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About UMIS 

UMIS has been in existence since the 1980s and brings together all the Accredited university 
museum services in Scotland. Our nine members hold over two million objects, and 
collec ons in five organisa ons are Recognised of Na onal Significance to Scotland under 
the Sco sh Government’s Recogni on Scheme. 

University museums support learning, teaching, and research in Sco sh universi es, while 
also being a source of wonder and inspira on for our wider communi es. UMIS members 
strive to make their collec ons to be accessible to all – ensuring programming is designed 
for (and with) our audiences. We welcome not only students and staff within our 
universi es, but also researchers, the broader community (including those tradi onally 
under-represented in museums) and schools. 

Our vision is: 

That Scotland’s university museums will be recognised as a significant intrinsic component of 
higher educa on in Scotland and make meaningful contribu ons to Sco sh life and culture. 
The value of our collec ons and knowledge we hold will be recognised as fundamental to 
learning, teaching and research worldwide. Our collec ons will be accessible to everyone – 
both physically and digitally – and act as inspira on and catalysts for research, discussion 
and debate. Our museum spaces and programming will be inclusive and open, encouraging 
and represen ng the full diversity of visitors and audiences. We will be trusted, suppor ve, 
progressive, challenging, dynamic and sustainable organisa ons, helping to break down 
barriers, educate and lead contemporary thought and prac ce. 

The UMIS partners are supported through the Museums, Galleries and Collec ons grant 
from the Sco sh Funding Council which helps the museums and collec ons (within 
universi es) develop their contribu on to teaching, research, outreach and museum 
prac ce. In addi on, UMIS accesses discrete project funding through cultural agencies 
including Museums Galleries Scotland. 

1. In our pre-budget report last year, the Commi ee described the opera ng environment 
of the culture sector as facing a “perfect storm” of long-term budget pressures, reduced 
income genera on, and increased opera ng costs. How has this evolved over the last 12 
months? What impact has the Budget for 2023- 24 had on the culture sector? 

If anything, the funding environment for the culture sector has become more challenging 
over the past 12 months. Con nuing real term cuts to culture funding coupled with single-
year se lements to public sector grant streams has, as an cipated in the UMIS response to 



the 2023/24 pre-budget scru ny, led to an environment of cau on and uncertainty. 
Increased compe on for available funding has involved dispropor onate levels of 
applica on and repor ng me when considering the resul ng ac vi es and outputs, and 
short-term single-year funding has proved challenging for longer-term planning and budget 
se ng. 

With the vola le and uncertain environment, university museums have had to priori se 
work based on cost analysis, resource, and associated risk, resul ng in more expansive or 
resource-heavy projects having to be delayed or kept on hiatus un l funding arrangements 
are more concrete in the long-term. Indeed, University Museums in Scotland has taken a 
step back from larger partnership projects this year – given the associated risk around 
longer-term funding – and has instead priori sed audi ng risk, consolida ng ac vity, and 
pu ng in place resources to aid with succession planning should funding con nue to 
diminish. 

Also marked this year was the Sco sh Government’s introduc on of the Fair Work First 
criteria for all public sector funding bodies. In the Cons tu on, Europe, External Affairs and 
Culture Commi ee Pre-Budget Scru ny 2023-24: Funding for Culture, 6th Report, 2022 
(Session 6), it states that “…the Sco sh Government outlined the commitment to 
“introduce a requirement on public sector grants recipients to pay at least the real Living 
Wage to all employees” by Summer 2022…” but follows with “…However, in “the context of 
Covid recovery and renewal, and the cost of living crisis, the Sco sh Government 
acknowledges that it will take me to implement this agenda in a sustainable way.”  

Although UMIS fully endorses (and indeed our universi es uphold) paying the real living 
wage, and our host ins tu ons have official agreements with employee unions and 
established HR prac ces to underpin employees’ ‘effec ve voice’, the speed with which the 
criteria were introduced has broader implica ons, with uncertainty and a lack of 
understanding remaining around the types and levels of evidence required. There remains 
inconsistency in how public sector funding bodies are implemen ng the criteria which is 
leading to challenges for university museums in securing grants from certain cultural bodies, 
and implica ons of resource for those funding bodies assessing evidence against the criteria. 

Another result of the current budget pressures is recruitment and reten on of staff – 
par cularly those with digital experience in the crea ve industries – which is proving difficult 
for university museums and, we believe, other public sector cultural organisa ons. O en 
contracts are offered (by necessity) on a fixed term basis and renumera on is not on a level 
with private sector organisa ons. In the context of the broader cost of living crisis poten al 
applicants, and in some cases exis ng staff, are looking elsewhere for employment. 

Finally, the impact of Brexit con nues to be felt, par cularly within university museums that 
inherently work within the European sphere. EU grants that were previously relied on to 
fund interna onal research or partnership projects (such as Horizon 2020) are no longer 
open to UK organisa ons. Although there are currently discussions around the UK’s use of 
the Horizon Europe Fund, these nego a ons are s ll ongoing. This not only means that UK 



organisa ons are unable to apply for this funding (closing off yet another funding stream for 
cultural organisa ons), but also that we are unable to partner in European projects.  

