ABINGDON TOWN COUNCIL

Report to Museum sub-committee
Meeting date 28 May 2025

Report author Dan Sancisi

Agenda item 5

Report of Museum Manager

1. Purpose of the Report

1.1 To inform Members about the current news, activities and events at the Abingdon
County Hall Museum. (No decision required, report to be noted)

1.2 To update committee on developments concerning the Little Basement Museum. (No
decision required, report to be noted)

1.3 Matters that require consideration 2.3 — 2.4. (Decision required)

1.4 Other updates. (No decision required, report to be noted)

2 Summary

2.1 Updates on the current exhibition, events and key indicators.
2.2 Updated information about ‘The Basement Museum’.

2.3 External banners renewal.

2.4 Fossil specimens long term loan.

2.5 Other updates.

3 Action required

3.1 Members are requested to note the report and recommend further action for items as
listed.

4 Link to strateqic plan and objectives

4.1 KO2 To develop a resilient, sustainable town which will provide a home for
residents now and in the future.

4.1.1 The Museum’s presence in Abingdon County Hall sustains the condition of the
building, maintaining it for future generations, enhancing its town centre
context by articulating the history of Abingdon.

4.1.2 Facilitating a climate emergency centre in the café promotes public
engagement with sustainability and develops skills and knowledge about
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4.2 KO4 Towork with community partners to support those who are vulnerable and
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reuse, repair and recycling.

in need and to create opportunities to increase social inclusivity.

4.2.1 Working with One Planet Abingdon creates an opportunity for diverse
communities to access free events and support, also to engage with the

Museum.

Background

5.1 The Museum continues to operate its temporary exhibition programme, educational

5.2 Your Officers continue to research the viability of operating the Basement Museum

workshops and events.

as an appointment only annex of the Abingdon Museum.

Key information and options

6.1 Visitors

6.2 The Museum attracted 22,253 visitors from 1 April 2024 to 31 March 2025.

6.3 The following chart demonstrates museum visitor trends since 1990.
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The 2024 graph bar records final year total.

Exhibitions

Our new exhibition ‘A Geologist’s Guide to Abingdon’ explores Abingdon’s
geological make up and the reason why Abingdon has a rich fossil record buried

beneath the gravels of the surrounding area.

Running from 12 April 2025 to 29 June 2025, the exhibition explains some of the
complicated processes that created Abingdon’s landscape and provides answers
about the freshwater spring at Albert Park, once the main water source for the local

community.

To complement this display another exhibition is running in the Attic Gallery from 17

May 2025 to 7 September 2025, ‘“The Etienne Collection.’
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6.9 Dr. James Etienne is a locally based expert fossil collector and geologist.

6.10 His extensive collection of Jurassic fossils provides an insight into Abingdon’s
Mesozoic past, showcasing an almost complete juvenile plesiosaur skeleton and
impressive skull and teeth of a huge Pliosaur.

6.11 He has offered both these specimens on long term loan which is the subject of an
item later in this report.

6.12 Events

6.13 The Museum Crafting Crew continue their excellent school holiday workshops with
a half term session on 19 February 2025 ‘Frozen Landscapes’ and Easter crafts on
16 April 2025 ‘Bird Bracelets’.

6.14 The volunteers have a growing attendance base which attracts high praise and
healthy donations from participants.

6.15 Education

6.16 School bookings, managed by Senior Museum Assistant Tris Kear, continues to
develop and is operating close to full capacity.

6.17 Atthe end of the last financial year the budget had been used up so bookings coming
in were pushed into the new spending round, proving how successful and well
received the workshops are.

6.18 The new Museum Educator Ellie Wright has settled into the role well and receives
written praise for her workshop delivery from grateful teachers following the sessions.

6.19 The front of house staff at the Museum also gain credit for assistance and guidance
during the visits.

6.20 Nature Crafts workshop

6.21 Dr Mina Vasalou, Professor of Interaction Design at UCL Institute of Education,
Knowledge Lab, worked with the Museum and One Planet Abingdon to host an
educational research project with local school children.

6.22 The project consisted of creating electronic circuitry from natural materials, creating
assemblage artworks that were exhibited in the Attic gallery for a week.

