How do Hobbyist Metal Detectorists impact the role of Archaeology in England and Wales?

Introduction 
Since the 1990s there has been a large rise in hobby metal detecting, described as detecting outside a controlled archaeological excavation, primarily in pursuit of leisure (Dobat, et al., 2020, p. 273). The role of Hobbyist Metal Detectorists (HMDs) has led to mistrust between them and professional archaeologists (PAs), due to the differing aims of each group. PAs use artefacts as evidence to provide an understanding of past human culture and history, whereas HMDs have a spectrum of objectives from the kudos of finding artefacts, interest in local history and financial gain, with many levels in between. 
History of Metal Detecting 
Whilst a rudimentary metal detector was hastily designed in 1881 by Alexander Graham Bell in an unsuccessful attempt to save US President James Garfield, the first mobile metal detector to identify metals hidden underground was invented and produced by Gerhard Fisher in 1925, however a version that could be used for archaeology and treasure hunting wasn’t available until the 1960’s (Bellis, 2025).
Current Law in England & Wales
There are three main considerations for HMDs, firstly a voluntary Code of Conduct produced by the National Council for Metal Detecting (NCMD), which broadly provides advice regarding permission to dig, consideration of soil disturbance and responsibilities relating to finds reporting (National Council of Metal Detecting, 2024). The NCMD has approximately 40,000 members (National Council of Metal Detecting, 2024), a large majority of those actively engaged in this activity.
Next is the Portable Antiquities Scheme (PAS) which requires all valuable items found whilst metal detecting to be reported. This scheme is managed in England by the British Museum and in Wales by Amgueddfa Cymru. There are regional Finds Liaison Officers (FLOs) who coordinate with HMDs and organised societies, advising on the recording and extraction of finds. To improve the efficiency of the recording process there are trained ‘self-recorders’ who upload their finds directly to the PAS database. The latest PAS annual report shows there are approximately 80,000 finds on their database (Portable Antiquities Scheme, 2024). 

The final consideration is legislation relating to treasure, which dates to medieval times, however the current Treasure Act 1996 (revised in 2023) generally defines treasure as something over 200 years old, may contain metal and must meet a threshold for being of significance either culturally, archaeologically or historically. (Department for Culture, Media and Sport, 2023). In the latest PAS report, there were 1,540 finds classified as treasure compared to just 24 when the Treasure Act was introduced in 1996 (Portable Antiquities Scheme, 2024). If treasure is retained there is compensation which is usually split equally between the landowner and finder. Items not wanted by museums are ‘disclaimed’ which means returned to the finder. In 2024, 62% of reported treasure finds were returned (Portable Antiquities Scheme, 2024). 


Types of Hobbyist Metal Detectors
Whilst categorising reasons HMDs pursue their pastime is tricky due to the myriad of reasons, broadly they can be divided in two categories; the majority who are responsible, demonstrating a genuine interest in history with a desire to add to current knowledge and those who are irresponsible who seek personal gain, often illicitly, from the sale of treasure. The latter category is hard to quantify as those HMDs keep their activities well hidden (Ferguson, 2016, p. 115) 

Benefits of Hobbyist Metal Detectorists
Now we have an overview of the laws and regulations regarding metal detecting this section will considers the positive impact achieved through metal detecting and show how the passion of HMDs creates a better understanding of our heritage and its influence on archaeology.
It is proven that HMDs contribute significantly to the identification of new sites with one HMD describing themselves as ‘pathfinders, working free, locating important finds/sites for the professionals to follow up if they are important’ (Ferguson, 2016, p. 119). A good example of how HMDs can collaborate well with professional archaeologists was when a largest deposit of Iron Age metal was found by Peter Heads, a local HMD , who immediately alerted the Archaeology department at a nearby University and a subsequent professional dig was arranged and the ‘Melsonby Hoard,’ containing the burials of two chariots was unearthed (Adams, et al., 2026). A sign of their commitment is that HMDs sometimes use old maps, journals, and archaeological articles to help locate potential areas of interest (Axelsen, 2023, p. 98). Improvements could be made by a more effective approach to location recording with a recommended minimum of a ten-point Ordnance Survey grid reference. In Norway there are plans for a digital app to identify find locations using GPS coordinates (Axelsen, 2022, p. 307). A similar would benefit both HMDs, the Portable Antiquities Scheme (PAS), and Archaeologists for any future digs, reducing administration workloads.
The main benefit of HMDs is measured by the large numbers of finds reported each year. The latest PAS report shows that metal detecting accounted for 94% of finds, in line with previous years contributions. 92% of finds were on cultivated land and at risk of damage by modern farming methods (Portable Antiquities Scheme, 2024, p. 3). 
Finally, ‘responsible’ HMDs demonstrate real passion for their finds, noted by Thomas and Wessman that during interviews, that when HMDs showed their finds, many demonstrated emotional attachment to them, often touching and caressing the items (Thomas & Wessman, 2024). Many HMDs have curated their finds and display them proudly in cases, like small home museums. During interviews HMDs often categorise their objectives into three sections, ‘saving artefacts’, ‘contributing to museum collections’ and ‘leading archaeologists to archaeology’ and they put forward an interesting argument that they have a higher moral belief as HMDs do it for free rather than paid professional archaeologists (Ferguson, 2016, p. 120) with the implication that HMDs are proactive rather than professional archaeologists, whose approach is more passive. This however can be attributed to the different aims of each group where one is driven by the ‘collecting’ artefacts, whereas archaeologists use finds as evidence to show the historical context of sites. When launching the latest PAS annual report, David Lammy, Minister for Culture, described HMDs as 'unsung heroes of the UK's heritage' (Neal, 2009).

