[bookmark: _Hlk34406767]Q. Discuss the role of the UK Ministry of Defence in the recovery of military heritage remains?


This essay will focus on the role of the UK Ministry of Defence in recovering military heritage remains on land and sea around the British Isles but will not look at British MOD involvement in recovery outside of UK waters. The essay will start by investigating what the MOD says about its own interest and involvement in the recovery of military heritage remains, what they say about their responsibility under the Acts of Parliament that they highlight as illustrate the MOD responsibilities to be with regard to recovery of military heritage remains and review how it may appear that the government assists the MOD to relinquish some of the duties, as detailed in an Act of Parliament, by handing over some of their responsibilities to charity, lottery funded and Commonwealth supported organisations. Following this I will provide examples and illustrate the progress and non-progress by the MOD.
The UK Ministry of Defence advises that their role is to ‘work for a secure and prosperous United Kingdom with global reach and influence’ and their function is to protect the people of the UK and its ‘territories, values and interests at home and overseas, through strong armed forces and in partnership with allies’ and this will be done with the aim to ensure the security and support of the ‘national interests’ also to safeguard the prosperity of the UK.[footnoteRef:1] Unfortunately, in their mission statement, the recovery of military remains does not feature as a priority for the MOD and there is no easy route to discovery of information available which leads to the need to use the criteria of ‘relevance’ in the search feature on the MOD website. Searching the search-box for ‘military heritage remains’ bought up only ‘Wreck and Salvage Law’ which was last updated in 2018 by the Maritime and Coastguard Agency. The other 49,965 items on the MOD website apparently have no relevance to Military Heritage Remains so it may be that the MOD is disinterested in research of this kind.   [1:  , Ministry of Defence: About us (2020) <https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/ministry-of-defence/about> [accessed 5 March 2020].] 

On following the link to Wreck and Salvage Law, the only information which specifically mentioned the MOD was advise on the Protection of Military Remains Act 1986 which explained that this act of parliament deals with wrecks, aircraft and ships and stated that all military aircraft wrecks are automatically protected by legislation. The guidance also stated that the administration of the act is conducted by the MOD, specifically the Royal Air Force for aircraft and Royal Navy for ships and vessels. Further, that webpage advises that under the 1986 act, vessels might be, but are not always, designated as a ‘protected place or as a controlled site’. When the site is an underwater one, a diver may visit a site designated as a protected place to ‘look but don’t touch’, but divers ‘are prohibited from visiting controlled sites’.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Maritime and Coastguard Agency, Guidance Wreck and Salvage Law (2020) <https://www.gov.uk/guidance/wreck-and-salvage-law> [accessed 5 March 2020].] 

This website also defines a controlled site to be a ‘specifically designated area’ where ‘the remains of a military aircraft or a vessel’ which has been either been ‘sunk or stranded’ in the last 200 years and while in military service. It advises that divers can visit a controlled site but not enter it without having authorisation and a special licence and further states that it is illegal to salvage, excavate or record the remains on such a site. To open or enter a hatch is prohibited as is tampering with, damaging, moving or unearthing any remains but as there is no fulltime guard on the site it is unlikely that such activities would be discovered unless reported by another diver or interested party. 
On the Government website this appears to be where interest runs out. They offer distractions such as providing a definition of a wreck found in or on the sea shore or in tidal water, as assigned at section 255 of the Merchant Shipping Act 1995, includes “jetsam, flotsam, lagan and derelict” and it goes on to describe of what each of these is defined to be and tells us that boats which have come off their mooring and have not been abandoned ‘without hope of recovery, are not generally classified as a wreck but if a fishing buoys is adrift, this may be classed as a wreck, though no given explanation of why this is or why it is included as and it bears no relation to the search made on the recovery of military heritage remains.
The final statement on the Wreck and Salvage Law webpage is that the Ministry of Defence deals with wrecks of military vessels and aircraft and they offer a link to gain additional information.[footnoteRef:3] This link purports to lead to details on the recovery of military heritage but there is nothing until the bottom of the page, where a new link journeys, through several other links, and gives us some old news from 2015 that the Prime Minister has involved himself in heritage and Sir Peter Luff, ex-Minister for Defence Equipment, Support and Technology, has been appointed to chair the National Heritage Memorial Fund and Heritage Lottery Fund. This indicates that some military heritage responsibility is being moved away from the MOD into the domain of charity and lottery funding. A further link goes to the website of the National Lottery Heritage Fund and National Heritage Memorial Fund and explains how unquantified amounts of money from these funds was assigned non-specifically to the First World War Centenary efforts and it displays a 2019 photograph of Luff at Bovington Tank museum although there is no mention of why Luff is standing there with his spade. This appears to be an operation intended to misappropriate or distract or confuse and at this point the direct trail from the MOD really does run cold as, in 2019, Peter Luff retires on grounds of ill health and the promise of the appointment of a replacement Chairperson will not be made until an unspecified point in 2020: So much for MOD responsibility for the recovery of military remains. [3:  ditto] 
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                            [footnoteRef:4] Sir Peter Luff at Bovington Tank Museum. [4:  Jeff Gilbert, 2019, Image, Sir Peter at Bovington Tank Museum, https://www.heritagefund.org.uk/news/sir-peter-luff-stand-down-chair > [accessed 5 March 2020].
] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]From this point onwards, on none of the linked websites, can be seen any additional mention of MOD interest in the recovery of military heritage remains, even though the Protection of Military Remains Act 1986 advises that the stated duty of the MOD is to be responsible for sites housing military heritage remains. It may be that due to passage of time, these sites might better be handed over in their entirety from the MOD to the ownership of the combined Commonwealth government funded charity, the Commonwealth War Grave Commission who are primarily responsible for the preservation of war graves on land. This body is purposeful in its duties and has teams in place for exhumation and repatriation of bodies of service men and women lost during the World Wars. Unlike the MOD, however, the Commonwealth War Graves Commission is funded not solely by the UK government. Each year they draw down about twenty percent of their funding from Commonwealth sources and Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and India all contribute to the work they do.
	Governments
	Percentage Contribution

