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The premise of today’s conference as with the two preceding conferences in Naples in 2003 and at the Hague in 2004 is that lending between museums is a good thing and that increased lending between museums in EU members states, enabling the cultural exchange between members states envisaged by the Maastricht treaty, is a still better thing. This exchange, it is argued, will lead to real benefits in the cultural economy and a greater sense within the community of a shared cultural heritage. If, moreover, we are to explore, however tentatively, the possibility of lending museum objects outside the conventional museum context, public spaces, educational institutions, we are to regard this as a thing still better again.

Assuming that we agree that the proposition is indeed a good thing, this increase in lending immediately presents museums, or more precisely those members of museum staff – loans managers, registrars, exhibitions organisers etc. – with two challenges.

How to put this aim into effect and how to manage the consequences on the museum objects themselves. In short, the impact on collection management procedures and collection care standards.

An increase in the volume of conventional museum lending (and assuming modest growth in staffing) yet alone a departure into extra-museum lending is only strategically possible if there is a clear understanding of the respective rights and obligations of lender and borrower and a management framework within which to work.

The Hague conference, Collections on the Move, acknowledged this fact and made it one of its principle recommendations that European museums begin to explore the possibility of the standardisation of lending and exhibition organization procedures across member states. By this simple harmonization the various parties in the exchange of museum items would at least be working from the same set of guidelines.

In attempting this aim European museums are not of course working from a standing start. The growth in museum activity over the last two decades (of which lending for exhibitions has been a major factor) and a move toward increasing professionalism in collection care and understanding of obligations and procedures has given rise to several important initiatives both nationally and internationally. Noteworthy amongst these is the formulation at the instigation of the Réunion des Musées Nationaux of the General Principles on the Administration of Loans and exchange of works between institutions (the “Bizot” agreement) and its subsequent revisions, the publication and continued development of SPECTRUM The UK Documentation Standard, currently being studied for re-versioning as SPECTRUM Europe, the formulation and revision of the UK Registrars’ Group Standard Facilities Report, with its subsequent re-versioning and re-launch this Autumn by the UK Department for Culture, Media and Sport as the European Museums Standard Facilities Report, the formulation by the UK National Museums Directors’ Conference of their Loans Between National and Non National Museums: New Standards and Practical Guidelines. At the same time we have seen the establishment throughout Europe of registrars’ professional organisations such as Registrars Deutschland, Registrarte in Italy and the Association Française des Régisseurs in France, while exhibition organisers working, with Australian and North American colleagues, have met to in forums such Exhibition Coordinators, Managers and Directors Group to discuss areas of common concern in the management of exhibitions.

This list makes no pretence at being exhaustive but intends only to demonstrate that there are a lot of people out there in the museum community who have been thinking in much the same way (and for some time!) aiming, as, perhaps best encapsulated by the Bizot agreement (in their own words), to:-

Promote standards for the movement and care of works of art

Promote a code of behaviour between museums involved in major international exhibitions

Confirm a generally accepted balance of rights, responsibilities and customs between lenders and borrowers
And

Inhibit the infliction of unnecessary or unfair costs on either lenders or borrowers.

The agreement, revised in 2002, was intended

To inform, simplify, and make cost effective the organisation and administration of major exhibitions of works of art.

Although to my mind the principles can be applied equally well to the loan of any type of museum object on a long or short-term basis.

The compilers went on to say

It is the hope of the participants that this document will help to encourage widespread collaboration between museums working toward a common aim.

I don’t think it comes any clearer than that. 

I may perhaps be accused up to this point of going over ground already covered in Naples and at The Hague and that this call for a commonly understood, commonly accepted procedural and ethical framework is already accepted.

