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Fig. 1. The future?  
The new low oxygen storage  
facility in Boston Spa with 
automated retrieval system.  
© The British Library.
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Abstract. Preventive conservation, the act of caring for objects  
has always been embedded within conservation. This paper will 
examine the series of events including government intervention, 
publications, economics, research and the actions of professionals 
that have led to the emergence and definition of preventive 
conservation as a distinct concept within the UK.
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Résumé. La conservation préventive, le soin apporté aux objets, 
a toujours fait partie de la conservation. Cet article examine  
à travers les interventions gouvernementales, les publications, 
les aspects économiques, les recherches et les actions des 
professionnels, la chronologie des événements qui ont conduit 
au Royaume-Uni à l’émergence et la définition de la conservation 
préventive en tant que concept spécifique.

Mots-clés. Conservation préventive, Royaume-Uni,  
histoire, tendances. 

La conservation préventive. Une démarche évolutive · 1990-2010

Introduction

The wider concerns of preventive conservation are shaped 
by the concerns of the entire cultural heritage sector, howe-
ver within conservation there are specific distinctions that 
bear discussion. Traditionally collections within art galle-
ries, museums and historic houses have one sphere of 
influence. In these the publication of Garry Thomsons’s The 
Museum Environment in the 1970’s; the role of the organisa-
tions such as the Museums and Galleries Commission (MGC) 
and the UK’s National Trust have shaped the sector. Preven-
tive conservation in the library and archive sector has been 
defined by the British Standard, BS 5454 ‘Recommendations 
for the storage and exhibition of archival documents’ (1977, 1989, 
2000), and the National Preservation Office (NPO) of the 
British Library. Both the history and future of these two 
parallel sectors contains elements of mutual influence and 
elements of distinction. 

A brief history of preventive conservation  
in the UK the role of standards

The past shapes our present and our future. In the UK the 
core principles of preventive conservation were shaped by 
several linked experiences. These experiences, including 
the temporary war-time storage of National collections 
within Welsh slate quarries (Standing Commission on 
Museums and Galleries, 1948), the work of specific specialist 
researchers such as Loe on lighting (1987) or Stolow’s’ work 
on art in transit from the 60’s to the 80’s and the increasing 
availability of technology and energy culminated in the 
familiar but restrictive standards of 50 or 55% RH ± 5% and 
50/200 lux. These standards described in The Museum Envi-
ronment (1978) were often reproduced without the context 
and interpretation offered by Thomson, as rules for loans 
and grants and as standards for students and professionals 
in the sector. Almost simultaneously the publication of BS 
5454 offered a similar set of targets for the archive and 
library community. These figures dominated the understan-
ding and delivery of preventive conservation for nearly 
thirty years. 
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Government agencies in the 1990s

In the UK the conservation profession is not regulated by 
the state but the training of conservators, ownership of 
collections and funding for conservation are all directed by 
government [McBride, 2011]. In 1980 the Standing Commis-
sion on Museums and Galleries, government advisory body, 
created a new profile for preventive conservation by calling 
for the provision of a suitable museum environment to be 
given a priority [Winsor, 2001]. In 1984 the British Library 
established the NPO to raise public awareness of preserva-
tion and to develop preservation management of library and 
archive materials in the UK and Ireland. In 1987 the govern-
ment advisory body, the MGC established the Conservation 
Unit to advise and support conservation work within 
museums, art galleries and historic houses. In the late 1990’s 
the Conservation Unit was phased out but the Preservation 
Office remains, retitled in 2009 the British Library Preserva-
tion Advisory Centre. 

The Museum and Gallery community 

The Conservation Unit had a strong focus on preventive 
conservation, employing May Cassar as Environmental Advi-
ser in 1989. In this post Cassar produced several milestone 
publications including Environmental Management: Guidelines 
for Museums and Galleries which widened the discussion to 
topics such as making the case for conservation, visible 
storage and energy efficiency all of which have emerged as 
growing themes within the sector [Cassar, 1995]. Cassar was 
also instrumental in attracting the Getty Conservation Insti-
tute to partner the MGC in offering two intensive training 
courses on Preventive Conservation in 1993 and 1995 to 
which conservators in positions of influence were invited to 
attend. Participants included staff from museum advisory 
councils, the National Trust, universities, English Heritage 
and major museums in the UK and Europe. Participants 
from this course went to on to establish the Care of Collec-
tions Forum in 1993, the first UK professional body dedica-
ted to preventive conservation issues. This subsequently 
became the Care of Collections Group of Icon, the UK’s 
professional conservation body. Although the network of 
preventive conservators was lively, it remained small. A 1993 
UK survey found that despite the national museums having 
46 % of the public sector conservation staff they employed 
no preventive conservation specialists. Only 21 conservators 
(2 % of the workforce) were identified as being ‘preventive 
conservators’ [Winsor and Greenblatt, 1998].

