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The Museums Association Response to the Call for Views on the Impact of COVID-19 on Scotland’s Culture and Tourism Sector – May 2020
About the Museums Association 
The Museums Association (MA) is a membership organisation representing and supporting museums and people who work with them throughout the UK. Our membership of over 13,000 includes all types of museums, from small volunteer-run local museums to large national institutions and people working in all types of roles from directors to trainees. Founded in 1889, the MA was the world’s first professional body for museums. We lead thinking in UK museums with initiatives such as Museums Change Lives and Collections 2030 and provide £1.3m per year of funding for museum projects via our Esmée Fairbairn Collections Fund. During the current crisis the MA has provided workforce support through leadership and essential mentoring schemes; networks for furloughed staff; online training and events; advocacy and policy guidance; and additional funding for museums to sustain engagement with collections. For more information about the Museums Association, see our website: http://www.museumsassociation.org/home 
This response is based on consultation and feedback from members and key stakeholders in Scotland.
1. What has been the immediate impact of Covid-19 on Scotland’s museum sector?
All of Scotland’s 409 museums are currently closed to visitors due to the lockdown. This lockdown has had a number of extremely serious effects: 
· The crisis has brought about the total loss of earned income for museums from tickets, shops, cafes, private hires, events and other common ways for museums to earn income. Other sources of earned income, such as memberships and licensing contracts have also fallen sharply. This has caused an immediate cash flow crisis for some organisations as many were operating with low reserves in advance of anticipated peak season income over the spring and summer. Some museums are at risk of cash insolvency within a matter of weeks. 
· The timing of the lockdown has been particularly damaging – many museums rely on peak season trade over the spring and summer. Scotland’s longer lockdown, earlier summer holidays and reliance on international tourism mean that the sector will be disproportionately affected relative to other museums in the UK. 
· The financial crisis caused by the lockdown has been felt unevenly across the museum sector. Those museums that are most reliant on earned income are those that are hit hardest. This means that independent museums, which are generally run as charitable enterprises, are particularly threatened.  A number of prominent organisations have already issued warnings about the dire financial situation, including National Trust for Scotland (where 429 staff have been put at risk of redundancy)[footnoteRef:1],  and Industrial Museums Scotland; in addition the Scottish Community Heritage Alliance and Museums Heritage Highland have warned of the immediate threat of closure for many of their members[footnoteRef:2]. This means that there is a particular threat to many rural museums which help to attract visitors and support the wider rural economy.   [1:  https://www.nts.org.uk/our-work/emergency-measures-resulting-from-the-coronavirus-public-health-crisis]  [2:  https://www.goindustrial.co.uk/our-blog/blog-post/scotlands-independent-museums--at-risk-as-they-fall-through-gaps--in-covid-19-support ] 

· According to a survey of over 1200 heritage organisations across the UK carried out by the National Lottery Heritage Fund in the first week of April, 82% reported high or moderate risk to their organisation’s long-term viability and 46% believe they cannot survive for another six months. Our own research confirms that many museums have less than 3 months of reserves. Some museums are already making staff redundant; reducing pay to remaining staff; and not hiring seasonal staff, due to the fear that they will become cash insolvent within weeks. 
· The possibility of independent museums becoming insolvent also raises the prospect of museum collections and buildings being broken up and sold off as assets of insolvent organisations. Such an outcome would reverse decades of hard-won development and investment, and the potentially irretrievable loss of public access to much of Scotland’s culture and heritage.
· Publicly-funded and operated museums – national museums and local authority museums and ALEOs – are also facing a very significant impact. Many were already facing a reduction in income from direct local authority grants and have now lost the income that comes from earned sources. They are therefore facing large in-year deficits that will lead to cuts in staffing and operations and will undermine their ability to reopen once lockdown is lifted. Where staff have been redeployed across local authorities there is an additional question of when they will be able to return to their original posts in order to facilitate reopening. The pressure on public finances puts at risk continued public investment in these museums in the medium term. 
