A Comparison of the Approaches of Wales and England Regarding Decolonisation in the Heritage Sector

Decolonisation is an issue that has become prominent and contentious both within and outside of the heritage sector in recent years. It is a complex process that involves re-evaluating and re-contextualizing the narratives and histories presented in heritage institutions such as museums, galleries, and archives (Shoenberger, 2023). The aim of decolonisation is to address and rectify the historical imbalances and biases created by colonialism. This can be achieved in a number of ways including critically examining how objects were acquired, how they are interpreted and who’s voice is heard in the interpretation. In some cases, objects that were acquired unethically may be returned to their source communities (Museums Association, 2021, 3 and 26).
	The goal of decolonisation work is to create a more equitable and accurate representation of history that acknowledges the complexities of colonialism and fosters a shared understanding of the past (ibid, 4). This seems like a worthy and uncontroversial aspiration, however this work has created disagreement within political circles and in public discourse. The approach of heritage institutions towards decolonisation can vary significantly between nations and institutions. Although many heritage institutions are undertaking decolonisation work, this essay will primarily focus on the work of museums. This essay will conduct a comparative analysis of the strategies for decolonising the heritage sector in Wales and England. This will be done by by exploring the political stance of both nations, the public opinion surrounding this work and the efforts of heritage institutions in these two nations. The implications of the political agenda of each nation will be discussed throughout the essay. 
Both Wales and England have complex colonial legacies that intertwine with one another. In 1999 Wales began its formal devolution process with the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales, now known as Senedd Cymru (Greenburg, 2013, 134). As part of this process of self-determination, certain legislative powers were transferred to Wales to enable them to develop and deliver their own policy for the people of Wales (ibid). One of these areas was culture. The culture portfolio includes heritage, museums, libraries, archives and arts. As of March 2024, it is currently overseen by the Cabinet Secretary for Culture and Social Justice (Welsh Government, n.d). 
Within the United Kingdom (UK) government, England’s heritage and museums are primarily overseen by the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS). They are responsible for policy on arts, media, sport and historic environment. In addition both the Heritage Council and Arts Council England (ACE) play an important role in the delivery of heritage policy (UK Government, n.d; Arts Council England, n.d). DCMS also works with other departments within the UK Government such as the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (Glen, 2022). 
	Despite having a shared history, the Welsh and UK governments have divergent views regarding the decolonisation of the heritage sector. The Welsh Government is currently controlled by a Labour minority government led by Vaughn Gething who are working in co-operation with Plaid Cymru to secure the majority (Welsh Government, 2021, 1). Whereas the UK government is controlled by a Conservative Party majority led by Rishi Sunak (UK Parliament, n.d). These parties have very different ideologies and priorities which is reflected in their heritage policies and priorities.
	It is within this political context that both nations are grappling with their imperial pasts. Wales’ has its own unique cultural identity and language which is reflected in the narrative that the nation portrays. Whereas, England must recon with its position as the former epicentre of the British Empire which again is reflected in the narrative portrayed by heritage intuitions based in England. 
Government Approaches
The Welsh Government have a number of distinct policies that feed into decolonisation practice within the heritage sector. The most significant of these is the Anti-Racist Wales Action Plan (ARWAP). The Action Plan was published in 2022 and sets out the Welsh Government’s ambition to make Wales an anti-racist nation (Welsh Government, 2022b, 3). The plan sets out goals to be achieved by 2030 and includes many policy areas including heritage (ibid, 4). The ARWAP was created in the aftermath of the killing of George Floyd and was created by those who have lived experience of racism and on community consultation (ibid, 6). This timing is significant as it coincided with many heritage institutions such as museums examining their role in colonialism and pledging to make their institutions anti-racist. 
	Section four of the ARWAP focuses on culture, heritage and sport with the five goals: 1. Leadership, 2. Funding, 3. Celebrating Cultural Diversity, 4. the Historical Narrative and 5. Learning about Wales’ Cultural Diversity. The Welsh Government has pledged to work with both local and national heritage organisations to deliver this plan including Amgueddfa Cymru and other museums, archives and libraries (Welsh Government, 2022a, 56).  