Beyond the nationals, museum strategy was shaped by 
the Area Museum Councils (AMC). These regional strate-
gic agencies offered support to non-national museums and 
during the 1990’s most AMC’s offered preventive conserva-
tion advice, encouraged by the Conservation Unit with a 
stream of relevant publications. However the end of the 
decade saw a change to the organisation of the MGC and 

the AMC’s with a reduction in service provision [Winsor, 
1998]. As the AMC’s reduced their role they assigned their 
remaining functions in England to ‘museums hubs’ and a 
web service collections link1. In Scotland, conservation advice 
is now offered through a private sector supplier: the Scot-
tish conservation Studio, only Wales has retained a conser-
vation advisor based in the governmental body, CyMAL 
and this service is offered across museums, libraries and 
archives2.

The library and archive community

Preservation began to appear as a significant issue within 
the library and archive community in the mid 1980’s. In 
1988 preservation first appeared as a separate chapter in a 
core book on librarianship [Bromley, 1988] and in 1991 
Feather published the first summary of preservation prac-
tice for British libraries [Walker, 2006]. Throughout the 80’s 
and 90s the NPO influenced both practitioners and decision 
makers. The NPO supported preventive conservation with a 
series of advisory booklets and a rolling programme of trai-
ning offered across the UK and Ireland. A change in the 
perceptions of the relevance of preservation in the library 
and archives sector has been observed, reporting as having 
changed image of preservation ‘from being a … highly 
specialised, expensive, sometimes peripheral set of activi-
ties, … to a central place at the core of collections care,’ 
[LISC, 2004].

In the late 90’s the NPO developed a model for the 
assessment of preservation needs of collections resulting in 
a UK wide assessment of preservation practice. The NPO 
used the results to inform their priorities [Walker and Foster, 
2006}. However, the survey found that 50 % of collections 
remained in inadequate accommodation and 13 % of collec-
tions were in unstable condition. The report concluded that 
‘Significant amounts of material in archives and libraries are 
at risk now because of poor preservation’ [Walker and Foster, 
2006]. A similarly bleak picture emerged from the work of 
the Archives Task Force: a major examination of the archive 
community. The report discusses a ‘depressing state of 
stewardship’ despite the efforts of some organisations and 
notes: ‘storage and conservation facilities are poor in most 
regional areas’ [Forde, 2003]. 

Government agencies have gathered data and offered 
advice throughout the late 80’s and 1990’s but awareness 
alone is not sufficient to ensure the funding necessary to 
shift the conditions for collections in the UK. Government 
priorities in the UK are moving away from audit and accoun-
tability to the ‘Big Society’ a nebulous concept which heralds 
a period of public sector funding cuts tied to calls for flexi-
bility in delivering services. Preventive conservation can 
offer flexibility but when delivered at a time of recession it 
may augur a period of lack of investment and the abandon-
ment of expertise. 
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Unified practice

The museum and library communities came together to 
produce Benchmarks in Collection Care for Museums, Archives 
and Libraries: A Self-Assessment Checklist [Winsor, 2002], 
drawing together advice and guidance on three levels of 
practice for all aspects of collections care. Published in 2002 
Benchmarks has retained its relevance throughout the 00’s 
[Norfolk Museums and Archaeology Service 2007, McKeon, 
2008] with a revision produced in 2011. 

In another act of unification the professional body for 
conservators in the UK Icon, the Institute of Conservation 
was founded in 2005 from five separate professional bodies, 
one of which was the care of collections forum. Icon took on 
some of the responsibilities of the Conservation Unit, inclu-
ding the Conservation Awards, a scheme introduced in 1994. 
The Conservation Awards, act as an interesting marker of 
the sector’s pre-occupations, the first round awarded prizes 
to students, conservation projects and research & innova-
tion. An award for care of collections was introduced in 2005 
(fig. 2). 

