
Consultation Response
to the change from APACBE to an Advisory Panel on the Archaeology 

of Burials in England (APABE)

Would a single panel for advice and the promulgation of good practice on issues connected with all 
ancient burials in England be useful?

That this question refers to ‘burials’ and not human remains implies that the remit of such a body 
would be to offer advice concerning the protection of burial sites, decisions about whether or not 
excavation were appropriate and acceptable, and the process of archaeological excavation.  

As to what happens to human remains and related artefacts after excavation, it is implied in the 
consultation invitation that such a body would look to provide guidance as to the care of human 
remains in museums, interpreting and updating the 2005 DCMS document.  English Heritage, the 
Church of England and the Ministry of Justice are not  museum organizations and do not have the 
appropriate knowledge and expertise to take the lead in providing such advice, nor to be responsible 
for any revisions or updating to the DCMS Guidance on the Care of Human Remains in Museums.  
Indeed, we would question whether they are in the best position to propose what such an advisory 
body should be.

Given that decisions are currently made by individual authorities, with the only archaeological 
advisory body being APACBE for Christian burials, having one source of guidance could ensure a 
useful consistency for burials irrespective of their age, provenance and cultural or religious context. 

The remit of this proposed body  does, however, need to be clarified. It should focus exclusively on 
decision-making about burial sites and the archaeological process of excavation, and avoid 
attempting to extend into museum issues. Its criteria for offering advice would need to extend 
beyond the scientific and archaeological value of burial sites and human remains, and acknowledge 
their religious, spiritual and emotive value to many  communities, including HAD. With such a 
clear, focused but inclusive remit, such a wider body might be useful, providing that its membership 
and representation were sufficiently broadened.  

The museums’ sector does in fact  already have a functioning source of advice, the Human Remains 
Subject Specialist  Network (HRSSN). This provides guidance to museums, not on the basis of 
discussing and offering a single recommended course of action, but with a range of options being 
offered by  the various HRSSN members, each bringing to the table their own expertise, perspective 
and experience.  The questioner can then adjust  the guidance to their own particular circumstances.  
HAD understands this process to have been found to work effectively.
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In addition to representatives of the three national organisations with statutory responsibilities for 
archaeological burials, should any new panel include representatives of archaeologists, osteologists 
and museum staff?  It would be helpful to learn whether there may be other groups or organisations 
whose representation on the panel would assist in providing relevant, well-informed, advice to the 
archaeological sector.

The only  way such a body could be acceptable, having any validity  and moral authority, would be 
to have representation from all those with a significant interest in burials and burial sites within the 
United Kingdom.  

It would be essential, needless to say, to have representation from archaeologists and osteologists, 
together with social anthropologists, to provide comprehensive professional advice to such a body.  
Museum representation, including from the HRSSN, would add the necessary input about the 
interface between this body’s remit and what happens to human remains afterwards.

In terms of religious understanding, the Church of England cannot be seen to be representative of 
all faiths.  Not being subjectively informed, it cannot deal with issues relating to other Christian or 
religious beliefs or sensitivities.  Representation from Muslim, Jewish, Hindu, Sikh and Pagan 
communities would be essential, these being the largest seven religions (ONS 2001 Census).

In terms of the Pagan community, HAD’s remit as an advocacy group for ancient human remains of 
British provenance, specifically seeking dialogue with the archaeological and wider heritage sector, 
would make it an appropriate representative body for British Paganism.

Of equal importance, for this body to have validity  and reflect genuine understanding of any 
situation, it must acknowledge that actual decisions will be made at a local level, and will therefore 
need to take into account distinct local sensitivities.  This body would therefore need to be 
reflexive.  In any  situation, it would need proactively  to seek the input of all affected local 
stakeholders, to include them in the discussion and consultation, such as parish councils and local 
historical societies.  

We would acknowledge that being so inclusive, this would create a large body, and as a result it 
would be difficult  if not impossible to reach agreement on one course of action in any given 
situation.  However, this is not felt  to be necessary; it is rare for there to be only  one option for 
action.  As a non-statutory source of advice, such a body could function effectively  in much the 
same way as the HRSSN, giving a range of advice from many different  and relevant perspectives, 
which local decision-makers could adapt and adopt as they saw fit. 
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