	For the purposes of this essay, it is important to examine goals four and five in depth. Within the goal four which focuses on the historical narrative, decolonisation is specifically referenced in regard to collections and public spaces. This shows that it is part of the Welsh Government’s anti-racism and equality agenda (ibid, 61). Therefore, museums and other heritage institutions must examine the historical narrative they are presenting to ensure that it is “balanced, authentic and decolonised” (ibid). The inclusion of decolonisation in the ARWAP shows that it is enshrined in Welsh Government policy and therefore, Welsh museums are expected to adhere to this. 
	The fifth goal focuses on learning about cultural diversity. Museums therefore have a statutory obligation to ensure that the learning they provide for visitors is inclusive (Welsh Government, 2022, 62). In addition to this, the new Curriculum for Wales makes it compulsory for schools to include the teaching of diverse histories and the contributions of black, Asian and minority ethnic people (ibid, 42).This means that decolonisation work in museums has a significant audience in schools groups. This gives additional incentive for museums to undertake this work. As this work includes multiple aspects of Welsh society, undertaking decolonisation work means that Welsh museums will become increasingly relevant to new and diverse audiences. 
	The UK Government takes a different approach to decolonisation in museums. Ministers have spoken out against aspects of decolonisation work (Adams, 2020a). They are vocally opposed to the removal of objects from display and the repatriation of cultural artefacts to their source communities. This is seen in their ‘Retain and Explain’ policy which will see heritage assets and objects kept in place rather than taken off display or returned to their source communities (Stephen, 2023b). This policy was first proposed in January 2021 but only published in October 2023. However, despite it being referenced in conversations by the Government regarding museums, when published the guidance did not apply to them (Stephens, 2023b). There has also been significant outcry from government members over decolonisation work of heritage institutions. For example, the National Trust published a report linking ninety-three of their properties to trans-Atlantic slavery including Chartwell, the home of Winston Churchill caused opposition within parliament (Adams, 2020a). Amongst the opposition was the then Culture Secretary, Oliver Dowden and other Conservative MPs who accused the Trust of acting in a politically motivated way and being negative to a national hero (ibid). 
	Although the UK Government may not have included decolonisation in their policy agenda, there are other bodies within the UK that have. For example, Museums Association, a leading body in the UK sector, has developed guidance to support decolonisation in museums, indicating a sector-wide recognition of the need to address the legacy of British colonialism. This guidance aims to empower museum professionals to take action and lead change, ensuring that museums remain relevant and that their collections and displays reflect a more accurate and inclusive history (Museums Association, 2021)
It is clear that the political landscape for decolonisation is different in Wales and England but what does this mean in practice? Crucially the inclusion of decolonisation of museums and other heritage institutions in the ARWAP meant that there was funding available to implement it. A total of £2.8 million was awarded to twenty-two organisations in the culture, heritage and sport sectors (Welsh Government, 2023, 5). This included creating a training programme for all Welsh museums which aimed to help organisations understand the links between their collections and colonialism (ibid, 29). A further ten museums signed up for a free in-depth collections review (ibid). These actions have been reported as feeding into the goals discussed above. Funding has also been provided to museum Sector Support Networks (SSNs) who have in turn used this money to support local museum development in this area. For example, the Association of Independent Museums (AIM) created their Re:Collections  programme where museums were able to access expert decolonisation consultancy and apply for grants up to £15,000 to implement recommendations (AIM, n.d).
	England, however, does not have an equivalent government fund to support decolonisation work in museums. However, this does not mean that there is not good work going on in this area in England.  For example, the £15 million redevelopment of Manchester Museum Including their South Aisia Gallery is an excellent example of decolonisation work (Melvin, 2023). The Gallery was co-curated by members of the local South Asian community. They have donated objects to the Museum and co-written the interpretation (ibid). This means their voices are heard within the museum and therefore the historical narrative. Manchester Museum have also engaged in other decolonisation work including repatriating over one hundred and seventy four objects to indigenous Australian communities (Stephens, 2023a). However, it must be noted that Manchester Museum is a large university museum in a good financial position. The opportunities to redevelop galleries in the same way may not be open to smaller museums with a less secure financial position.