Icon also offers a professional accreditation scheme for 
conservators [Lester, 2002]. Launched in 1992 accreditation 
is a common recognition scheme for professional practice 
[Henderson and Dollery, 2000]. The place of preventive 
conservation in the UK can be illuminated by the evolution 
of the scheme. Initially, full accreditation was not possible 
for those carrying out pure preventive conservation prac-
tice, then in time a distinct pathway was introduced and 
finally that distinction was phased out as the scheme evolved 
from descriptions of practice to standards of competence. 
Now conservators applying for accreditation are advised to 
identify a specialism and demonstrate how they assess 
conservation options and strategies and carry out conserva-

tion measures appropriate to that specialism [Icon, 2011]. 
Preventive conservation is as core an element of conserva-
tion work as any other aspect, with equality and equivalence 
to intervention.

Formal education and  
preventive conservation training 

There is little data available on the composition of early 
conservation courses in the UK. As early as the 1980 there 
were calls for education to consider stabilising collections by 
the control of the environment [Cronyn, 1980]. In the 1988 
survey of conservation training [Giles, 1989] there were no 
training courses offering specific degrees in preventive 
conservation. In the late 80’s the United Kingdom Institute 
for Conservation (UKIC) proposed a core syllabus for 
conservation training that included a module in preventive 
conservation [Cronyn and Pye, 1988]. In the early 1990’s 
established courses started to convert elements of preventive 
conservation teaching into formal modules: Durham Univer-
sity in 1990 [Capel, 1993]; Cardiff University in 1991 [Watkin-
son, 1992]; TCC in (1999). In the same time new degrees 
emerged with specific elements of preventive conservation 
such as the MA in Conservation of Wall Painting at the 
Courtauld Institute (1985) [Park, 1990], the BSc in Restora-
tion Conservation at London Metropolitan University (1992) 
and Textile Conservation in Southampton (1999).

Degree schemes designed to teach collections care 
emerged later with the Care of Collections MSc in Cardiff 
University in 1998 (fig. 3) and an MA in Preventive Conser-
vation at the Lincoln School of Art and Design in 2005. 
These remain the only two university level preventive conser-

Fig. 2. Conservation Award winning  
care of collections project 2005 : 
volunteers learning how to repack 
objects in the Museum of London’s 
archeological archive.  
© The Museum of London.

Jane Henderson Preventive conservation in the UK: the past and the future
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vation courses. Previously the Textile Conservation Centre 
had offered two ground breaking one year courses in preven-
tive conservation in the late 1970’s. Preventive conservation 
is now accepted as an essential element of conservation 
teaching. Most degrees recently introduced in the UK 
include formal teaching in preventive conservation3. Conse-
quently, most emerging conservation professionals in the 
UK have a solid grounding in preventive conservation.

Preventive Conservation in the UK today

The emergence of preventive conservation has been influen-
ced by resource and political issues. There are some that 
argue preventive conservation is promoted as a result of the 
dual negative forces of cuts in resources and a de-skilling of 
the sector. Others argue that preventive conservation offers 
best value in increasing the care of collections with limited 
resources. The second position has gained in dominance 
throughout the 90’s [Walker, 2007} with evidence to support 
it increasingly being supplied by experience and audit.

The prioritisation of monitoring and auditing the effi-
ciency of organisations has been promoted in the UK public 
sector. The results are an increase in generation of policies 
and targets and the formalisation of many aspects of prac-
tice. In turn this has influenced the operation of conserva-
tion with greater emphasis on audit and planned approaches 
to conservation work. Preventive conservation fits well in a 
strategic institution where planned investment can offset 
future costs. Many of the actions associated with preventive 
conservations, such as survey and audit have worked well 
with the political imperative of the 90’s and early 00’s. 

