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Dear Simon Mays and Joseph Elders 

 

Thank you for alerting us to the existence of the new APABE website.  It is useful to see how 

APABE defines itself.  Following a review of the website and consultation through its network, 

however, HAD has some concerns about APABE’s remit and membership.  Some of these we were 

able to discuss with Simon and Sebastian Payne at the Oxford meeting on Friday 6 August, which 

was very useful; nonetheless, following that discussion, some concerns remain.   

 

APABE states that it is concerned with all aspects of the treatment of archaeological burials, and 

that it will do this by interpreting the two existing guidance documents, and if necessary producing 

new or revised guidance.  There is a clear implication here that APABE could take the lead in 

revising not only the Church of England/English Heritage guidance for Christian burials, but also 

the DCMS Guidance for the Care of Human Remains in Museums.  Although on Friday, Sebastian 

explicitly said that APABE would not be looking to revise the DCMS Guidance, the wording on the 

website quite clearly implies that it could do so; that the Guidance is noted as a primary source 

document for APABE in its decision-making processes further supports this implication.  If this is 

not the case, APABE should make it explicit. 

 

HAD continues to have concerns about APABE straying into the museum sphere, as we stated in 

our original consultation response, along with many other respondents.  The justification included in 

the website – that APABE does not want to erect artificial divisions between museum and 

archaeological spheres – does not hold up to scrutiny.  Real divisions do exist in the training, the 

professional bodies and the essential purposes of those people who work in the archaeological or 

museum sectors.  On the whole, they do deal with completely different issues.  While it is very 

important there be clear communication and co-operative discussion between any bodies working 

within the different sectors providing guidance on human remains, in HAD’s view advice about 

human remains in museums really must be undertaken by a museum body, ideally the HRSSN 

itself.   

 

HAD also has some concerns about the membership of the panel being limited to those working in 

professional settings and circumstances.  The Terms of Reference on the APABE website state that 

it wishes ‘always to maintain sufficient breadth and diversity to provide good advice on the full 

breadth of relevant matters’.   
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As far as we can see, the panel does not include those with skills and expertise in the social and 

religious aspects surrounding human remains, with the sole exception of the Church of England, 

which surely constrains the panel from understanding many of the key issues which have arisen - 

and will continue to arise - today.  There is in fact a real danger that the concerns shown for human 

remains by minority faiths could be further misunderstood, and as a result marginalized.   

 

On Friday Sebastian said that APABE would not wish to give advice outside its sphere of expertise, 

and as an example suggested it would not wish to give advice if an explicitly religious issue were to 

be presented.  If this is the case, then we feel that this should be clearly stated within the Terms of 

Reference on the APABE website, ie. that APABE would not be prepared to give advice if it felt an 

issue were outside its sphere of expertise.   

 

However, and perhaps more crucially and revealingly, we would point out that for HAD and many 

others every human remains issue is explicitly religious in its nature; to those for whom human 

remains are ancestral persons, they are indubitably and unconditionally sacred.  It is unclear to us, 

therefore, how APABE could possibly make a distinction between a religious and nonreligious 

issue.  Consequently, we remain seriously concerned about the lack of understanding within the 

membership of APABE, limited as it is to those with professional expertise in archaeology, 

osteology and Christian theology. 

 

Some of the points we have made here were evident in a great many of the responses to the 

consultation, and it is disappointing that APABE has to a large extent ignored them those concerns.  

Indeed, HAD would like to challenge APABE’s definition of its own remit within its Terms of 

Reference, and look forward to a full response from the panel. 

 

Yours 

Emma Restall Orr 

 
 