It is gratifying therefore to be able to say that NEMO, the Network of European Museums Organisations, has taken on recommendations made at the close of the Hague conference to look into existing loan procedures and procedural standards. As reported at this weekend’s NEMO conference here in Manchester, museums in 22 European countries have been approached by questionnaire as a first step to ascertaining which organisations have formal loan agreement documentation and what areas those agreements cover. This is an important first step and NEMO is to be warmly congratulated. The formal loan agreement, with its quasi-legal status, pulls together a set of understandings between borrower and lender as to the obligations, rights and costs due to the respective parties in any loan arrangements. Such documents exist all over the world and have done so for many years. Their use is clearly understood in the museum community, yet bring the focus down to the level of the small print and we will find that no two agreements are ever the same – some are more comprehensive  - others more restrictive to borrowers. They do not even follow a standard word-processable form. So the formulation of unified format, loan agreement documentation, perhaps modular in form to allow for differing loan purposes and object types, and perhaps - and here I am thinking of the type of developments currently under review by the UK Museums Documentation Association – directly linkable to individual museum database management systems, would represent a significant advance. 

I would, however, urge NEMO not to lose sight of the need for an overall procedural framework identified at The Hague. There I made the suggestion that the Bizot document could very well supply the model for the general agreement, management and respective costing of loans in a European context but one might, for instance, add to that the minimum management standards outlined by the SPECTRUM procedures relevant to loans management, which cover the ground in a more strictly procedural way. 

My point once again is that there are already a great number of well researched and published precedents drawn from surveys of existing museum practice providing easily accessible models which can, mutatis mutandis, form the basis of an EU-endorsed standard. There will be no need to re-invent the wheel.

I have so far discussed loans management procedures in a strategic sense – how to make loans happen. We must however touch on the matter of standards of object care. For it is an undeniable fact that increased access in the form of increased lending means increased handling, increased transport, increased exposure to potential harmful environments, in short increased risk both to the short and, more problematically, the long-term well being of the objects. All loans management is an exercise in risk management but the dilemma posed to those in museums who are responsible for the physical care of objects is often misunderstood or even misrepresented. There are few nowadays who would deny that maximum possible access to museum holdings by those who can benefit from the enjoyment and study of them, and who, at the end of the day, own them is incontrovertible. However, museums retain a duty of care on behalf of future audiences so that the same museum objects can be enjoyed and studied for as long as is possible. Rationing is never going to be popular but we have become embarrassed at the very notion that we may have to control the use of objects if they are to survive. The solution again is generally-agreed, generally accepted standards of object care. Once again, common practices given rise to consensus on the broad outlines. What is needed in my view, however is a simple, clear restatement of, for instance, the conditions under which certain types of items can be shown, what types of packing or transport are acceptable, where couriers may really be needed, can be shared or can be entirely dispensed with (a subject which seems to excite a disproportionate amount of argument!) what level of security cover can be reasonably asked for. The argument that no two loan situations will be the same is a convenient one for those who like to make policy up on the hoof. There will always be situations for which existing practice may need to be customised but that is no argument against the formulation of a norm from which to occasionally depart, and this is all the more important if we are to contemplate moving toward a situation where loans are made to organisations or venues other than the conventional museum and which are not familiar, let alone conversant with existing collection care standards.

Linked to this area of standards should be confirmed agreement on the subject of the European Museums Standard Facilities Report. Facilities reports provide an extremely valuable tool in the early identification of any venue specific problems. Following consultation with European registrars’ organisations, UK DCMS has endorsed this questionnaire as one of Britain’s contributions to aiding collections mobility. I would strongly urge therefore that any future discussion on the role or content of facilities reports in Europe take place in the context of and as suggested modifications to the European Museums model facilities report. Again the ground work of research and consultation in amongst a wide range of museums, small and large, conservators and non-museum heritage bodies in the UK has gone into the original UK model as well as comparison with overseas models, which it would seem only sensible to benefit from.

In the invitation to speak to you this morning I was asked comment on what I hoped to see from the report of this conference. In brief I feel the European museum community should congratulate itself on coming this far – much that I have touched on in the last few minutes is contentious and, as we have seen in other EU contexts, harmonisation is not easy to achieve – but let us push further and, dare I say, faster, in practical terms if we are to achieve joined-up collection management and thereby the hope of an expanded community of borrowers and lenders. 