The end to a freedom of movement and the customs union is also having an effect on the 
complexi es and cost surrounding interna onal loans, borrowing, and even repatria on. 
There now exist increasingly complex and expensive export/import arrangements, delays at 
borders, increasing transport costs, complexi es around legisla on and legal status, and 
increased bureaucracy around moving collec ons, and people, between the UK and the EU. 

As a sector we are s ll naviga ng this complex environment. Some effects are s ll to be felt 
but given our historic (and current) close es with our European colleagues, what is 
apparent is that the impact to date of our exit from the EU has been marked. Without 
support and frameworks in place to fund and facilitate our work with the EU, we are in 
danger of seeing a less open knowledge exchange and partnership, and an increasing 
(imposed) cultural divide. 

In summary, although the ‘perfect storm’ the sector is seeing is ul mately around budget 
pressures, opera ng costs and income genera on, the situa on is far more complex. The 
Sco sh Government’s Cultural Strategy sets out an ambi ous vision for the cultural sector 
in Scotland – one which acknowledges the scope and impact that cultural ac vi es can have 
across society and policy areas - but this isn’t being borne out by investment. Despite best 
efforts, income sources are con nuing to diminish and without direct Sco sh Government 
support, the cultural sector will con nue to see – at best - a ‘managed decline’. 

 As a priority, the Sco sh Government needs to re-evaluate funding to culture given 
its value and the ambi ons of the Culture Strategy and re-assess funding for 
culture in terms of return on investment. The introduc on of ring-fenced 
investment will ensure the core budgets of museums do not con nue to be eroded 
and that they can fulfil their ambi ons and those of the Culture Strategy. 

 As soon as is workable, the Sco sh Government must re-instate mul -year funding 
indica ons to aid with longer term planning and organisa onal resilience. 

 Where possible, the cultural sector would benefit from support for working with 
European colleagues (in the absence of EU funding) and interna onal partners 
given the Sco sh Government’s ambi ons around an Interna onal Cultural 
Strategy. 

 

2. Our report also concluded that that this crisis provides an opportunity to accelerate 
innova ve solu ons to the budgetary pressures within the sector. What progress has been 
made on this in the last 12 months? And at a me of limited resources, what other 
innova ve approaches could the Sco sh Government take forward to support the culture 
sector? 

Despite a number of sugges ons provided by the Sco sh Government over the past couple 
of years of innova ve approaches to easing the budget pressures for cultural organisa ons, 
these don’t seem to have improved the current funding environment or provided a 



par cularly sustainable future for the Sco sh cultural sector. Nor have they addressed the 
immediate challenges faced by the sector. 

In response to the sugges on that the ministers should, in rela on to the cultural sector, find 
‘ways to increase public and private investment across the sector to allow it to recover and 
compete’ (Sco sh Government’s independent Advisory Group on Economic Recovery in the 
wake of COVID-19), UMIS responded (in the 2023/24 pre-budget scru ny) that there also 
needs to be an acknowledgement that fundraising and sponsorship ac vi es are both skilled 
and resource heavy. Given the diminished capacity of many cultural organisa ons due to 
lack of staff, absences or an overall reduc on in resource, these ac vi es can be outwith the 
capability of many museums. This situa on is, if anything, more acute as me goes on, with 
the added issue of sources of funding diminishing and increased compe on for those that 
remain. 

Despite university museums accessing a wide range of alterna ve funding sources such as 
research grants, working with the Sco sh Graduate Schools, and discrete funding for 
projects through Museums Galleries Scotland, partnering organisa ons etc., the core of our 
funding is from our universi es and through the Museums, Galleries and Collec ons grant 
from the Sco sh Funding Council. Addi onal funding accessed is generally ring fenced for 
specific projects and ac vi es rather than contribu ng to core costs, so does not offer a 
long-term solu on to the current budgetary pressures. 

There needs to be an acknowledgement that Sco sh Government budgetary decisions will 
have the greatest impact on the sustainability of the cultural sector and ul mately will 
dictate the rate of recovery. 

The ’whole system approach’ has also been men oned in the past as another poten al 
solu on, enabling cultural organisa ons to access funding from other policy areas – 
par cularly in regard to cultural prescrip on. UMIS’s response to this consulta on last year 
stated that evalua on of the University of Edinburgh’s Prescribe Culture programming 
iden fied that although the benefits of arts and sports work for wellbeing and mental ill 
health interven on are finally being acknowledged, that currently heritage benefits are not 
as well or widely recognised.  

