
 

 

Rt Hon John Whittingdale MP 
House of Commons,  
Westminster,  
London SW1A 0AA  

29th February 2016 
 

 

Dear Mr Whittingdale, 
 
I am writing to you on behalf of RESCUE – The British Archaeological Trust to raise the 
issue of cuts to heritage services by local authorities, the direct result of reductions to their 
funding from central government. 
 
RESCUE is a wholly independent organisation which campaigns for archaeology and 
archaeologists in Britain and throughout the world. Details of our work can be found on our 
website www.rescue-archaeology.org.uk. 
 
In the last few weeks we have seen more local authorities shutting down museums and 
heritage centres across the country. Leicestershire County Council have closed the Snibston 
Discovery Centre and are currently engaged in the demolition of the buildings on the site. 
Lancashire County Council are on the point of closing five museums and the Historic 
Environment Service (within which all of the county's planning archaeological planning 
advisors are employed) and the Historic Environment Record (HER). Last week we learned 
of the sudden closure of the Bede's World Heritage centre in Newcastle. Local and regional 
museums, such as the East Riding of Yorkshire Museums Service, are unable to receive 
and care for unique and irreplaceable archaeological archives with the result that 
archaeological material, the very data which we use to write the past, is being discarded 
merely in order to reduce the space required for storage. 
 
These are not isolated incidents. All over the country the last fifteen years have seen 
museums closing or suffering such severe cut-backs that their important cultural and 
educational services are being lost to local and regional communities and to visitors to this 
country from abroad. 
 
RESCUE, together with our colleagues in the wider heritage sector have repeatedly raised 
this matter with representatives of local and national government. Indeed, our concerns go 
back many years and cover the last two administrations, as, no doubt, you are aware. The 
responses that we have received to our objections to these closures are, at best, 
disingenuous. Local government blames national government for cuts to budgets. National 
government tries to place the blame on spendthrift local authorities. While these arguments 
are bandied back and forth by politicians and civil servants, the essential structures that 
support our national heritage are being steadily dismantled. This tactic of disavowing 
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responsibility to gain short-term political advantage is one that is both transparent and wholly 
reprehensible. 
 
It is not only museums and heritage centres that are being ground down by relentless and 
repeated cuts to core budgets. Similar cuts have left many local authorities unable to meet 
their obligations under the National Planning Policy Framework. Historic environment 
services are being closed or have been left so severely understaffed that they can neither 
maintain adequate Historic Environment Records nor ensure the proper monitoring of 
planning applications. The loss of expert staff is leading inevitably to disastrous results not 
only for historic buildings and archaeological sites but also for developers and the 
construction industry who are being deprived of the support they need to properly plan and 
execute much needed construction schemes and projects, including house-building. 
 
RESCUE would like to enquire as to what course of action you and/or the Government 
propose to take in order to ensure that authorities such as Lancashire, and others that might 
consider similar measures, properly comply with the principles set out in the National 
Planning Policy Framework (paragraph 169), otherwise it would appear that compliance with 
Government planning policy can be considered optional. 
 
Our impression, gained from many years of monitoring the work of local and national 
government, is that we are very close to a situation in which it will no longer be possible to 
claim that England has a comprehensive or effective framework for the protection, 
enhancement and presentation of our national heritage. We would remind you that we all, as 
its temporary guardians, have a responsibility for our heritage that transcends politics. It 
constitutes part of the fabric of our society and our nation. History will condemn those who 
have willingly acquiesced in the destruction of archives, the closure of museums and the 
sacking or forced early redundancy of experienced and skilled staff.  
 
We would also remind you that repeated surveys and statistical analyses from a variety of 
organisations (both independent and state-supported) have demonstrated quite clearly that 
heritage in the broadest sense and archaeology in particular make a significant contribution 
to the national economy and are of particular significance in some of our most deprived 
areas, including north-east England, quite apart from the important role that they play in 
education at all levels and in their contribution to the quality of life of the citizens of this 
country. We expect you, as the responsible minister, to persuade the Government to bring 
an end to this state of affairs and to take decisive action to prevent further closures within the 
museum sector either by providing ring-fenced financial support for local and regional 
museums or by taking over the funding of these institutions and thus removing them from the 
unsafe hands of local authorities. Furthermore, we expect you to acknowledge the repeated 
calls for Historic Environment Records to be made a statutory responsibility on local 
authorities. You are, we know, well aware of these issues as they were raised when your 
colleagues Ed Vaizey and Lord Redesdale initiated an enquiry into the heritage sector in 
2014. 
 
RESCUE welcomes the recent House of Lord’s Select Committee recognition that “we need 
a new strategy for managing our historic built environment that recognises that our historic 
built environment is a 'unique national and local asset, central to place-making' and a 
'cultural and economic asset rather than an obstacle to successful future developments'” and 
asks that government acts to ensure that future generations do not look back on the 21st 
century as a time when our historic assets were sacrificed for short-term economic gain. 
 
 
  



We look forward to your response to the issues raised in this letter and would be pleased to 
meet with you or any of your colleagues in order to discuss our concerns which are shared 
widely within the heritage and historic environment sectors. 
 

Yours sincerely 

 
 

Reuben Thorpe 

Chair, 

RESCUE, The British Archaeological Trust 

 

 

 

 

cc. 

Ed Vaizey MP 

David Evennett MP 

Maria Eagle MP 

Baroness Bonham Carter 

Amelia Womack 

Heritage Alliance 

 

 

 