Current levels of preventive conservation provision

There has been no workforce survey in the last decade so any 
discussion of staff in preventive conservation is arguable. In 
most museums the ‘conservator’ may find their time largely 
committed to preventive conservation and administrative 
tasks. It appears as if the numbers of preventive conservation 
specialists has increased. Many of the national museum’s 
have staff in a preventive conservation role whether in dedi-
cated posts or as part of the conservation science depart-
ments. The acceptance of this function appears to be the 
norm4. The reason for this can be illustrated by an English 
Heritage report on the success of their collections care staff 
who have made ‘Considerable progress… towards improving collec-
tions care at EH, with only 17.57 FTE staff working over 115 
sites with 480,800 objects [Xavier-Rowe and Fry, 2010]. The 
National Trust, although currently undergoing a significant 
restructuring, has retained a high profile in the preventive 
conservation community with an increasing focus on the 
sustainability aspects of collections care [Staniforth, 2010].

Trends that affect conservation as a whole will also 
directly and indirectly influence the priorities of preventive 
conservation. It is worth reviewing some core topics from 
conservation and examining how they have shaped preven-
tive conservation.

A trend developing in the 1990’s and dominating the 
00’s was placing conservation in the public eye. The award 
for communicating conservation was introduced in 1985 
and many were inspired by the ground breaking preventive 
conservation exhibition: Stop the Rot in 1993 (fig. 4) [Brooks 
and Cane, 1994]. Public accessibility has been a key feature 
of survival under the Blair government (1997-2007) and in 
times of Lottery funding. The introduction of a National 
Lottery increased funding to the heritage sector in general 
and to some preventive conservation projects, notably the 
research-led programme of conservation and environmen-
tal protection of the ss Great Britain [Watkinson and Lewis, 
2004] and the NEWSPLAN initiative to preserve unique and 
fragile local newspapers collections in libraries [Walker, 
2007]. A requirement of lottery funding has been to demons-
trate clear public benefit evidenced with signs of participa-
tion and demand from local communities. The HLF is able 
to provide millions of pounds for large scale building 
projects leading to the growth in accessible storage projects, 
such as the Glasgow Museums Resource Centre requiring 
preventive conservators to develop strategies for storage that 
also includes visitors. Preventive conservation has also bene-
fited tangentially as museums remaining open during 
construction have generated a wave of research into measu-
ring, quantifying and responding to particulate damage 
and vibration [Erimen et al, 2000]. The need to demonstrate 
that preventive conservation can offer public benefits 
remains a challenge to some, and the community in the UK 
still feels the need to debate whether making collections 
accessible is in some fundamental way in conflict with their 
preservation [UCL, 2009].

Fig. 3. Student on the MSc Care of Collections degree  
at Cardiff University. © Cardiff University.



81

Conservation cannot avoid the rigours of scrutiny 
prompted by the world recession, and the increasingly 
competitive and aggressive environment was seen as one 
factor that lead to the closure of the Textile Conservation 
Centre in 2009 after 34 years of teaching. This, in turn, led 
to the research and publication by a leading UK political 
think tank of It’s a Material World: Caring for the public realm 
[Jones and Holden, 2008]. This publication advocated a 
shift away from describing conservation in terms of the tech-
nical processes related to objects and towards describing 
conservation as involving people interacting with cultural 
heritage. Preventive conservation cannot ignore the message 
from the current UK government that the cultural sector 
must expect to work harder to provide the evidence of value 
[O’Brien 2010]. Whether it is possible for preventive conser-
vation to avoid the rigours of recession by a closer alignment 
to the current values of the political elite, [Drysdale and 
Richmond, 2010] or whether confrontation becomes the 

order of the day is not yet apparent. What is clear is that the 
way that preventive conservation concerns are presented is 
becoming as important as the concerns themselves. PAS 197, 
a standard for collections management in the UK states that 
‘Successful collections management is about balance, the 
balance between access and preservation, between the needs 
of collections and the people who use them’, (BSI 2009). 
Conservators are learning how to measure and describe the 
benefits and impact that preventive conservation can offer 
(PAC, 2011) in terms they hope will find favour with politi-
cians. Part of this trend has been a recent increase in interest 
in how to describe the significance of collections and defi-
ning significance is becoming an important tool of collec-
tions care to accompany data on risk and collections 
condition [Xavier-Rowe and Fry, 2010; BSI, 2009; CyMAL, 
2010]. 

Research

Fortunately the concerns of the preventive conservator have 
not all been politics and language: conservators in the UK 
continue to carry out and respond to research on an inter-
national level with preventive conservation concerns holding 
a high profile. The sector received a much welcome boost by 
the publication in 2006 of the House of Lords Science and 
Technology Select Committee report on Science and Heri-
tage. This report concluded that there was a compelling 
need for a comprehensive national strategy for heritage 
science which in turn led to two major initiatives. 

