
In May 1987, British Archaeological
News – British Archaeology’s
predecessor – published an article
summarising a UK-wide survey of
“archaeological societies and kindred
bodies”. This found an estimated 480
societies representing around 100,000
individuals. Twenty-three years later,
another Council for British
Archaeology (CBA) survey of voluntary
groups and societies has identified at
least 2,030 groups, representing
somewhere in the region of 215,000
individuals.

The last decade has seen a wealth of
new funding opportunities, enabling
community projects such as Waltham
Cross, Scotland’s Rural Past and
Digging Dad’s Army to markedly

increase the opportunities for real,
active participation in archaeology.
Not only have such projects
contributed a great deal of
archaeological knowledge, often to
topics and regions not favoured by
academic or developer-funded work,
but they have also changed the very way
in which research is conducted. 

For some, this dramatic growth in
participation comes with heightened
risk to the archaeological record:
increase the number of projects
involving or run by “amateurs”, so the
argument goes, and the impact on
archaeological material through
excavation, fieldwalking and even
landscape survey will also increase, not
helped by the use of diverse, often not

standardised, recording techniques.
The reality is more complex. Many
local societies have a long tradition of
high-quality archaeological research
that reaches back before the very
existence of a profession. Newer
groups too have in many cases worked
hard to develop the skills and
experience needed to gather and
interpret complex archaeological
evidence.

To try to understand this situation
more fully, the CBA launched the
Community Archaeology Research
Project, part of a Headley Trust-
funded initiative, aimed at identifying
the activities, location, scale and
support needs of community and
voluntary archaeology in the UK. TheTI
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Clockwise from
main: The Ticknall
Archaeological
Research Group,
supported by
Archaeological
Project Services,
has HLF funds for a
three-year project
to explore potteries
in Derbyshire;
young people on
community service
work with Festung
Guernsey, a new
voluntary group
studying second
world war heritage;
the Lochaber
Archaeological
Society at a metal
detector survey at
Fort William

We are hearing much about “community archaeology”. Is it a recent movement
which has changed the landscape of archaeology? Or has it been around 

for years, if not always recognised? What exactly is it, anyway? 
Suzie Thomas and Dan Hull report on a major new survey    

10 Issue 113 July August 10 Community_Community  31/05/2010  15:14  Page 34



Above: A new
Council for British
Archaeology survey
has found over
2,000 archaeologi-
cal voluntary
groups and 
societies in Britain
(mapping software
excludes the Isle of
Man and the
Channel Islands) 

Above right:
Members of the
Community
Landscape and
Archaeology
Survey Project
(CLASP) excavating
the Whitehall
Roman villa,
Northamptonshire

project report is now available online
(see endnote). This provides more than
a mere snapshot of voluntary
archaeology in the early 21st century. It
reveals some important issues, some of
them affecting the archaeological
discipline as a whole. 
For example, those participating in

archaeological projects at a non-
professional level have training needs.
But it is clear that many archaeological
practitioners themselves are in need of
better training and guidance in order to
work with local groups and societies, as
well as with individual volunteers and
hard to reach audiences. Equally, there
are still real concerns from paid
archaeologists about the standards of
work carried out by voluntary groups –

sometimes justified, at other times
based on prejudice or misconceptions. 
Note that in this article, by

“community archaeology” we mean
something that is essentially bottom-
up: a local group, perhaps connected by
area of residence or cultural affiliation,
chooses to undertake archaeological
research, often supported by
professional archaeologists. By
contrast, in a top-down approach such
archaeologists take the lead in
developing a project or inviting
volunteers into their own work. This
can offer volunteers and non-
professionals valuable opportunities to
engage directly with heritage, but it
may more usefully be described as
archaeological outreach.

