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ACCESS TO COLLECTIONS 
NSCG / BCG / GCG CONFERENCE 

Conference tn S~:.arbo rough, Yorksh 1rc, Monda> 1\pniJ'd Tuesday Ap1114u. 

The National Museums and Galleries of Wales 
Collections Centre at Nantganv 

Bob E. Child, Head of Conservation, National Mu<~cum and Galleries 
of Wales, Cathays Park, Conliff, CF I 3NP 

The Problem of Space - or lack of it 

As with every other museum there has ever been, NMGW is short of 
adequate storage space. TillS has always been so and will probably al
ways continue to be so. 101 chang1ng reasons The pressures on storage 
space for us arc for the following obvious reasons· 

• 

• 

• 

all departments have historically acquired colleclitms that they arc 
unwilling or unable to dispose of, 
all departments cominue to act I\ ely (and often p<t,s ively) c.ollect b\ 
acqu1sition. bequest. field worJ.. collecting, archacnlogical excava
tions etc., 
modem e\.l11bit1ons tend to use fe\\er objects from the collectionc; 
and take up 
more space. 
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Not so obvious pressures arc from : 

• 

• 

• 

the number of non-curatorin I staff needing accommodating and fi 
nancmg. In the NMGW non-curatonal staffha\e Increased b} ap 
proximately I SO% 111 the last 20 years. 
improved conservation standards require better conservation stor
age, which always takes up more room, and should not use the worst 
storage areas such as basements. attics. or the field next-door. 
requirements for better access to the collecuons leads to fewer ob
jects in the storage systems and stores. 

The problem gets ~~or~e 

NMGW has been aware ofrhe increasing space crisis for some }Cars. 
but has lacked the funding to do much about it. Our position was not 
relte\cd when substantial ne""' budding to the NMGW Cardiff occurred 
in the earl) 1990's. and the space ''3'> used for ne'' offices and gallcriec;. 
and little extra storage space fhc position became crillcal in the llllcl 
1990'._ for the followmg reasons 

• 

• 

• 

developmcms 111 Cardiff Bay forced us to sell the lndustrJal and 
Maritime Museum and re-house ItS collecttons. 
temporary storage 111 rented buildings and ·grace and favour' stores 
belongmg to Card1ff Bay Corporat1on '"ere expensive and/or on in
secure shon lease. J Jus could have jeopard1sed our Registered \llu
sewn statu..,, 

sub-basement areas m NMG Card1ff were deemed unsuitable for 
storage (which they had been up to then) as the space was needed 
for an atr condi tion ing plant, some areas were prone to flooding. and 
safe access \\as a problem under H&S legislation ,_ 
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A possible solutio n - if a lbeit n compromise 

With lhe sa le of the Industrial and Martlime Museum, the NMGW had 
funding to develop a nev. museum 1n Swansea in partnership with 
Swansea County Council 11 also made available a '>tllll of mone} -.uffi
Cicntto lme or purchase a stora~c building for the displaced collections. 
The problems facing us were 

• there was no suitable funding of a sufficient c;ve avai lab le for rem 
or pttrchasc within a 30 mile radius of Cardiff (Avonmouth i'> 
stricti} speaking within that rac.hus. but transport problems across 
the Bnstol Channel proved "challenging'') 

• ''e were 1-cen not to haH: JUSt a repositor} but a budding ""here the 
collections cou ld be better appreciated, conserved. documented and 
accessed. The name CollectiOns Centre was dcl1berately chosen. 

In Nantgarw, the Welsh Development Agency \\ere building speculative 
light industrialumts for sale to SUitable applicants. These buildings had 
office space and facilit1es and a large open area of 3000m2 with excel
lent access at the rear. fh1s proved large enough tor the transferral of 
the Industrial and Mantime collections with space lor staff to service it. 

NMGW purchased the building and transferr~d the collections into it in 
I 998 After a period of remganis,1tion it was mnde available fo1 pub! ic 
VISILS llowever. having a building '"h 1ch ,., as O\\ ncd by the museum 
aiiO\\I!d us to de' elop long term 1deas and plans 

Future developments 

The Collections Centre is current!) closed as \\C arc now buildtng an 
Arch1vc Resource Centre within the present butld1ng I h1s IS to house 
the NvtGW accesscd arch1ves. collections documentation and the ad
mtmstrattvc arclmc of personnel, finance ctc . tiles l he buildmg 1s due 
for completion in September 2000 and ''ill ha\e dlg,ttlsallon factlit1es, 
conservation laboratones and visitor rcsettrch access 

The site O\\ ned by NMGW at Nantgarw CO\ crs appro:\1mately 
I 0.000m2

• and it 1s our mtcnt1011 to e'\tend the present Collections Cen-
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Ire to pro\ tdc a further 5000m2 of high qualtt) '\!Orrtge. Our cnteria for 
1ts use arc 

• 
• 

• 

it is not a dumping grou nd for unwanted collect ions 
any collections transferred there must be 1n an acceptable standard 
and m_ust have departmental staff rcsponstble for tts upkeep. 
matenalthat could be of Interest to the publ1c should be made so . 
perhaps on an ·open storage· bas1s. 

The lessons learnt 

Our cxpencnce 0\ er the last few years with the Collections Centre aml 
liS current and future developments has been very positive. There have 
been a number of U'ieful and salutary sp1 n-offs. Some of them are 

• 
• 

• 
• 

~t has made us re-think co llecting policies, 
tt has made us re-evaluate ou1 ex1sting collections especially w11h 
regard to conservation and disposal issues, 
neglected collectiOns have been recognised as having value 
resource 1ssues 111 improvmg collc.!ction standards have been prop
erly addressed. 

Before Nantgarw we thought a light at the end of the tunnel meant 
somebod} wnh a torch bnngtng }Ou more work. ]'\10 ,, ,,e hope that ,,e 
have a .focusscd and realistic opponunit) to preserve and present our 
collectiOns 111 a manner that the) dcscr\e. 
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