In one the Arts and Humanities Research Council 
(AHRC) and the Engineering and Physical Sciences Research 
Council (EPSRC) opened an eight million pound funding 
stream for science and heritage in 2008 (AHRC, 2011). 
Projects include research topics such as corrosion control 
and flood risk modeling and the results are eagerly awaited 
in the sector. On-going research programmes, such as those 
supported through the AHRC help us to ensure that resour-
ces are targeted at areas that can be most effective. Luxford 
has shown that pollution and humidity may contribute as 
much to damage to silk as light [Luxford et al, 2009], and 
research on disaster planning reminded us that over a third 
of UK museums libraries and archives had experienced a 
‘disaster’ in the previous five years yet only 50 % of archives 
had a completed disaster control plan [Matthews, 2006].

The other initiative prompted by the House of Lords 
report was the creation of a steering group charged with 
developing a national vision and strategy for heritage 
science. After a series of investigations, consultation and 
reports the steering group summarised their findings in two 
strategic aims concentrating on demonstrating the ‘public 
benefit of heritage science’ and ‘increasing collaboration’ 
within the sector. It is interesting to reflect that the conclu-
sion of this body of work has returned to the recurring 
themes of communication and collaboration. 

Fig. 4. Stop the Rot Exhibition. © S. Cane.

Jane Henderson Preventive conservation in the UK: the past and the future
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Within the library and archive community there have 
been two strands of research with specific relevance for 
preventive conservation, mass de-acidification [Rhys Lewis, 
2001], and digital preservation. Research into the problems 
of acidic paper found that there were significant collections 
at risk in the UK and that regional initiatives supported by 
the British Library were the best way to progress (fig. 5). 
Research on the loss of digital information and preservation 
policies, identifying life cycle costs for the preservation of 
digital information (Life 2011) and the archiving of web 
sites has taken off in the UK. The significance of digital 
preservation is represented by the establishment of the Digi-
tal Preservation Coalition in 2001 and the instigation of a 
conservation award in 2004. In 2005 Walker (2007) repor-
ted that in the UK more than £130 million of public money 
had been spent on digitisation projects, but that these 
projects were fragmented and required coordination to deli-
ver more effective results. Digital preservation is not a 
concern in the UK alone and the future of this line of 
research must consider international partnerships, standar-
disation and co-operation. 

Recurrent calls have been made for the development of 
national strategies for preservation [Foot,1997; NPO, 2001; 
Winsor, 2001; Resource, 2002; Walker, 2006]. Yet despite the 
enthusiasm for national strategies the political agenda has 
slipped away and no national strategy has ever emerged 
[Walker, 2007]. One element of the demands for coordina-
ted strategies has been to raise the possibility of shared 
storage (fig. 6), for example for Scottish academic libraries 
[Walker, 2007] or Welsh archaeological archives [Hender-
son and Parkes, 2004], and any coordination of preservation 
activities and strategies that has emerged has done so on a 
regional or UK home nation basis [Walker, 2007; CyMAL, 
2010; Scurl, 2011].

The future

Conservation is a tiny part of the slightly more significant 
culture and heritage sector and preventive conservation is 
an even smaller fraction. Preventive conservation is tied to 
the future of conservation as a profession and as a subject 
area and is buffered by the same forces. The future of preven-
tive conservation seems inextricably tied to the both the 
survival of conservation and a valuing of the cultural heri-
tage (fig. 6 see p. 76).

Sustainability and standards

In the years of 00’s sustainability has grown in focus for 
society and conservators are showing an increased interest 
in sustainability issues and its impact on their practice 
[Silence, 2009; O’Dwyer, 2009; De Silva and Henderson, 
2011; Lambert and Henderson, 2011]. The main focus has 
been on cross referencing priorities for a sustainable envi-
ronment with acceptable and realistic levels of environmen-
tal control for collections. In response to this topic being 
raised by the Bizot Group meetings, the National Museums 
Directors Group (NMDC) in the UK set up a working group 
to consider how to make environmental standards ‘more 
intelligent’ and promote passive control and good design 

Fig. 6. The What’s in Store report.  
© The Council of Museum in Wales,  
details of Llyn Cerrig Bach plaque. 
© National Museum of Wales.