Impressive range
Recently community archaeology
projects have flourished and gained a
higher profile for voluntary research.
Since 2008 the Marsh Archaeology
Award has celebrated particularly
successful projects such as Royton
Lives through the Ages (led by the
Royton Local History Society) and the
Glen Feshie project (led by the North
of Scotland Archaeological Society).
Community projects have regularly
featured in this magazine, such as the
Wallingford Burgh to Borough
Research Project, Oxfordshire, which
relied heavily on the involvement of
local volunteers (May/Jun 2009) and
the community excavations at Mellor,
Cheshire (Jan/Feb 2010). There is also a
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noticeable rise in academic research
projects and journal articles examining
the concept of community
archaeology, often using specific case
studies. 
Yet there was a need to look beyond

the few examples that are often cited,
and, perhaps for the first time on this
scale, at the situation in all parts of the
UK, including the Crown
Dependencies. To this end, and to help
inform the CBA’s growing support for
the voluntary sector, Suzie Thomas was
appointed to the new post of
community archaeology support
officer in January 2009. 
Her first task was to establish exactly

what is going on in voluntary and
community archaeology today. She
spent several months updating the
CBA’s list of known archaeological
groups. There were an impressive 504
usable responses to a questionnaire
survey, and no shortage of offers from
groups and organisations to visit. She
interviewed representatives from 45
voluntary groups and societies, and
visited 38 organisations, including
museums, universities, heritage trusts
and archaeological contractors. The
result is a wealth of new data. We will
discuss here some of the most
significant findings and their
implications.
The survey highlighted the

impressive range of group research
activities. These include archival

research, fieldwalking, excavation,
finds processing, recording buildings,
geophysical, landscape and
topographic surveys, marine
archaeology, metal detecting and
conservation. 
One of the key issues which

emerged, perhaps not surprisingly, was
that of training. Members of some
groups are experienced and skilled,
having worked on numerous sites and
projects – and they often include
trained archaeologists. However, this is
not always the case. The need for
training in historical research, finds
identification, excavation and
surveying was particularly highlighted
by groups.
However, it was not just the

voluntary sector which considered
training important. Interviews with
both volunteers and professionals
confirmed that many archaeologists
lack community skills. Many top-down
outreach projects describe themselves
as “community archaeology”, even
where there was little evidence of the
“community” with whom the projects
were supposed to “engage” having any
powers of decision or ownership.
People reported difficult experiences
with archaeologists who seem
uninterested in the volunteers they are
working with. There were accusations
of tokenism, with local communities
involved in projects only because the
sponsoring body required it. 

Such cynical approaches to
community archaeology are not found
everywhere, but appear often enough
to remain worrying. It need not be the
archaeologists who are at fault:
managing and working with non-
professionals is often misunderstood.
Perceptions of volunteers as free labour
and of volunteer management as a
simple add-on to existing tasks are
declining, but still present. There are
practical issues such as risk assessment,
insurance, and health and safety, as well
as disclosure checks to consider if
working with young people or
vulnerable adults. 
People skills are also needed,

including monitoring and supervision
of volunteers, that might require
particular attention. Websites such as
Volunteering England
(volunteering.org.uk) and the
Community Service Volunteers
Consultancy (csv.org.uk) have
examples of good practice, and advice
and training available for volunteer
managers – but it may be that people
working in archaeology are not using
this existing support.
At a busy excavation insufficient

time can be put aside for volunteer-
focused work; experienced
archaeologists may lose patience,
forgetting that volunteers are often less
confident than trained professionals.
On the other hand, in interviews some
more experienced volunteers
complained of being patronised by
recently-graduated, often much
younger, site supervisors. 
Where archaeological organisations

do aim to involve communities by
opening up their projects, more

Above: Members of
St Asaph
Archaeological
Society excavate
Tan Y Llan at
Ysceifiog,
Flintshire. The
group has worked
on the site for a few
years, and found
that participation in
the 2009 Festival of
British Archaeology
attracted much
local interest

