
Industrial Heritage South East Network Mee�ng 

Amberley Museum 1st June 2023 

 

Introduc�on 

Michael Nevell (MDN) as the Industrial Heritage Support Officer (IHSO) for England was the 
host for the mee�ng. It was the first in-person South East regional network mee�ng since 2019 and 
the second one led by MDN, as within three weeks of MDN star�ng the job the country went into 
lockdown. The inten�on is to have two network mee�ngs for each of the ten regions in England a 
year – one on Zoom during the autumn and winter and in-person mee�ngs in spring and summer. 
The in-person mee�ngs give greater opportunity for networking then online as were able to speak to 
an individual rather than the whole group when a topic may be of limited interest. 

Outline of the day reiterated – IHSO role and how it is developing, Catrina Burton from 
Amberley Museum talking about the museum and its use of volunteers, discussion about the role of 
volunteers within industrial heritage and the issues arising in the post-pandemic situa�on. A�er 
lunch there is a chance of a tour around the museum. 

Went around the room with people introducing themselves and the organisa�on they 
represent and their role within it. 

It was agreed that the minutes would be circulated and will include contact details of the 
atendees. 

 

Role of Industrial Heritage Support Officer – MDN 

 MDN was appointed as IHSO in March 2020 and funding for the role has been extended un�l 
March 2025. Work is being done to extend the posi�on un�l 2028 (and beyond) as it was evident 
that the sector s�ll needed the support provided by the role of IHSO. There are c. 600 sites that come 
within the remit of IHSO – they have to be protected, interpreted and open to the public (there are 
many more sites that do not fall within this defini�on, such as watermills that have been converted 
into holiday homes). The posi�on was originally created in 2012 following a report into the state of 
industrial heritage in England. Funding for the posi�on is mainly from Historic England, though there 
are grants from other sources such as IGMT and the AIA. 

 Because some sites have be found to come within the defini�on used that were not on the 
original list some sites have been added while others no longer meet the criteria, MDN is currently 
finalising the update of the database of sites, which had originally drawn-up in 1998. This excluded 
sites rela�ng to transport, watermills, windmills and �demills. There are regional spreadsheets that 
will be distributed, in due course. Aten�on is then going to be turned to watermills. The inten�on is 
for all the sites to be mapped onto Google Maps and for these to be added to the two websites run 
by the IHSO (htps://industrialheritagesupport.com/ and htps://industrialheritagenetworks.com/). 
From the maps links will be included to the websites of the individual sites, museums and loca�ons. 
This would be a way of them ge�ng some publicity. 

 From 2022 there has been a refocus of the IHSO role to look at the condi�on of sites and 
resilience. As part of this he has made a funding proposal to Historic England to have a consultant 
engaged for a couple of months to look at the situa�on regarding regional industrial heritage sites 

https://industrialheritagesupport.com/
https://industrialheritagenetworks.com/


and the ownership/management structure. It is clear that the ownership of sites is changes as 
reflected in the fact that the number of local authority owned or run sites has decreased from 25% 
to 18%. This refocusing will not take away from IHSO’s role of providing support and training for 
organisa�ons in industrial heritage. MDN has plans to give online training in the next six months on 
climate change & net zero and on heritage crime. Historic England are due to publish their Industrial 
Heritage Strategy, which men�ons the IHSO role. 

MDN men�oned that the there is also assistance available for the museum sector as a whole 
(their funding comes from The Arts Council) from the Museum Development groups 
(htps://southeastmuseums.org/). From the website you can see what they can provide and sign-up 
for their newsleter.  

 One recent development is the decision for three student internships in a partnership with 
Keele University and Ironbridge. One of these will be overseen by MDN. This person will be involved 
with sta�onary steam engines. Interviews will be star�ng in the week commencing 6th June 2023 and 
appointments should be made soon a�er. Contact details for people at the relevant industrial 
heritage groups will be given to the interns. 

Copies of the slides used in the presenta�on will be circulated with the minutes. 

 

Amberley Museum – Catrina Burton (Museum Director) 

 Catrina Burton (CB) gave a brief overview of the museum. It is a large site with over 50 
buildings (ranging from schedule monuments, to relocated buildings to reconstruc�ons as well as the 
natural environment. The museum covers a wide range of sectors including transport, trades, 
communica�on, etc as well as industries of the South East. As a result there is plenty for the c. 
60,000 visitors who come each year to see. Especially as it is a working museum with demonstra�ons 
and cra�workers running their businesses onsite (such as a poter, a blacksmith and a stained glass 
ar�st). 

 Currently the museum has 320 volunteers split into 37 groups that cover different areas. 
There are roles that involve interac�ng with visitors and others behind the scenes. Volunteers are 
also involved with the various events that are run throughout the year. 

 The museum has been involved in the Men@Work project funded by the Na�onal Lotery. 
The funds were given just before Covid and do the project was extended. The money was used to 
engage a volunteer co-ordinator. The emphasis was on the wellbeing benefits of volunteering for the 
individuals as well as the organisa�on. During lockdown the co-ordinator helped people remain 
feeling connected even though they were not able to par�cipate. Once funding ended it was decided 
to retain the co-ordinator as a member of staff, with funding coming from other sources. The 
Men@Work project helped to recruit more volunteers. During lockdown the co-ordinator and 
trustees kept in touch with volunteers to provide support. In doing that they discovered that their list 
was out of dated and recorded about double the number of ‘ac�ve’ volunteers. It is possible that this 
con�nued contact that resulted in only one volunteer deciding not to return when the museum 
reopened (and that departure seems to due to a refusal to do the H&S training). 

