to Designated collections co-operating with, lending to, and possibly supporting, other collections in related areas.

2. The Scheme recognises collections held in non-national museums, libraries and archives. Is this still appropriate, should it be extended to other collection types or should it be narrowed?

This continues to be appropriate.
3. Should the Designation Scheme include a mechanism to provide greater protection of Designated collections?

In terms of a mechanism to protect continued ownership in the public domain, this would be desirable in principle, but may be impossible to achieve in practice. A modest step could be to require collection holders to state that their intention is to ensure that the collection continues to be available for public benefit for at least the next, say, five or ten years. A further step would be to expect this to be reflected in the collection holder’s future plans. 

In terms of collections care, and physical protection, it might be helpful to periodically require a light-touch review or conservation audit (also see Q6 below).
4. Should collections at risk be Designated, or should only collections where sustainability is assured be eligible?

Unfortunately, many organisations will not be able to ‘assure’ long-term sustainability, but as noted above, the collection holder could be asked to state their intention to maintain the collection for a certain period and refer to the Designated collection in their future plans. However, if acts by the holding organisation are believed to be detrimental to a Designated collection, or to restrict use of the collection, this should be noted by Arts Council, perhaps by describing the Designated collection as ‘at risk’ (as with listed buildings at risk). This could be a helpful way of drawing attention to the needs of the collection without the more drastic step of removing it from the scheme. Removing a collection from the scheme could simply serve to reduce its profile at a point when the priority should be to endeavour to maintain the collection’s long-term public benefit. 
If a Designated collection was described as ‘at risk’ then Arts Council would need to take some responsibility for working with the collection holder to devise a rescue package to endeavour to secure the future of the collection. Potential funders might be reluctant to support the collection in the absence of a co-ordinated effort to secure the future of the collection.
5. Should Designated status be awarded specifically on the basis of collections, or should consideration of collections management and accessibility be taken into account?

There are two possible approaches here. First, criteria could be set to judge ‘quality and significance’ ‘outstanding merit’ and ‘best’, based simply on what is in the collection. In this approach Designation should aim to Designate every museum, library and archive collection that meets the criteria, including ones that at present don’t support good access and aren't subject to good management. 

Alternatively, the ‘quality and significance’ of a collection could be seen as being in part defined by the use that is made of it. In this approach, for a collection to be Designated in the first place it would need to be managed well and be actively used with good levels of access and engagement. The collection holder should have a clear intention to share the collection and promote public engagement. If a collection that is already Designated fails these tests it could be described as ‘at risk’ (see Q4).
6. There is currently no regular review of Designated status. Should status be automatically reviewed, or should it stand in perpetuity?

Accreditation will review the management and use of the collection from time to time. An additional light touch, non-bureaucratic review of the extra activity expected of a Designated collection might be appropriate every five or ten years. The review could be ‘developmental’ in nature, designed to prompt and support the collection holder to improve management, development and use of the collection, public engagement with it and co-operation with other museums. For those whose Designated status precedes these new suggestions, a review would harmonise their status with more recently Designated collections. 
A Designated collection should remain Designated, regardless of how well it is currently being used and looked after, assuming the collection remains intact. The status should not be taken away just because a governing body decides the collection is, for the time being, low priority. If management of the collection is inappropriate then it should remain Designated and be described as ‘at risk’. 
It will be important to consider the possibility that a badly managed or inaccessible ‘at risk’ Designated collection might lose its Accreditation status.
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