	United Kingdom
	78.43

	Canada
	10.07

	Australia
	6.05

	New Zealand
	2.14

	South Africa
	2.11

	India
	1.20


            [footnoteRef:5] Percentage contributions of governments towards the funding                                                          [5:  Commonwealth War Graves Commission, How we are funded (2020) <https://www.cwgc.org/about-us/how-we-are-funded> [accessed 6 March 2020].] 

                          of the Commonwealth War Grave Commission.
The CWGC states their purpose to be to honour the ‘1.7 million men and women of the Commonwealth forces who died in the First and Second World Wars’ and potentially this could be expanded to ensure that other service men and women, as well as those who died in the World Wars, ‘will never be forgotten’.[footnoteRef:6] Perhaps some might consider there to be logic in the CWGC unburdening the MOD by taking over responsibility for the human remains and maybe other aspects of underwater and land-based war grave sites. This could potentially free up the MOD to apply more specific attention to the recovery and preservation of non-human military heritage remains before they are collected to extinction. To an extent, a precedent has already been set CWGC involvement because the CWGC usually attend to pay respect to dead military personnel at anniversary-events. An example of this is when the CWGC was present, in July 2017, at the Centenary which marked the sinking of the HMS Vanguard.  HMS Vanguard sunk just off the Orkney Islands following a mid-ships explosion, this took place around midnight and in freezing waters from a crew of 837 men, only two survived. The enquiry into the sinking of the Vanguard was inconclusive on causation and without firm proof it was assumed that ‘raised temperature caused spontaneous ignition of cordite, spreading to one of the ship’s main ammunition magazines which then exploded’. HMS Vanguard was left unguarded in Scarpa Flow at a depth of just fourteen meters but it is now depleted in size as in the 1960’s and 1970’s it was heavily salvaged for non-ferrous metals. The MOD did not declare HMS Vanguard to be a war grave until 1984 and by that time it was already vandalised and in the main lost.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Commonwealth War Graves Commission, Commemorating the Fallen (2020) <https://www.cwgc.org/> [accessed 6 March 2020].]  [7:  Commonwealth War Graves Commission, CWGC To Join Commemortaibe Event to Mark Centenary of the Sinking of HMS Vanguard (2020) <https://www.cwgc.org/learn/news-and-events/news/2017/08/02/13/41/cwgc-to-join-commemorative-event-to-mark-centenary-of-the-sinking-of-hms-vanguard> [accessed 6 March 2020].] 


[image: ]
[footnoteRef:8] HMS Vanguard which served at the battle of Jutland in May 1917 and                   later sunk through unknown causes in Scarpa Flow in July 1917. [8:  IWM, HMS VANGUARD on completion: Photograph by Symonds & Co: 1910 (2020) <https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205022604> [accessed 6 March 2020].] 