 The hope is to recruit a wider pool of volunteers – especially aimed at younger and female 
volunteers. Shows them that the museum is not just about machinery but there are a whole range of 
ac�vated that can be done. If anyone expresses an interest they are visit so they have a chance to 
learn more about the possibili�es and get insight from current volunteers. They are then invited to 

https://southeastmuseums.org/


taster sessions so they can have more informa�on about which group may suit them best. H&S 
training is given before they start.  

 Emphasis is made of the benefits of volunteering – reduces social isola�on, the feeling of 
doing something worthwhile, can provide respite from caring du�es. Recently they have had dealing 
with vulnerable adults. Regular volunteer days are held so that they have the chance to mix with 
other groups. 

 

Volunteering Discussion 

 At Amberley Museum as system of ‘fobbing’ in and out, which replaced the old signing in 
and out system. Has several advantages – people tend to remember to do it and so there are 
accurate records of who is on site (tendency for people to forget to sign out), easier to keep records 
of ac�ve volunteers up to date, but also from the database produced can calculate the FTE of the 
work done by volunteers each month. This informa�on can be valuable when seeking funding. 

 Common to all the organisa�ons represented was that volunteers tended to want to work on 
specific projects (such as working on aircra� or other machinery) and rejec�ng other ac�vi�es. Some 
people will reject the idea of doing people-facing roles or doing boring, rou�ne ac�vi�es that are 
required to make the site run. People have to be made aware from the start that they can’t pick and 
choose what they do and that some�mes they will have to pitch-in and help do whatever needs to 
be done. There can be many different types of volunteer roles available at the larger sites and so can 
poten�ally atract a wide range of people – from the gregarious who love to interact with visitors, to 
those who what to maintain the machinery and exhibits to those wan�ng to do brush-clearing or 
behind the scenes work. When pu�ng on events there can be extra complica�ons – far more 
volunteers needed than on non-event days and possibly having to follow addi�onal legisla�on 
relevant to the ac�vity (such as the Mari�me and Coastguard Agency rules when doing canal trips).  

 A greater issue for small, volunteer led sites was lone working (though this could happen on 
larger sites to some extent, as well). Gives rise to H&S safety issues. To address this larger sites (such 
as Ironbridge and Amberley Museums have a duty officer on site. Small sites do not have the 
capacity to do this. There can be an issue of volunteers coming in on unofficial days to do a bit of 
addi�onal work (such as strimming weeds) when no one else is there. At the best of �mes the 
smaller sites can have a problem of knowing who is on the premises as there can be a reluctance to 
sign-in (and is working out-of-hours may be unable to sign-in even if they wanted to). All this could 
have issues with insurance if someone injured or something damaged. 

 

Other Maters 

 Visitors numbers across the museum sector as a whole were down 25% in 2022 compared to 
the pre-pandemic figures. This reduc�on was reflected in the industrial heritage sites. For 2023, so 
far, it has been a very mixed picture with no consistent trend visible. Some sites are s�ll finding 
visitor numbers very depressed, others have seen a recovery though not to pre-pandemic levels, 
while some have found their numbers have exceeded 2019 level. However, there is a concern that 
the cost of living crisis could lead to further suppression of numbers as households have less money 
for discre�onary spending. 



 Linked to visitor numbers is the mater of school visits. While those from schools in the local 
area have resumed as it was possible to maintain links those from schools that are further away are 
reduced. This could be a reluctance for schools to travel far (higher transport costs and more �me 
out of the learning day while on the coach).  

 The restric�on of local authority budgets has also been affec�ng industrial heritage sites. 
With the cultural sector not being a statutory obliga�on it is vulnerable when councils want to cut 
spending. There has been the possibility of council grants being withdrawn and moving to full-
repairing leases. These factors mean there is a need for the industrial heritage sector to look for a 
financially sustainable structure for the future. 

 Another issue is when the land/building owner decided they want to terminate the 
rela�onship and use the property for another purpose. This happened with the Brewery Museum in 
Burton-on-Trent when Molson Coors decided to use the old brewery buildings as its headquarters 
(having sold its old offices). Though it has promised a new loca�on for the collec�on being away from 
the brewery buildings reduced the heritage. 

 MDN was asked if any thought had been given to the archives rela�ng to the different 
industries. One of the problems is that records that have survived may not be kept on the relevant 
historic sites but are with individuals. While the holders may be willing to make them publicly 
accessible there is the issue of knowing who holds what. MDN stated that there is a reluctance for 
museums to hold archives that are outside their core area and local authority archives and local 
studies centres probably do not have the staff or space to take over collec�ons (especially if they are 
not solely relevant to the locality). A lot of business records are being lost forever when old mills, 
factories, and other industrial sites are being demolished or repurposed. The Mills Archive Group is 
excellent at storing, preserving and dealing with the archives rela�ng to mills and may be able to 
help and advise what can be done for other industry groups. 

 

Tour 

 A�er lunch we are given a brief tour of part of the site of Amberley Museum by Brian 
Johnson (BJ) the trustee of Amberley Museum . BJ gave a brief history of the site and how it has 
expanded; in part as other groups have come in to use them as their base(such as Southdown 
Omnibus Trust). It is a con�nuing task to maintain and to improve the museum. At the back of the 
entrance to the museum BJ explained that it had been the kiln and bagging shed for the limeworks. 
Amberley Museum had obtained funding from Museum Estates and Development Fund (MEND - 
htps://www.artscouncil.org.uk/museum-estate-and-development-fund-mend ) to preserve the 
building and display its func�on while improving the entrance and accessibility to the museum. 

https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/museum-estate-and-development-fund-mend

