Museums Association Ethics Committee

March 2011

Advice to Bolton Council regarding proposed sale of selected works from the collection of Bolton Museum and Art Gallery

Background

Bolton Council is proposing to sell selected works from its museum collection in order to facilitate improved storage.

The Museums Association (MA) revised its ethical advice on disposal in 2007.  The MA Code of Ethics now allows financially motivated disposal in exceptional circumstances. The Museums Association Ethics Committee offers advice about whether proposals for financially motivated disposal meet the requirements of the Code of Ethics. To do this a museum needs to be able to demonstrate that they have considered and have met the following:

6.13 Refuse to undertake disposal principally for financial reasons, except in exceptional circumstances as defined in 6.14. Financially motivated disposal risks damaging public confidence in museums and the principle that collections should not normally be regarded as financially negotiable assets.

6.14 Consider financially motivated disposal only in exceptional circumstances and when it can be demonstrated that:
i) It will significantly improve the long-term public benefit derived from the remaining collection
ii) It is not to generate short-term revenue (for example to meet a budget deficit)
iii) It is as a last resort after other sources of funding have been thoroughly explored
iv) Extensive prior consultation with sector bodies has been undertaken
v) The item under consideration lies outside the museum's established core collection as defined in the collections policy.

6.15 Ring-fence any money raised as a result of disposal through sale, if this exceptional circumstance arises, solely and directly for the benefit of the museum's collection. Money raised must be restricted to the long-term sustainability, use and development of the collection. If in doubt about the proposed use of such restricted funds consult sector bodies. 
The Ethics Committee may also draw attention to other requirements of the Code of Ethics.

The Ethics Committee’s Advice

The Museums Association Ethics Committee met on 14 March 2011 and considered a proposal from Bolton Council for financially motivated disposal of selected works from the collection of Bolton Museum and Art Gallery. Bolton Council provided extensive information, including answers to specific questions that had been earlier posed by members of the Ethics Committee. The advice given here is based solely on information provided to the Museums Association by Bolton Council at that date. Changes to the proposal could alter the committee’s view.

The Ethics Committee recognises the long-term public benefit that will come from the creation of a new storage facility for the collections of Bolton Museum and Art Gallery and the commitment that Bolton Council is showing to the new store in providing part of the cost from its capital funds.

On the specific criteria in the Code of Ethics, the committee advises:

6.14 Consider financially motivated disposal only in exceptional circumstances and when it can be demonstrated that

6.14i) It will significantly improve the long-term public benefit derived from the remaining collection
The creation of a new store will significantly improve the long-term public benefit from the remaining collection. The current store, in Bolton Enterprise Centre, in the former Lincoln Mill, has many shortcomings. The intention is that the new store will have far better conditions for the care of collections and better public access.

6.14ii) It is not to generate short-term revenue (for example to meet a budget deficit)

We recognise that the motivation of the proposal is to generate capital that will bring long-term benefits to the collections via storage improvements and so is not to generate short-term revenue.

6.14iii) It is as a last resort after other sources of funding have been thoroughly explored

We are conscious of Bolton’s previous attempts to improve the storage of collections and recognise the current time pressures to relocate the collections from Bolton Enterprise Centre. However, in the absence of a thorough fundraising strategy it cannot be demonstrated that other sources of funding have been thoroughly explored.

6.14iv) Extensive prior consultation with sector bodies has been undertaken

Extensive consultation has already been undertaken with sector bodies. The Code of Ethics also requires museums considering disposal to ‘seek the views of stakeholders (such as donors, researchers, local and source communities and others served by the museum) who have a vested interest in the proposed disposal’ (paragraph 6.12). We recommend that public consultation is undertaken now that full details of the works proposed for sale has been published. Consultation with the full list of works will improve transparency and so help to mitigate the risk of damaging public confidence in museums through the proposed sale.

6.14v) The item under consideration lies outside the museum's established core collection as defined in the collections policy

The majority of works proposed for sale lie outside the museum’s core collection, which is defined as:

· Egyptology

· 20th century British pictures, bronzes and sculpture

· Pictures, applied arts and industrial artefacts relating to Bolton, its people and environs

However, one work proposed for sale Corrie Village, Arran is by a Bolton artist, Alfred Heaton Cooper and so therefore appears to fall within the core collection as defined above.

6.15 Ring-fence any money raised as a result of disposal through sale, if this exceptional circumstance arises, solely and directly for the benefit of the museum's collection. Money raised must be restricted to the long-term sustainability, use and development of the collection

We recognise Bolton Council’s intention to apply the proceeds of the sale solely and directly for the benefit of the museum’s collection by facilitating significant improvements to the museum’s storage facility. If the proposed sale takes place we expect to receive evidence in future that the proceeds are being applied to facilitate the creation of significantly improved storage. Best practice would normally be to place the proceeds of sale of collections in a separate restricted fund.

Further recommendation

To help ensure continued clarity, transparency and public understanding, the MA’s Ethics Committee would like to recommend to Bolton Council that it develops two statements that it can share with the public and other stakeholders. The statements should outline:
1) The purpose of the sale and how the proceeds will be used

2) How the items were selected in relation to the museum’s collections policy
Further information on the Museums Association’s approach to financially motivated disposal can be found at http://www.museumsassociation.org/collections/sale-of-collections 
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