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Museums Association Response to the National Policy Planning Framework Consultation 2021
“New paragraph 197 has been added to clarify that authorities should have regard to the need to retain historic statues, plaques or memorials, with a focus on explaining their historic and social context rather than removal, where appropriate.
Q12. Do you agree with the changes proposed in Chapter 16?”

About the Museums Association
The Museums Association is the main membership organisation representing and supporting museums and people who work for them, throughout the UK. Our membership of over 11,000 includes all types of museums, from small volunteer-run locals to large nationals and people working in all types of roles from directors to trainees. Founded 125 years ago, in 1889, the Museums Association was the world’s first professional body for museums. We lead thinking in UK museums with initiatives such as Empowering Collections and Museums Change Lives. We are an independent organisation and receive no regular public funding. 
Potential Impact on Museums
The Museums Association has serious concerns about the government’s proposals to change the planning framework advice relating to historic statues, plaques and memorials. Museums are likely to be impacted by these proposals in a number of ways: many museum buildings contain memorials built into the fabric of their buildings, which are often listed and/or historically important; museums are often cited as a possible new home for memorials that have been removed from display elsewhere; museums hold much of the expertise upon which decisions about memorials are based; and this proposal is part of wider government intrusion into decision-making on heritage and cultural issues which risks undermining the independence of our cultural and heritage processes in England and the Arms-Length principle. 
Practical Concerns
The proposal to include additional guidance on historic statues, plaques and memorials in the National Planning Policy Framework does not appear to be necessary in light of existing provisions to protect heritage assets. There is already an extensive system in England for the protection and preservation of heritage assets administered by Historic England. The system of listed buildings and scheduled monuments is an established means of ensuring that the country’s built heritage – including many museum buildings and sites – enjoys legal protection. Central government has substantial power within this system, and in particular, the Secretaries of State for Culture and for Housing, Communities and Local Government have significant powers on listing and on the ability to call in planning applications[footnoteRef:2].  [2:  https://historicengland.org.uk/advice/hpg/publicandheritagebodies/nationalgovernment/ ] 

At present, any building, statue or memorial can be nationally or locally listed; placed on the Heritage at Risk register; or be subject to a series of other interventions and protections. While no such system is perfect, the current system is clearly best placed to make a judgement on which statues, plaques and other memorials are worthy of legal protection.
Any museum seeking to change or alter the fabric of a listed building or scheduled monument – including the removal of a statue, plaque or memorial – would already have to go through a rigorous process to determine if such alterations were in keeping with its listed or scheduled status. 
The creation of new guidance that applies to all statues, plaques and memorials – whether listed or not – is likely to cause significant confusion, bureaucracy and unintended consequences. If planning authorities are required to give equal weight to any type of ‘historic’ statue, plaque or memorial, this will open up planning authorities to challenge by ‘bad faith’ actors. Statues, plaques or memorials would all be given the same protection by simple virtue of being in place. This guidance could be interpreted as giving protection to garden gnomes, ad-hoc memorials to dead pets, or to memorials to reviled public figures. The existing system is in place to avoid these problems. The creation of additional protections for heritage assets outside the listing system would encourage abuse of the system and potentially contribute further to public controversy over memorials.  
The new guidance would also remove the freedom of museums and other organisations to take reasonable decisions about any sites and buildings in their care which are not listed, regardless of the subject of the statue, plaque or memorial. This could potentially include limiting the ability of museums to change the names of their galleries or buildings, which often supports income generation in the sector via sponsorship. There is no clarity on how a museum (or other body) could reasonably challenge a planning decision based on this guidance. 
This freedom to act is not just a matter of planning policy – it is also a matter of the ethics of culture and the public sphere. We deal with our ethical concerns below. 

