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LEARNING & CULTURE SCRUTINY COMMITTEE – 20 MAY 2003

OPERATION OF THE COUNTY MUSEUMS SERVICE

Report of the Lead Member Review Group
Summary
1. The Review Group was directed by the Learning & Culture Scrutiny Committee to prepare a review brief to assess what the impact of the changed Museums Service has been on stakeholders and the broader community.  In essence this meant looking at the operation of the Oxfordshire County Museums Service (OCMS) post major budget reductions, its relationship to the district councils and the museums which they support and how resources could best be utilised to maximise benefits for all (see Review Process section pp.6-7).  We did not intend to explore the Oxford Museum and Store structures and operations in detail, or the relationship between the OCMS and the private, independent museums, or the relationship of OCMS with Cultural Services and the new Learning & Culture Directorate.
2. Early on during the Review, Martyn Brown the Head of the OCMS quoted Hampshire County Council as “the ‘best’ model of a County Museums Service in the Country” and it is from there and from the Museums Association (1998) that we have adopted the nationally agreed definition of a museum with which to underpin the Review (see Context section pp.11-12):

‘Museums enable people to explore collections for inspiration, learning and enjoyment.  They are institutions that collect, safeguard and make accessible artefacts and specimens, which they hold in trust for society.’

3. Our initial perception, given the views that were being expressed by staff at the seminar, was that the current administrative arrangements that operated between the OCMS and the district councils were not perfect but they were stable; this was an achievement.  All parties are to be congratulated for their hard work and commitment in responding to these testing circumstances.    We anticipated that because of the current arrangements it might be difficult to be particularly proscriptive as the District Councils (DCs) were at different levels in their support for museums (see History section pp.8-10).

4. It was felt that that the key issues to tackle arising from the Review were the need to look at ways to improve collaborative working at all levels – between the internal components of ‘Learning & Culture’, between the County and Districts, between the locality and the region, and between the Council and the University of Oxford.  The report details some specific recommendations for how this might be achieved (see Recommendations section pp.4-5).

5.  The review found that there is a mixture of satisfaction and tension within current arrangements which are now reasonably robust and feels that the Executive should re-affirm its commitment to the OCMS as the most appropriate structure to preserve a countywide public service for all museums (pp.13-14), both local authority and where and when appropriate, independent ones; (there are 32 museums in Oxfordshire).  The review found a great number of elements that are to be celebrated for working well and raised a number of opportunities that present themselves for realisation, not least making sufficient use of modern technology (pp.15-16).  Unsurprisingly it also encountered a number of areas where problems are likely to occur in future, especially around the lack of storage space and an over-stretching of staff.  There is a need to appoint some new positions if these are to be overcome (pp.17-19).  The review also found that an agreement for shared curatorial work between the District Councils and the County was difficult to manage and felt a new management structure was needed to try and address this (pp. 20-21).  The levels of service around education, access and outreach were found to be inadequate and recommendations are made to address these important issues (pp.22-23).  Finally the report looks to the bigger picture and addresses how the core business might develop to ensure that the OCMS can concentrate on the unifying themes and projects that are best achieved on the countywide level (pp.24-26).

6. We believe that we have carried out a thorough assessment and analysis of current structures and the relationship between the County Council and the Districts and have made recommendations in these respects.  The role of the OCMS in strategic planning now and in the future has been addressed, and we have made recommendations on the future use of resources (particularly in the concluding section (see pp.27-28)

7. The objectives of the Review brief (see Annex 1) that have been least well covered by our investigation, concern those around the relationship of OCMS to other Heritage services.  Whilst a lot of evidence was gathered about the proposals for Regional hubs this has not been included in depth as Renaissance in the Regions has not progressed as rapidly as originally expected.  The nine regions will not all go live as planned and the three which will proceed as pilots do not include the South East.

Recommendations

We RECOMMEND the Executive to:

R1) commend existing partnerships and encourage the new Director of Learning & Culture to look for ways to strengthen the network in order to gain the most advantage from its critical mass. 

R2) address the shortfall in resources for digitising the collection (as outlined in paragraph 49) that is likely to prevent the target in the Oxfordshire Plan 2003 to have electronic access to 100% of our services by 2005. 

R3) extend the Oxfordshire Community Network to include the Oxfordshire Museum at Woodstock and the Standlake Store and to facilitate the connection of the District Councils and independent museums; furthermore to provide sufficient capacity centrally for storage of the digitised images of the Oxfordshire collection;

R4) request that the Museums Joint Advisory Working Group’s current constitution and terms of reference are revisited with a view to recognising the OCMS’s key role in overseeing strategic museums development in the County, to agree a strategy for the Service and as a means to improving and developing partnership arrangements including independent and University of Oxford Museums. 

R5) instruct the Director of Learning & Culture to review the curatorial and conservation requirements of the operational management arrangements within the OCMS, specifically:
· 
to address the need to strengthen the OCMS’s ability to offer a conservation service to the districts

· to liaise with the District Councils to strengthen the principle of the shared curatorial arrangement, but to reduce the load from 25% of the curators/managers time to a more readily manageable 20% (ie 1 day per week on average)

· to use the opportunity of the amalgamation of the previous Education and Cultural Services’ departments and the appointment of the Cultural Entitlement Officer to provide greater strategic co-ordination of education/access/outreach/marketing activities with those Districts that have their own education staff and provide a consultancy type service to those Districts that do not.

(These recommendations also refer to the findings and analysis in paragraphs 58-74).

R6) re-name the Museums Store as “The Museums Resource Centre, Standlake”, the “Museum Centre @ Standlake” or by another appropriate suggestion, and to instruct the Director of Learning & Culture to explore ways of achieving greater public access to Standlake including many more open days and school visits.

R7) instruct the Director of Learning & Culture and the Director of Resources to produce an Action Plan for the completion of the second phase of development of the Museums Store.

R8) instruct the Director to address how a new Loans Service may be offered. 

R9) restore the marketing budget of the County Museums Service to an adequate level and in implementing a Tourism Strategy to give clarity to marketing the museums within the county and to support the Capital of Culture 2008 bid.

R10) address how the various museums in Oxfordshire should accredit the important role of the OCMS (‘badging’ issues as we have termed them) in liaison with other Directorates and District partners.

R11) ask the Director of Learning & Culture to produce an action plan to express his vision for the development of the Museums service in accordance with the analysis supplied within this report, especially with regard to effectively joining up “learning” and “culture”.
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� A collection is an organised assemblage of selected material evidence accompanied by associated information.


Safeguarding includes undertaking conservation, security and collections management


Making accessible includes undertaking interpretation, education, exhibition, outreach, documentation, research and publication.
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