There doesn’t seem to have been much progress in embedding culture across policy areas, 
without which the proven impact of cultural ac vi es in health and wellbeing, educa on, 
and environment for example will con nue to go unno ced. In order for the wide-ranging 
impacts of culture to become truly recognised UMIS believes that closer liaison between 
Sco sh Government por olios is essen al. Cross-por olio communica on channels within 
the Sco sh Government remain limited and rely on Ministers and ministerial offices to 
ins gate dialogue with colleagues from other departments. However, in order that cultural 
organisa ons can more effec vely make a case for their contribu on to not only the health 
and wellbeing agenda, but also to broader areas of impact, a more inclusive and open 
approach to communica on needs to be embedded, with cultural organisa ons given more 
agency and supported to open discussion with other por olio areas. 



In addi on, each policy area has its own frameworks, methodologies and approaches to 
recording and repor ng impact. In order for museums and cultural organisa ons to be 
recognised for their contribu on to these wider policy areas, there needs to be central 
support and investment in developing a shared understanding and a more cohesive 
infrastructure and framework to repor ng. 

Finally, during and immediately post-Covid, UMIS and the broader museums sector proved 
its agility and resourcefulness working together and collabora ng with wider organisa ons, 
maintaining (and in some cases increasing) their impact and showing a consistency of 
ac vity and output. 

Digital work and addi onal engagement ac vi es developed during the pandemic may be 
con nuing – and indeed now be embedded within programming - but the resource required 
to maintain this work while ge ng back to ‘business as usual’ and facing unprecedented 
pressures on budgets and staffing cannot be overes mated. As previously men oned, 
funding leveraged from grants or other sources is o en programme or project specific, and 
while ‘innova ve approaches’ developed during Covid con nue there has been no real 
consolida on me (or budget) to assess and evaluate how to take this ac vity forwards in a 
sustainable manner. In order to ensure that this work - and the core work of museums - 
con nues, it needs to be resourced. 

 Core ring-fenced investment is essen al to ensure that the cultural sector in 
Scotland does not con nue to decline and that ‘innova ve approaches’ developed 
during Covid con nue to benefit our communi es. 

 More implicit and explicit recogni on of the inclusion of culture within planning 
and strategy across por olios, as well as support and guidance in impact repor ng 
within other por olio areas, would serve to increase cohesion and recogni on of 
the importance of culture more broadly, leveraging funding and investment and 
enabling growth of capacity. 

 Cultural organisa ons, or those represen ng them, need to be given greater 
agency for cross-por olio liaison, with the Sco sh Government commi ng to 
embedding a cross-Governmental approach. 

 

3. The Commi ee called for the forthcoming refreshed Culture Strategy Ac on Plan to 
provide a clear and strategic sense of how the Sco sh Government is working to ensure a 
more sustainable future for the sector. How should the refreshed Culture Strategy Ac on 
Plan help to inform future budgetary decisions within the culture sector? 

A number of strategies and frameworks exist that that give ambi ous and wide-ranging 
objec ves for museums – the Sco sh Government Culture Strategy, Museums Galleries 
Scotland’s Museums Strategy, the poten al introduc on of a Sco sh Interna onal Cultural 
Strategy, and others such as those of Historic Environment Scotland and Na onal Museums 
Scotland, not to men on other social impact strategies such as those around environment, 
place, health and wellbeing etc. 



In the case of university museums, this is coupled with strategies from Higher Educa on – 
those of our host universi es, the Sco sh Funding Council, Sco sh Government’s 
Universi es Policy, Sco sh Government’s Strategic Research Programme 2022 to 2027 and 
Research Strategy for Sco sh Educa on, those of par cular research organisa ons etc. 

Given there is a recogni on of the pressures facing the cultural sector, UMIS is keen to see 
this Ac on Plan being realis c, offering support, and ul mately providing a construc ve 
route map to sustainability. Given the current financial climate, it is essen al that any Ac on 
Plan produced does not expand the outputs or contribu on expected from museums and 
cultural organisa ons, but instead provides tangible ways in which the sector can be 
supported to achieve already ambi ous expecta ons.  

Ul mately, and as men oned earlier, there needs to be a recogni on of the exis ng wide-
ranging impacts of museums and cultural organisa ons across the Na onal Performance 
Framework and policy areas rather than an assump on that more can be achieved given the 
current climate. By outlining how these exis ng impacts could poten ally be resourced and 
truly embedded, how impact can be recorded and reported across policy areas, and what 
steps can be taken to broaden the recogni on of and investment in culture, the Ac on Plan 
could offer a realis c direc on through which the cultural sector could be sustained. 

Finally, without investment and financial support to take ac vity forwards, there is a danger 
that the cultural sector will not have the resource to adopt the proposed Ac on Plan. 

 It is essen al that the Ac on Plan both recognises and aligns with the other 
extensive strategies and frameworks that exist for cultural organisa ons. 

 Rather than focusing on addi onality, the Ac on Plan should consolidate and 
acknowledge the exis ng far-reaching impacts of culture across policy areas and 
offer solu ons as to how these can be evidenced and financed more broadly. 

 In order that the Ac on Plan is prac cable and useful to the cultural sector, the 
Sco sh Government will need to commit to appropriately inves ng in and 
resourcing the proposed ac ons. 

 

 

 