	These examples highlight the difference in government policy in Wales and England. It exemplifies how resources can be made available for this work when it is part of government policy. However, it is clear that just because it is not supported by the government, it does not mean that this work is not being done. Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge that without specialist funding for this work, it may be out of reach for smaller, independent or volunteer-run museums.
Public Opinion 	
Whist there is a clear divergence in the government regarding decolonisation in England or Wales, this does not necessarily mean that the opinion of the public is as clearly opposing. In the past few years, the heritage sector has often been described as being in a ‘culture war’ by the press (Adams, 2020c). A culture war is characterised by passionate confrontations between groups within the same society usually over a polarising issue (Dubin, 2006, 477). Culture wars are usually focused on political issues such as decolonisation. The backdrop of this was sixty Members of Parliament (MPs) joining a Common Sense Group to influence the UK Government’s policy on culture war topics. This group has also led criticism on culture sector developments including decolonisation work (Adams, 2020c). These developments in the political landscape can potentially galvanise public opinion on these issues.
The Common Sense Group has been extremely vocal regarding the decolonisation work undertaken by the National Trust (Adams, 2020c). However, there have also been groups created by the general public in opposition with this work. Restore Trust is a pressure group was set up in response to the Trust’s 2020 report linking ninety-three properties to slavery (Adams, 2021). Restore Trust states that its mission is to restore the National Trust’s focus to “conservation, aesthetic experience and an a-political ethos” (ibid). The group has been highly vocal in speaking out against several of the National Trust’s policies including the Trust’s involvement in Pride events (Atkinson, 2022). Restore Trust have had a lot of attention in the press such as the Daily Mail and the Telegraph and are very good at getting their message out (Adams, 2023c). However, this does not necessarily mean that they are the voice of the majority. Despite hard campaigning, Restore Trust’s proposals have been outvoted at the National Trust’s Annual General Meeting (AGM) for the past three years (Adams, 2023c). This example therefore shows that although groups like the Common Sense Group and Restore Trust are very vocal about their opinions, it does not necessarily represent the majority view of the general public or the National Trust’s membership as the Trust have continued this work and their proposals have continued to be defeated at the AGMs.
A further example of an issue that has been linked with the so called ‘culture wars’ is the memorialisation or celebration of individuals with a history of colonial violence. This discussion was galvanised in June 2020 when the statue of slave trader Edward Colston was graffitied and thrown into the harbour in Bristol. It was removed four days later by the council. It was conserved and eventually went on display in MShed (Bristol Museums, n.d). This sparked widespread debate and shined a light on statues, placenames names and museum objects with links to individuals such as Colston. Alongside the exhibition in MShed, visitors to the museum were surveyed about what they would like to happen to the statues and its plinth. The survey shows that 56% of respondents felt positive about the statue coming down (Cole et al, 2022, 5). Although this is a majority it is by a very small margin which indicates that this is indeed an issue that polarises opinion in the general public as it does in the political arena.
In Wales, similar projects are taking place. In 2021 Amgueddfa Cymru removed a picture of Thomas Picton from their galleries. Picton was the highest-ranking official to be killed in Waterloo. He was known for his cruelty during his period as the governor of Trinidad (Amgueddfa Cymru, n.d a). The removal of the portrait was not without controversy which included broadcaster, Huw Edwards, describing how he was concerned that removing the portrait was erasing history on social media (Adams, 2021). Amgueddfa Cymru subsequently worked with their youth panel on the project Reframing Picton which used art to create a greater awareness of colonialism (ibid). Although no survey of public opinion has been completed about this project, Reframing Picton was well received in the museum sector and it has been used as a best practice example of decolonisation and social justice work by the Museums Association (Amgueddfa Cymru, n.d a).