Right: CBA North
members learn
about weapons and
armour at Flodden
battlefield,
Northumberland.
Like many of the
CBA’s regional
groups, CBA North
organises regular
opportunities for
voluntary
participation,
including recent
survey work at
Lammerside castle,
Cumbria 
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Right: The meeting
room of the
Spalding
Gentleman’s
Society,
Lincolnshire, the
“earliest provincial
association for the
encouragement of
antiquarianism”.
Though most
activities now occur
at the more
spacious grammar
school, this room is
maintained and
members are
responsible for the
care of the museum
artefact collection
and the library
holding several
centuries of
publications

Below right: A
trustee of the
Carrickfergus
Gasworks
Preservation
Society, Co Antrim,
explains the site’s
industrial heritage.
The voluntary
trustees are
challenged to
change a common
perception that
such sites are of
interest only to a
specialist minority

thought needs to be given to the
volunteers’ role, and to the
organisations’ reasons and motivations.
It may be more appropriate not to
work with volunteers at all if they are
not going to receive adequate support,
creating negative impressions that may
preclude later public backing for
archaeological projects. 
One volunteer, for example,

described her experience at a site
project-managed by an archaeological
contractor. Although the volunteers
had been promised hot drinks, they
were told on one particular day that
this was not going to be the case. The
volunteers later discovered that a
coffee urn was in fact on site, but for
“staff only”. With such experiences, it
is perhaps easy to understand the ill
feeling that some hold towards
professionals. Another archaeological
group complained that its local
authority, including the archaeological
staff, rarely took its concerns seriously;
an experience echoed by some civic
societies. 

Genuine concerns
Professional archaeologists often have
stereotypes of the overly-keen
“amateur” ready to dig holes without
really understanding how to do this in
an acceptable manner. Others worry
about connections between amateur
and “pseudo” archaeology. As one
Norwegian colleague remarked at a
conference in Italy in September: “I
hate community archaeology: it’s full of
weirdos”. Of course, this is just one
opinion, and may reflect the weaker
tradition in the rest of Europe of what
was recently described by former Parks
Canada archaeologist Bruce Fry as
“that mainstay of British archaeological
tradition, the society of local
amateurs”. Compared with many
European countries, often with stricter
legislation about access to
archaeological sites, there is already
greater opportunity for voluntary
involvement in archaeology in the UK. 
From the volunteers’ point of view, it

is clear that many are concerned about
how other archaeologists view them.
The term “amateur” is certainly
problematic due to its unprofessional
connotations. Many will point out that
volunteers may not be trained as
archaeologists, but will bring with
them life experiences and skills and
perspectives from different disciplines,
enriching the diversity of

archaeological research. These
participants widely preferred the term
“voluntary”. 
Yet there are still genuine

professional concerns about the
activities of some voluntary groups. For
example, storage and conservation of
material from fieldwork – voluntary or
paid in origin – are problems widely
recognised across the whole discipline.
Fieldwalking is a rewarding and
enjoyable activity for many groups, and
has enhanced our understanding of
past human activity across many rural
landscapes. But the selection and
retention of the processed material can
be a real challenge, particularly for
over-stretched local authority
museums. There are also serious issues
with what happens to post-excavation
material, including paper archives. 
Many community archaeology

projects, however led, obtain funds
from bodies such as the Heritage
Lottery Fund (HLF). From 2000 to
2006 the Local Heritage Initiative
(LHI) small grants programme funded
projects across the UK; 166 were
classed as archaeological (see
www.lhi.org.uk). Heritage trails were
produced, and educational leaflets and
booklets, and even documentary
videos. However, some archaeologists
have voiced concerns. 
LHI projects required a concluding

report, as HLF-funded projects
supported through streams such as
Your Heritage do now. These reports
tend to emphasise the community
engagement and participant
experience, and not the archaeological
results. There seems to be growing
interest from community groups in
archaeological projects, and clearly any
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Above: Volunteers
excavate cobbled
floors in the ruined
18th century
Bishop’s Palace at
Downhill, Co
Londonderry, a
former grand house
with attached
offices

funding is extremely welcome.
Improving the quality of grant-funded
archaeological work, and standardising
records and documentation, would
avoid inadvertent destruction or poor
recording. 
This is an issue that needs exploring