Fig. 5. Digitisation at the British Library. © The British Library.
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over air conditioning [NMDC, 2011]. This type of initiative 
is gaining ground [Staniforth, 2010], and it is only a matter 
of time before the environmental guidance of BS 5454:2000 
that has held so much sway in the late 20th century will be 
revised. A new Publicly Available Specification (PAS) for 
environmental conditions for cultural collections is in deve-
lopment which aims to ‘provide an updated set of require-
ments for the environmental conditions for cultural 
collections in the UK [BSI 2011].

Another concern is considering the impact on cultural 
heritage of climate instability. Continuing freak weather 
events put collections at greater risk from flood and rising 
temperatures will encourage the spread of previously unseen 
insect pests. Many argue that climate change is a greater 
threat to collections than all of the more familiar agents of 
decay and that it is the responsibility of those in preventive 
conservation to act now to reduce this impact.

Internationalism

There continues to be a general drift toward integration of 
Europe and a resistance from the UK in participating in that 
movement [Hassard, 2008]. Nonetheless it is hard to consi-
der the development of conservation in the UK without 
considering alongside this the international development of 
preventive conservation. The ICCROM initiative for team 
work in preventive conservation led Ulster museum to 
conclude that effective preventive conservation required 
cooperation underpinned by knowledge, skills and respect, 
[McGreevy, 1999]. The ever increasing integration of the 
European Union will lead to greater harmonisation of stan-
dards and through joint funding of research to the shared 
development of new ideas and refreshed practice. Debates 
about education and training will continue with the UK 
preferring to recognise competence and knowledge: out of 
line with European moves to recognising institutions and 

time spent in education. No doubt some compromise will 
emerge, but perhaps it will take some time!

Conclusion

Preventive conservation is now an accepted and mainstream 
part of the UK cultural heritage community. It is generally 
seen to offer best value for conservation in financially chal-
lenging times. To survive, preventive conservation must 
demonstrate it’s relevance to the public and its value to poli-
ticians: in the UK the sector has worked hard to ensure this 
is possible. Demands for the establishment of a national 
focus for conservation emerged as early as 1984 [Winsor, 
2001] but have slipped away and as the responsibility for 
cultural heritage has been devolved it seems unlikely that 
any government-led UK national strategy can emerge in the 
next decade. 

It could be argued that the 1980’s were a decade of stan-
dards development, the 90’s offered a more reflective period 
of survey, audit and accountability, the 00’s have been 
concerned with evidence based decisions and sustainability. 
So for the next ten years how will preventive conservation be 
defined? Will it have a greater international perspective 
brought about by the dominance of the internet coupled 
with a far greater emphasis on sustainability in practice? 
Only time will tell.
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Foot Notes

1. Renaissance, for details of current 
provision, see  
http://www.mla.gov.uk/what/programmes/
renaissance/

2. Museums Galleries Scotland website: 
http://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.
uk/what-we-do/collections-development/
caring-for-collections/  
For information about CyMAL’s collections 
adviser see  
http://wales.gov.uk/topics/cultureandsport/
museumsarchiveslibraries/cymal/
collections/?lang=en.

3. MPhil in Textile Conservation  
at Glasgow University launched in 2010;  
MSc Conservation Practice Cardiff 
University launched in 2010;  
MA in Conservation of Archaeological  
and Museum Objects Durham University 
launched in 2009.

4. A selection of National Museums now 
describing preventive conservation roles. 

British Museum  
http://www.britishmuseum.org/the_
museum/departments/staff/conservation_
and_science.aspx

The V&A http://www.vam.ac.uk/res_
cons/conservation/conservation_staff/
science_staff/index.html

The Natural History Museum  
http://www.nhm.ac.uk/research-curation/
staff-directory/palaeontology/g-comerford/
index.html

The National Museum of Scotland  
http://www.nms.ac.uk/collections__
research/collections_departments/
conservation_and_analytical.aspx

The National Museum Wales,  
Gwilt D pers com

The Tate  
http://www.tate.org.uk/conservation/
science/about.htm

The National Maritime Museum  
http://www.nmm.ac.uk/upload/doc/NMM_
Organisational_Chart.doc 

All sites accessed 14/02/11
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