Negative impact of Hobbyist Metal Detectorists
This final section analyses three negative impacts of HMDs, exploring compensation for finds, how undeclared finds affects relationships between HMDs and PAs and how the impact of the large increase of finds affects museums.
As previously mentioned, the number of finds has increased dramatically since PAS was created. In 1996, when the Treasure Act was introduced, there were 24 treasure cases. Data for 2023 shows that figure had risen to 1343 (Department for Culture Media and sport, 2023). In 2023, any finds not disclaimed were valued by a panel of experts and compensation was paid. Total value of all agreed evaluations was £178,490, with an average valuation per case of £1,580 and a median valuation of £350 (Department for Culture Media and sport, 2023). This highlights that whilst the cost to taxpayers is negligible, though with length of time for valuation and compensation at approximately 2 years which has a negative impact on the finder who after the excitement of a significant find may not see either compensation or the item returned for a long time, potentially impacting adherence to the rules. A further issue is the large surplus of found artefacts and museums must prioritise what can be acquired with finite funds. This can cause acrimony among HMDs as they would love to see their finds displayed, rather than hidden in archives.
One of the biggest concerns surrounding HMDs is the non-declaration and illegal selling of finds by ‘irresponsible’ HMDs. The surreptitious nature of this activity means it is hard to quantify its impact however there is a damage to the perception of HMDs, not just from PAs, but also the public. One example was the finding of 300 Viking coins and jewellery in Herefordshire, where two HMDs tried selling the hoard privately to a local antique dealer. He subsequently reported it and they were jailed for not reporting their treasure, however 250 of the coins are still missing (British Broadcasting Corporation, 2025). 

Summary
The high number of HMDs who are members of NCMD and the peer pressure in groups helps to ensure finds are reported correctly, demonstrated anecdotally by researching HMD groups on social media. The current system, more liberal than legislative, has been effective, as evidenced by the high number of finds reported, however there is still more work to be done through a greater understanding and better communication between Hobbyist Metal Detectorists and Professional Archaeologists. Evidence has shown that systematic recording and study of metal-detected objects under a cooperative scheme yields greater knowledge about the past than a restrictive scheme (Dobat, et al., 2020, p. 280) and this approach should continue. The role of the Portable Antiquities Scheme and especially the Finds Liaison Officers are key in bridging the gap in understanding between these groups. However, FLOs primary responsibility is identification and processing of finds. This requires a greater investment of time and money to focus resources on building a greater understanding of the aims of the opposing groups, leading eventually to greater trust.
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Independent Investigation Reflective Essay

Changes to Essay Plan
My original essay plan provided a great foundation for my essay, the only real change was the narrowing of the geographical area included, as early research identified core differences between the legislation in England & Wales and Scotland. I used the pyramid technique to identify the best way to answer my statement and build the structure of my essay and research. 
Research phase
Having identified highly rated Archaeological journals, I conducted searches to gather valuable information, applying keywords based on the structure of the essay and those that summarised my findings. If I was unable to explore some areas in these journals, then I sourced peer reviewed articles. These were collated using Obsidian to help identify links and themes, MS Edge worksheets and UWTSD library pin functionalities allowed easy location of articles. Key passages and quotes including accurate references were collected in a Word document. I also spent time identifying HMD groups on social media to observe commentary to help me understand motivations for their hobby.
Critical thinking
Once I had read and scoped out articles, I set aside 2 x I hour sessions to contemplate what I had read and what it meant. One session was to consider everything from an Archaeology perspective and the other from an HMD viewpoint. The spectrum of influences for HMDs was hard to quantify, and I therefore considered the consensus. I then spent time exploring best practice in Europe to provide a comparison, which showed the PAS is highly regarded and unique within Europe. 
Essay writing phase.
 By sticking to my original plan, I found that drafting the essay logical and the only challenge was identifying which points added the value to my argument and deserved inclusion. I found having a disciplined approach and adhering to my plan meant that all milestones were reached without adding any pressure. My first 2 drafts both had approximately 2000 words however multiple re-reading helped identify where to be more concise, whilst keeping the flow. By adding references as I went using the functionality in MS Word meant I was confident I adhered to academic standards throughout my assignment. Whilst proofreading I would ask myself where does this information come from and have I cited it?
Overall learning
My main learning from this assignment has been that by having a fully scoped out plan and sticking to it has made the writing of the essay much more comfortable. Having the luxury of months rather than weeks to research gave me a greater depth of knowledge which consequently allowed my critical thinking to become sharper. My main weakness in this task was not applying the same discipline from the essay element to the reflective part of the assignment. Whilst I noted as I went along and spent time reflecting once the essay had been written, foolishly I hadn’t created a structure to write the reflective piece, assuming that it would flow. Once I sat down and realised what was lacking then I was able to rectify this.