The response of the MOD to the recovery of military heritage aircraft, seems equality re-active, or in-active, as it was and is to shipwrecks. Historically, it seems that most of the legal activity around wrecks has been more to do with insurance claims than from interest by the MOD. When any enemy military intelligence was completely removed from the site, the MOD frequently washed its hands of the collection of human remains, unexploded munitions and salvage and left that to the expert or non-expert contractors who were doing a job for a price and responsibility for the sites that have been unearthed are now allocated to bodies such as Historic England: Wales, Scotland and Ireland have their own similar heritage organisations. 
Since 2011, the MOD has worked with Historic England on ‘Operation Nightingale’ which uses the recovery of military heritage remains as a way to rehabilitate service men and women injured while in Military Service. Some might say this is a cheap way for the MOD to recover historically crucial, and could be personal, material that should be professionally dug by expert teams. The MOD, however, are so controlling of Operation Nightingale that they have Trade Marked the name so they can control what is said and how it is used. The MOD claims made relating to this operation are that the ‘defence estate holds a lot of the nation’s heritage’ and owns ‘1% of the UK mainland’, they say they have 770 scheduled monuments which are worked on by four archaeologists and ‘hundreds of military personnel’ [meaning ex-employees retired on medical grounds] which provides a ‘fabulous opportunity to share cultural heritage opportunities with these volunteers’. Additionally, the MOD claims that Operation Nightingale has contributed to the ‘wellbeing of participants’ as well as supporting the MOD in their ‘stewardship’ of the British ‘historic estate’ which has also led to cooperation with ‘several military related charities’ to excavate sites and led to numerous publications, perhaps such as the statutory reports required for such digs, also uncovered artefacts which are now being displayed in museum galleries.[footnoteRef:9] Perhaps this could be taken by a sceptic as the MOD using funds collected for the welfare of damaged veterans to pay for MOD digs, to stretch four MOD appointed archaeologists over nearly 800 sites in England, to use the men and women who are receiving war pensions to perform unpaid work for their previous employer without increasing their pension fund or contributing to their National Insurance payments while putting them in danger of further injury, or possible death, from unexploded munitions and to transfer the burden of restoration and storage of artefacts to the already overstretched budgets of museum authorities.  [9:  , About Op Nightingale (2020) <https://www.gov.uk/guidance/operation-nightingale> [accessed 6 March 2020].] 

[image: Rare German bomber plane the Dornier 17 is believed to be the only intact example of its kind in the world. Picture: Trustees of the Royal Air Force Museum]
[footnoteRef:10] Dornier 17 German Bomber, believed to be only intact model of its kind worldwide, is raised to the surface in Kent, near Deal.  [10:  Beth Robson , Dornier 17: 2013 Photograph courtesy Trustees of the Royal Air Force Museum (2020) <https://www.kentonline.co.uk/deal/news/lift-of-dornier-17-postponed-1772/> [accessed 6 March 2020].] 

It also seems strange that in Kent the Partner of the MOD, on this work, states that it is working on six-hundred land based wrecks and three-hundred sea based wrecks in and around Kent coast alone and yet the MOD are only working on a total of eight hundred projects in Britain, even though they now have hundreds of unpaid personnel available to conduct recovery operations: These figures do not tally well. [footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Historic England 2020, Military Aircraft Crash Sites (2020) <https://historicengland.org.uk/research/current/discover-and-understand/military/aircraft-crash-sites/> [accessed 6 March 2020].] 

At the end of the Second World War, the RAF set up a body called the ‘Missing Research and Enquiry Service’ it was staffed by dedicated amateurs and ran until 1952 by which time it had accounted for most of the RAF airmen lost worldwide.[footnoteRef:12] Since that time, things have slowed considerably, both in the search to recover men and the search for aircraft. It was the given duty of the Royal Air Force to clear the landscape of wrecked aircraft and to trace the remaining nineteen thousand lost airmen: Year on year, however, there is little progress. Added to this is the problem of deterioration, brought on by the passage of time, which makes the recovery of the bodies of missing-airmen who still have living relatives, to whom closure can be brought, annually more remote. That said, the task of recovery is not an easy one as the recording of events may be unclear, some aircraft hit the ground head-on and disappeared complete with ordinance, and some locations are remote and awkward to reach but as all of these are potential war graves, queries must be made about the responsibility of the RAF as an employer to its employees. If any other employer had lost 42,000 people in disasters over a six-year period and only recovered 19,000 of them, there would be public uproar and an enquiry would be demanded but because it is the RAF, a lack of duty of care for the people it employed seems to be accepted.  [12:  MOD, The Royal Air Force Missing Research and Enquiry Service 1944 - 1952 (2020) <https://www.rafmuseum.org.uk/research/online-exhibitions/lest-we-forget/the-royal-air-force-missing-research-and-enquiry-service-1944-1952.aspx> [accessed 6 March 2020].] 

In this essay I have not had space to fully discuss the role of the UK Ministry of Defence in the recovery of military heritage remains but I have tried to illustrate some of the apparent occlusion tactics which make it hard, if not impossible, to follow a path through the information provided, the omission of statements of responsibility, derogation of duties and collusion with the government to pass responsibility on to charities for the job which the MOD is legally required to perform and with this, the associated misuse of funds raised by charitable collections, the obvious and continued insufficient ratio of trained archaeologists to untrained and injured amateurs by the MOD on digs of historical significance and the endangering of injured ex-military personnel. I have also tried to include pertinent instances of sea and land wrecks and illustrate the consequences of non-assignment of MOD site protection and show how deterioration, caused by time, has negative all round affects. This subject has inspired me to conduct future research and I hope, at a later date to re-visit it, from a more knowledgeable viewpoint.   
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