This section highlights that decolonisation work undertaken by museums and other heritage institutions can as polarising within the public discourse as it is in the political arena. However, these two examples demonstrate that instances of  decolonisation work which are considered best practice are completed in consultation with communities. The Museums Association’s Decolonisation Guidelines state that collaboration is vital to this kind of work as it gives the museums an opportunity to value other kinds of expertise such as lived experience which will inform inclusive decision making (2021, 16). It is vital that within this work that groups feel their voices are heard and it is important that museums listen and act on these voices. In addition, museum participation has numerous benefits to visitors and also is an important way of attracting new audiences to the museum (Simon, 2010, 16). If museums work in partnership with source communities, these groups may feel that the museum is in turn part of their community. Working in partnership with communities means that museums also have the potential to be spaces for dialogue about these contentious issues. 
Work of Heritage Institutions
Thus far this essay has examined the influence of politics on decolonisation and the public opinion on these practices. The next section of this essay will focus on the work that museums are doing in this area and will analyse the impact that political events and discourse and public opinion have on this work. 
	Decolonisation projects and work in museums is varied and diverse. It can take numerous different forms and involve a variety of people. This essay will consider two examples of decolonisation work from museums. The first example that this essay will examine involves the repatriation of objects back to their source communities. In October 2023, the Pitt Rivers Museum and Oxford University Museum of Natural History (OUMNH) returned the remains of eleven Aboriginal ancestors (Adams, 2023b). The basis for the Pitt River’s Museum was donated by soldier-archaeologist Augustus Pitt Rivers in 1884 (Procter, 2020, 143). Many of the objects in the collection were collected in colonial contexts (Hicks, 2020, 3). The remains were retuned to their source communities as part of a partnership between the museums, the source communities and the Australian Government (Adams, 2023b). 
The Pitt River’s Museum is engaged in a wider decolonisation project which involves a museum-wide review led by the museum’s Director, Dr Laura Van Broekhoven (Pitt Rivers Museum, n.d). This review involved researching the origins of their collections and their links to colonialism. They are also looking at how human remains are displayed within the museum. Historically, human remains were collected and displayed to perpetuate racist ideologies that non-white people were genetically inferior, and that colonisation of these people was justifiable (Hicks, 2020, 183).  
The decolonisation work at Pitt Rivers Museum is being undertaken in all departments and with staff at all levels (Pitt Rivers Museum, n.d). This is reflected in the Museums Association’s Decolonisation guidelines which states that decolonisation should be done across the institution (2021, 30). The Pitt Rivers Museum is undertaking excellent decolonisation work throughout the institution and staff are empowered and free to do this work. However, this is not necessarily the case in all museums. 
The British Museum has been the subject of controversy regarding the origins of several of its objects (Jenkins, 2016, 1). Objects such as the Parthenon Marbles and the Benin Bronzes are among those which have been subject of high profile calls for repatriation (Jenkins, 2016, 3; Hicks, 2020, 3). The British Museum has thus far not conceded to return these contested objects, with one trustee resigning in protest (Soueif, 2019). However, it is not quite as simple as this seems. The British Museum is subject to the British Museum Act 1963 which bars the trustees of the British Museum of deaccession an object from its collection unless in exceptional circumstances such as damage beyond repair (Godwin, 2020, 166). Without approval from the UK Government, the British Museum cannot legally remove objects from their permanently. There are expectations such as for Nazi-looted objects but not for objects looted in colonial contexts (ibid, 167).
This does tie the British Museum’s hands somewhat as they cannot really consider repatriation requests from colonial times even if the trustees were to consider the requests. However, the British Museum has found other ways to work with the source communities of its collection. Recently it was announced that the British Museum and the Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) would send a number of significant objects of Asante gold back to their home nation in Ghana (Stephen, 2024). The Director of the V&A, Tristen Hunt gave reassurances that this was not ‘repatriation via the back door’ as some critics had suggested (Razzall, 2024).