· University museums hold over a quarter of Scotland’s Recognised Collections of national significance and fulfil vital educational and research roles while also delivering broader engagement with local communities and beyond. They face an uncertain medium and long-term future due to the predicted ongoing financial losses sustained by universities through the unknown impacts on student recruitment, as well as their own lost commercial income. Many university museums are concerned that they will be perceived as a non-core functions by their parent bodies and disproportionately targeted in the drive to make savings. The value of university museums needs to be better appreciated and understood by decision-makers in higher education and across the culture and education portfolios.
 
· Museums are also concerned about the safety and protection of their collections during a period of prolonged closures. While most museums have thorough plans for protecting their collections, the recent thefts of items from Oxford University and from a regional museum in the Netherlands demonstrates that there is a heightened risk to collections at present.
· Museums rely on a wide network of freelancers, self-employed and temporary staff to provide frontline and back of house services (e.g. education sessions, conservation of objects, business support etc.) Self-employed people in the sector have been particularly hard hit by the crisis. Even where museums are able to honour existing contracts, future work is drying up. It is increasingly clear that the UK government scheme to help self-employed people has a number of gaps in it resulting in many people being ineligible for financial support. 
· Many museums are currently running major capital projects to build or upgrade new galleries, often part-funded by major grant-makers such as the National Lottery Heritage Fund. The lockdown is delaying major capital projects – and museums urgently need flexibility and further support from grant funders in order to avoid new cashflow crises over the course of the next year. For many grant holders, the completion of these buildings is integral to their future financial sustainability and the inability to complete these projects would place them in a precarious financial situation. Many museums are also experiencing delays to essential maintenance to their estates, creating a substantial new backlog when the lockdown ends, and potentially delaying the reopening of some sites. 
· On a more positive note, we have seen many museums step up to the plate by providing a strong digital offer during lockdown and collecting items that will help to represent the coronavirus crisis in future. Many museums have helped the national effort by providing educational resources for home-schooling, and have also donated vital PPE supplies from their conservation labs to the NHS. 
2. What public sector support has the sector received so far and how effective has it been? 
Scotland-only support
· Museums Galleries Scotland has been allocated £700,000 by the Scottish Government for an Urgent Response Fund making grants of up to £60,000 per applicant. This additional funding is welcome and appreciated although we expect it to be heavily over-subscribed, as Scotland has a high proportion of museums that are reliant on the tourist trade to cover their costs and we expect that further emergency funding will be required to support museums of all types as they seek to reopen. MGS also operate a further £115,000 Digital Resilience Fund to help museums to work digitally during the crisis.  
· The Scottish Government has also worked with third sector bodies to create a £20m Third Sector Resilience Fund[footnoteRef:3] providing grants of up to £100,000 and loans designed for charities. It is not yet clear whether museums have been successful in bidding for this funding.  [3:  https://scvo.org.uk/support/coronavirus/funding/scottish-government/third-sector-resilience-fund] 

· The Scottish Government has introduced extra rates reliefs (discounts) and one-off grants for some businesses. Museums and galleries are included among the businesses eligible to apply – but rates reliefs have had a mixed impact, as many museums operating as charities already benefitted from exemptions before the crisis. 
· The Pivotal Enterprise Resilience Fund, which is designed to get businesses back up and running or to maintain or diversify current operations, will be beneficial to some independent museums if they are able to take advantage of the fund. However, the fund is likely to be heavily oversubscribed and many will miss out. Local authority museums will also not be eligible. 
· The Creative, Tourism & Hospitality Enterprises Hardship Fund was available to small creative companies not in receipt of business rates relief. This fund, which provided hardship grants of £3000, is now closed and was also heavily over-subscribed.  
