Black & Asian Studies Association

BASA, THE MAYOR’S COMMISSION ON AFRICAN AND ASIAN HERITAGE, 2007, THE HERITAGE DIVERSITY TASK FORCE AND THE ROAD AHEAD

For over ten years time BASA has been at the forefront of pressing for change in the Heritage sector – a sector that employs thousands of people and is a major supporting pillar of the British tourism sector which employs directly or indirectly over two million people (5% of the total population) and is a major UK income earner with the UK being the sixth top world tourism destination in 2008
. 

Perhaps nowhere is this more evident than in London – one of the world’s five most visited cities. BASA has always recognised that London’s strength in this field is due to its role in world history as the former centre of a world empire (something that is shared with Paris, Madrid and Lisbon). But it is also the legacy of this world history in itself that has made London what it is. From the banks and insurance companies of the city, through the riverside industries based on raw materials (sugar, oils, textiles, timber and armaments), the very vessels that plied the oceans and brought the materials here, and the manufacturing industries that generated more wealth. This wealth provided the great estates, the manor houses, and indeed the “bricks and mortar” that make the city so attractive. 

In a sector that until ten years ago was focused on white British men – as is embodied in many of the imperial collections, BASA has always seen the need to recognise the contribution of people of African and Asian origin in all of these activities - in essence rediscovering Britain’s hidden histories.  

Under Mayor Ken Livingstone BASA committee members were key to the Mayor’s Commission on African and Asian Heritage (MCAAH) which produced a Delivering Shared Heritage report in 2005 which in the words of chair Dame Jocelyn Barrow “was a bold statement, which challenged the history of exclusive organisational mores and cultural practice in the heritage sector
” A key recommendation was the establishment of the Heritage Diversity Task Force (HDTF) in 2006. Diversification of the sector's workforce to reflect London’s demography was one of the key issues, as was the need to relocate African and Asian history in the British narrative. 

Initially there was an opportunity for these changes provided by the bicentenary of the Act of Abolition of the Atlantic Slave Trade in 2007. Most major heritage institutions in Britain were required to produce some exhibit or programme on the lines of this theme. Indeed some institutions such as Liverpool’s Maritime Museum produced exhibitions that won worldwide acclaim, others were clearly tokenistic and some totally failed to understand the sensitivities, and ongoing legacy of this trade. Again BASA members were involved in many of these exhibitions and programmes, for some members it was an opportunity to demonstrate their abilities within the heritage sector. 

However it would be fair to say that the majority of BASA members and most people of African and Asian origin that worked on projects found some form of institutional resistance. In many cases the resistance was from the upper levels of institutional hierarchies – boards of directors and trustees, most of who were male, elderly and white-British, and were fearful of any form of change.  In a few cases it was from academically embedded curators fearful of admitting that they either did not know the narratives or could not view it from a different perspective – or that a different perspective existed! In many cases there was hesitancy in involving community consultation and community programmes. 

The one group that clearly saw the potential of these projects were the educational and outreach departments, often consisting of younger women with good connections to local communities and schools. They also realised that education through the heritage sector for the common man, woman and child was a way of combating extremist views.           

Without doubt 2007 was a learning curve for the British Heritage sector. The sector realised that it needed to move into the 21st century by providing a very different approach. Funding would depend on increasing audiences and previously avoided sensitive narratives offered new opportunities and new audiences – in a way there was power and a new “Black Pound”. In fact there were instances of some institutions using images of multiracial children to woo Heritage Lottery Funding – but not actually exploring and narrating the African Caribbean narrative that exited in the property. 

Some institutions such as the Museum in the Docklands realised that it was possible and morally vital to explore these narratives.  Institutions realised (often to their disdain) that the public was increasingly vocal and that BASA, the Windrush Foundation, the Anglo-Sikh Heritage Trail and several other bodies were the voices of the community. 

In fact the Museums Association with funding from the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council (MLAC) produced a report entitled The Cultural Heritage Blueprint in December 2008 within which there are six key actions for the future one of which Diversity in the Workforce
.

But what happened after 2007? It appears that the British Heritage sector by and large slumbered back into its old habits. Most of the staff of African and Asian heritage that were employed in 2007 at the curatorial level were brought in as consultants on very short term basis for their “specific knowledge” and then their contracts were terminated. In the case of the Victoria and Albert museum only one of eight employees non-white employees was retained into 2009, In the case of the Royal Geographical Society it was one in three. At a December 2009 conference English Heritage which employs between 80 and 100 curators admitted that not one of them was of non-White British heritage. On being questioned by the BASA Chair, one of the English Heritage spokespersons asked “does it make a difference?” The statement caused some dissatisfaction (to say the least) and was followed by several statements to the contrary from those assembled.

What does 2010 and the next decade have in store for BASA and the Heritage Sector? BASA clearly still has its work cut out. However BASA is no longer a lone voice as it was in 2005. It is interesting that the Mayor’s Commission on African and Asian Heritage (MCAAH) Embedding Shared Heritage – The Heritage Diversity Task Force Report launched under the office of Mayor Boris Johnson includes seven sub-committees
. Present BASA committee members have stood on three of these sub-committees and many BASA members have stood on all seven committees. The document has produced a Race Equality Workforce Declaration with an implementation date of 2015. Ten organisations (including five London organisations) are already signatories. However there is no implementation or monitoring mechanism and while the Cultural Leadership Programme has made some headway in career access for people of African and Asian heritage – especially women, there remains the issue of curators and governing bodies.

Although BASA is a low capacity organisation, it can play an important role. BASA’s main strengths are its members, many of whom work away in isolation within institutions that don’t see or don’t want to see the benefits of an equitable heritage sector. The tide is against these organisations as many have core funding from the government or local authorities – which will be in reduced in the near future. BASA members have worked hard with Heritage Lottery Fund to identify areas lacking in best practice as defined by the Heritage Diversity Task Force. It has also worked with the National Audit Office in a similar Capacity and so while supporting individuals in challenging institutional environments BASA also has a duty to support those institutions who have demonstrated a wish to change.             
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