To date there have not been any high-profile repatriation cases from Welsh museums. However, there have been calls for museums in England to return objects to Wales. In 2023, it came to light that the British Museum had been the victim of a number of thefts allegedly perpetrated by its own staff where over two-thousand objects were stolen from the museum and sold (Adams, 2023a). This revelation undermined the British Museum’s stance that the objects in their care were better cared for by the Museum than by their source communities. This began renewed calls for the repatriation of objects, including one to Wales. In the aftermath of the thefts, Plaid Cymru politicians Mabon ap Gwynfor and Liz Saville Roberts called for the return of the Mold Gold Cape to Wales (Price, 2023). The Cape is a finely worked cape made out of a thin sheet of gold which dates to 1900-1600BCE. It was found by workmen in 1833 in Bryn-yr-Ellyllon (MacGregor, 2010, 117). It is considered an internationally significant object. The argument of those who wish the Cape to be returned to Wales is similar to the arguments made by other nations regarding the return of their material culture (Price, 2023).
When it comes to policy in Wales, as there are no cases of repatriation from Amgueddfa Cymru within the literature at the time of writing, they have pledged in their Decolonisation Charter to consider all requests for repatriation and restitution based on cooperation and understanding (Amgueddfa Cymru, n.d b, 3). The former director of Amgueddfa Cymru, wrote a piece for the Museums Journal where he states that the UK museum sector may no longer be a unified sector when it come stot h British Empire. He states that the divergent policy on decolonisation between the UK Government and the rest of the UK risks splitting the Sector (Anderson, 2021).
 It is clear from the examples above that repatriation work is very much a political issue. There is significant government interest in the repatriation of museum objects to their source communities. The UK Government has significant control over this matter in national museums and it is used as a tool to further political agendas.  It is highly likely that without a change in the UK Government’s approach and a change in legislation, the national museums which are within the scope of the British Museum Act will become out of step with the rest of the museum sector. Museums which are not covered by this Act are free to work with source communities and if appropriate engage in repatriation work. When Manchester Museum repatriated forty-three objects back to indigenous Australian communities their deputy head of collections and curator of living cultures is quotes as saying that this work is extremely important as decolonisation is about “deeds not words” (Adams, 2019). For museums to truly engage in meaningful decolonisation work, it must be accepted that repatriation is not only the most appropriate action but also the right thing to do. If museums do not have the power to engage with this as a viable option, then it must be questioned how valid their decolonisation work is. 
Conclusions
It is clear from the discussion above that the context that museums are undertaking decolonisation work is very different in Wales and England. These differences are apparent in the political arena and are reflected in the policy of their respective governments and the work of the institutions in these nations. However, it is clear that a negative governmental view of does not necessarily impede this work. Nevertheless, inclusion in government policy opens doors to funding which can enable less wealthy museums to participant in this work. 
It is also clear that the topic of decolonisation is clearly an emotive and polarising issue. Groups such as Restore Trust are very vocal about their opposition to decolonisation work however, judging from the voting record of the National Trust membership at the AGM, this may just be a loud minority. However, this work can be used as a divisive political tool which can be used to gain votes and whip up public opinion into a so called ‘culture war’. There is a danger that this important work that museums are doing could be co-opted to aid political agendas. In order to prevent this, further study is needed to analyse the impact of this work on museums visitors and the general public. Policy makers could use this research to justify changes in policy or to further develop existing programmes.
It is clear that museums must work with the general public to be open and transparent about this work. They have the potential to be spaces for dialogue about the colonial past and the past wrongs perpetrated towards indigenous people. This work is hugely important and museums can play a role in righting historical wrongs through actions such as repatriation and by including diverse voices in their interpretation. However, museum must be empowered to do this, rather than intimidated with threats of funding cuts and intimidations on social media. If museums are well supported to undertake decolonisation work, then hopefully they will be able to undertake work that can address historical wrongs and help to build a better museum sector for the future.
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