more carefully. HLF-funded projects,
reflecting a wide range of disciplines,
already have an eclectic range of
assessment criteria. Rather than add to
these, perhaps archaeologists should
take more responsibility. Volunteers,
especially those with less experience,
should feel comfortable about asking
for advice. It should be clear in
numerous and accessible formats
where such advice, support and

encouragement can be found. 
Some local authority archaeologists

have suggested that every such
authority should have a dedicated
community archaeologist, which would
certainly ensure at least one point of
contact for voluntary groups. Currently
only a handful of county councils, such
as Leicestershire, Shropshire and
Surrey, employ community
archaeologists – others look at these
posts with envy. In Leicestershire, for
example, not only is voluntary
involvement widespread but the
historic environment record has been
significantly enhanced.
However, despite widespread feeling

that these roles are extremely valuable,

they are threatened by budget cuts
brought about by the recession, as well
as the temporary nature of much
funding. Leicestershire county council,
with a history of over 30 years of
community archaeology support, may
no longer have a community
archaeologist by 2011. Heritage
Enterprise, Surrey county council’s
archaeological service, has a dedicated
community archaeologist: but HLF
funding for this ends in October,
although it is hoped that further
funding will extend beyond this date. 
Thus, when it appears that interest

in archaeology is rising, the support for
that interest may all but disappear in
some places if decision-makers do not
appreciate its importance. The gravity
of this is revealed by the CBA’s new
survey. This indicates a direct link
between the level of contact that a
voluntary group has with professional
archaeologists, and the likelihood it
will produce digital records and printed
reports of their work.

What next?
The CBA’s research has shed light on a
number of issues. Some of these many
of us know about anecdotally, even
intuitively, others are more surprising.
The full report is now released, and the
questionnaire results will soon be
available to anyone for analysis. 
Many findings will help enhance and

upgrade the CBA’s award-winning
Community Archaeology Forum
(CAF), a website dedicated to the
celebration, support and signposting of
community archaeology
(britarch.ac.uk/caf). The related
community archaeology email
discussion list (accessed via CAF’s
homepage) also continues to grow,
with more and more groups and
individuals joining and contributing.
The Community Archaeology
Research Project will also lead to
further research and developments by
the CBA. 
For example, discussions are

underway with the Institute for
Archaeologists (IfA), English Heritage
and the Heritage Lottery Fund, to
produce guidance for voluntary
projects, based on the IfA’s own
standards, but in a more accessible
style. This is to meet a now-identified
demand within the voluntary sector for
clearer guidance, particularly in
practical field research. Discussions,
too, are underway to help those who
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award grants, ensure that the
archaeological requirements for
carrying out community projects are
made clearer to potential applicants. 

Funding has been applied for a series
of placements, not unlike the current
IfA workplace learning bursaries, but
focused specifically on community
archaeology needs – a decision on this
is expected imminently. This will
enable archaeologists to learn
community engagement skills from
organisations that have been identified

as exhibiting best practice. At a time of
recession, it will benefit the discipline
as a whole by providing opportunities
for skilled archaeologists to expand
their knowledge and experience.

The CBA has had a history of
supporting all sectors of archaeology,
including volunteers, for over 65 years.
Importantly, this is something that we
will continue to do, aided greatly by
this latest set of data on the current
state of voluntary action in archaeology
in the UK. More regular surveys are

needed, and are likely to indicate a
voluntary sector which continues to
grow and evolve. Hopefully the
discipline will be equipped to support,
encourage and embrace that
enthusiasm.

Suzie Thomas is community archaeology

support officer at the CBA, and Dan Hull

was until recently head of information and

communications. Community Archaeology

in the UK: Recent Findings can be found at

britarch.ac.uk/news/100430-community
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Clockwise from
above: The Ulster
Archaeology
Society record an
18th century kelp
kiln at Strangford
Lough, Co Down;
Downpatrick YAC
and Moira O’Rourke
at the 18th century
house at Castle
Ward; the UAS
record a neolithic
court tomb at
Fairhead, Co Antrim 
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