Ethical Concerns
Historic statues, plaques and memorials are – inevitably – a product of their time. They reflect the issues, values and ideologies promoted by those who held power at the time of their installation. Some of the statues, plaques and monuments that occupy prominent positions in the public realm today – including those in museums – no longer reflect the values and ideologies that are pre-eminent in society. Most notably, the promotion of slavery and racist ideology is unacceptable to modern British society – and monuments to those who promoted them are increasingly contested. 
Decision-making on the future of historic statues, plaques and memorials should be more sophisticated than a simple focus on retention. This is not to say that there are not cases where ‘Retain and Explain’ may be an appropriate course of action, but it is not the only course of action. For example, memorials to some major public figures who have also been the subject of criticism for aspects of their lives may benefit from a decision to retain and to more fully explain the complexity and negative aspects of their lives alongside more positive aspects. 
However, the decision to place ‘Retain and Explain’ as a blanket measure to be implemented by planning officials and bodies across England is a blunt instrument which is insufficiently concerned with democratic process, and in particular disregards local community consent for the continued display of a statue, plaque or memorial. 
The principle of community consent should be one of the key criteria underpinning decision-making on statues, plaques and memorials. Heritage assets should celebrate figures or ideas with the consent of the community in which they are situated. This is particularly important for museums, which have an ethical duty to work with local audiences and communities in a spirit of partnership (Paragraph 1.6 of the Code of Ethics for Museums states that museums should: “Work in partnership with communities, audiences, potential audiences and supporters of the museum”) and where their ability to do so is damaged or undermined by the presence of unwanted statues, plaques or memorials.  
Community concern can be expressed through campaigns, petitions, local ballots and other traditional methods of local democracy. The current proposal to retain heritage assets in all circumstances radically limits the options available for dealing with ‘contested heritage’ and substantially removes democratic control and accountability for the heritage assets displayed in the community. Ultimately, it should be the role of the museum (or other relevant public body) to decide in consultation with their communities on what action to take within the relevant listing process. 
The importance of community consent has been expressed clearly in the recent case of the attempt to remove the statue of Robert Geffrye, a slave trader, from the Museum of the Home building in East London. The removal of the statue was sought by a clear majority of local residents during a consultation. However, following an intervention by the Secretary of State for Culture Oliver Dowden, the trustees decided to retain the statue. As a result, there has been a loss of faith and trust in the museum which is finding it increasingly difficult to work with and remain relevant to its local community. 
Explain, Don’t Retain
The proposal to ‘Retain and Explain’ contested heritage assets precludes the possibility of other positive outcomes. In particular, the government’s proposal relies on the idea that explanation of heritage assets is contingent on their continued placement in the public realm. This is not the case. It is quite clearly possible to educate the public about contested or controversial historical figures or ideas without placing or keeping them on a pedestal. The planning policy framework must be open to the idea that in some cases we should seek to explain, but not retain. 
Indeed, choosing not to retain heritage assets can improve the opportunities for explanation. In many cases, the removal of a statue, plaque or memorial can provide a focal point for discussion and education and may reach a wider audience depending on the level of coverage it receives. This can provide museums with an excellent basis for further engagement with audiences and local communities. 
Furthermore, some museums may be in a position to collect statues that were on display in other public sites in order to provide ongoing care and – if displayed to the public – to provide a much greater level of explanation and contextualisation than is possible in most outdoor sites. However, museums should not be seen as a dumping ground for large quantities of this material. It is worth noting that many museums in England also have limited capacity to add large numbers of bulky items to their collections, which inevitably come with substantial storage and conservation costs in the long term. 
Independence of decision-making 
The Museums Association holds the Code of Ethics for Museums in the UK, which all museums seek to uphold in order to preserve the high levels of public trust which museums enjoy. 
Paragraph 1.2 of the Code of Ethics states that all museums should: “Ensure editorial integrity in programming and interpretation. Resist attempts to influence interpretation or content by particular interest groups, including lenders, donors and funders.”
We believe that the ‘Retain and Explain’ approach – whether applied to museums’ built heritage or to their collections – constitutes undue government interference in the curatorial judgement of museums. In such matters, museums operate independently from government in accordance with the arms-length principle. It should not be the role of government to dictate how museums should go about their work – and the planning process should not be used to this end. We are deeply concerned that the government’s approach appears to support the idea that some areas of historical interpretation should be fixed and unchanging, regardless of scholarship and the development of new fields of knowledge, and we urge the government to reconsider these proposals. 
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