UK-wide measures
The UK-wide measures set out by the Chancellor have had a mixed impact in supporting the sector: 
· The Coronavirus Job Retention scheme has been hugely valuable to the sector in Scotland and has bought breathing space for many organisations to adapt to the crisis. According to early data from an Art Fund survey, 46% of museums in the UK are using the furlough scheme – and we believe that the vast majority of those who report not using the scheme are either ineligible (such as local authority museums) or volunteer-run. Our principal concern is that the scheme will be wound down too soon and that an increasing burden will be placed on employers to pay salary costs – while we anticipate a long period of adjustment and lower income following the end of lockdown, particularly for those museums that rely mostly on peak trading in the spring and summer in order to pay salaries throughout the year. Ending the scheme abruptly could lead to additional and unnecessary job losses and insolvencies. 
· The Coronavirus Business Loan Scheme has not been widely used by the sector. This scheme is designed for businesses that operate with a regular profit, rather than for charities which even in normal times do not generate significant surpluses. Museums would therefore be unable to pay back substantial loans over a period of six years. Furthermore, the government’s decision to only guarantee 80% of the loan value means that museums would need to guarantee the remaining 20%. Most have no way of doing so other than through the value of their collections and buildings. The mortgaging of collections would be completely contrary to the Code of Ethics for Museums and would likely not be acceptable to banks. 
· The Self Employed Income Support Scheme has been helpful to many self-employed people in the museums and heritage sectors. However, it specifically misses out many small Limited Companies, wherein the director pays themselves in dividends. These small companies have small profit margins and little reserves. It also misses out those who have only recently become self-employed and have not filed a tax return for the 2018-19. 
· There is also a growing case for reforms via the Gift Aid system which would help to direct funding to organisations that need it. At present, many museums that generated Gift Aid via their trading companies are now facing cash flow problems that mean that they will not be able to transfer Gift Aid to their charitable arms without putting the solvency of the trading arms at risk. Non-transferred Gift Aid will become liable for corporation tax in the next tax year, leaving many museums with substantial additional tax bills when they can least afford it. We propose that government should introduce a Corporation Tax holiday for charity trading arms and/or the prepayment of Gift Aid based on last year’s payments as a means to support income.
3. What support is needed to get museums in Scotland back up and running?
The MA believes that museums require clear government guidance on when they will be able to reopen to the public, and that this should be as soon as it is safe for public, staff and volunteers, and once all necessary public hygiene and social distancing measures are in place. The final decision on when to reopen should rest with individual museums based on their own operational and financial knowledge. 
In order to facilitate reopening the following support is needed:   
· Museums of all types should be eligible for ‘reopening’ grant funding during an extended period following the end of lockdown to ensure their continued survival and success
· Government should provide clear and unambiguous messages to the public on the safety of visiting museums once it is appropriate to do so
· Museums should play a prominent part in any campaign to encourage the public and international visitors to return to cultural venues in Scotland and the UK
· Any museum unable to reopen because of inability to comply with social distancing measures should be eligible for emergency funding to ensure their continued survival.
It is vital that museums continue to receive support beyond the end of the lockdown. On reopening, museums will immediately start to incur costs of operation but without the immediate return of income from ticketing, commercial income and philanthropy. The latest UK-wide public attitude research from ALVA shows that the public will be much more cautious about attending public spaces and gatherings for some time to come – 29% of UK audiences say that they are unlikely to want to return to a museums for a long time[footnoteRef:4]. In particular, it is difficult to envisage international tourism returning to pre-crisis levels for several years. The success of reopening will be further dependent on the scale of the reopening, whether this differs regionally and how many people can be permitted to sites, and how quickly other functions get up and running such as events, catering and other commercial activities museum. Without all of these components, many museums will likely be operating at a loss for some time.    [4:  https://www.museumsassociation.org/download?id=1266764 ] 

This is particularly the case if museums are expected to reopen during low season, when many will not have the funds to continue. There is a real risk that if government support schemes are withdrawn immediately, museums will face a second financial crisis due to missing out on peak season. We therefore anticipate that there will be a period of adjustment during which museums will need both public support and a reappraisal of business models in order to secure their operations in the long-term. 
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