6.23 One Planet provided volunteer support to enable this workshop that aimed to raise
awareness of the natural environment and effects of climate change to the children.

6.24 Key performance indicators of the Museum from 1 April 2024 to 30 March 2025.

6.25 Shop sales totalled £6,444 equating to £0.29 per visitor.

6.26 Donations received are £6,237 averaging at £0.28 per visitor.

6.27 Roof takings of £5,137 have a visitor average spend of £0.23. The number of roof
visitors varies due to seasonal changes of weather restricting access.

6.28 The Little Basement Museum

6.29 Your Officers instructed Slade Legal to draw up an agreement with Mr. Mike Russell,
proprietor of the Little Basement Museum.

6.30 The agreement will take form of a license to use the LBM as an offsite tour of the
basement to view its history and artefacts on display within.

6.31 It is currently with Slade Legal and will progress during the coming weeks.

6.32 Further updates will appear in the next report.

6.33 External Banners
6.34 Also looking tired and somewhat invisible due to fading are the advertising banners
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east and west next to the Couty Hall building.

6.35 Councillor Halliday asked your Officers to investigate costs for reinstating the banners
with a more resilient material and visible colour.

6.36 This would require planning consent to display advertisements which your Officers
believe would be approximately £100.

6.37 The cost to have them reprinted and installed would be £1,142.35 + VAT.

6.38 Your officers seek a decision to proceed with this work.

6.39 Fossil Marine Reptiles long term loans

6.40 Your Officers have been offered two large marine reptile fossil specimens for long
term (renewable) loan of 20 years.

6.41 The report of the Collections Officer goes into more detail regarding the importance
of incorporating such specimens into the permanent collection on display at the
Museum, recognising that the Museum could then be considered as a hub for
palaeontological academic and public interest.

6.42 Implications for acquiring the items would mean fundraising to create bespoke cases
to display the pliosaur which is 8 metres in length, and 2.5 metre case for the
plesiosaur.

6.43 Digital interpretation should also be considered necessary to fully interpret the fossils,
which would include large display screen graphics and augmented or virtual reality.

6.44 The display would require reconfiguring the Attic Galleries, one of which is already
devoted to the Ichthyosaur specimen, your Officers’ proposal is for the second gallery
to be devoted to the plesiosaur and the third to the pliosaur.

6.45 The opportunity would then arise to show more of the existing natural history
collection across the Attic floor.

6.46 Your Officers will prepare a proposal and aim to create a realistic budget to execute
fundraising applications.

6.47 A gratis conversation has been had with Orchard Fundraising who indicated a good
chance of gaining funding for this project.

6.48 For their services they would charge an hourly rate which could extend to several
thousand pounds, which in the context of the amount sought is a relatively small
amount.

6.49 Your Officers seek committee approval to progress an investigation into the project
thus offering support for changes that this would bring to the Museum’s status and
visitor demographic.

6.50 Other Updates

6.51 Your Officers still seek replacement solutions for defunct interactive interpretation
exhibits in the main gallery.

6.52 The roof views interpretation panels on the roof have become weathered and faded
requiring replacement, the cost for rust treatment, painting the metal frames and for
reprinting the panels is being sought.

6.53 English Heritage have completed the first stage of redecorating the Cupola exterior
at low level, your Officers await timing for completion of the works.

6.54 General repairs and upgrades to the building with recent projects such as the
perimeter lights and refurbishment of the lift door have improved the ambiance of the
County Hall.

6.55 The washrooms are now tired looking and really could be improved by decoration
and minor repairs.

6.56 Your Officers are proceeding with improvement works.
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7 Climate change/qgreen implications

7.1 No additional climate change / green implications to report.

8 Financial/budget implications

8.1 There are additional financial implications regarding the current budget as new
funding sources are required for items in this report.

9 HR implications

9.1 There are no current HR implications.

10 Supporting papers and appendices

10.1 Appendix 1 - Collections Officer's Report

10.2 Appendix 2 - Banner design

10.3 Appendix 3 - Banner quote

10.4 Appendix 4 - Abingdon Museum Friends Report

Dan Sancisi, Museum Manager, 19 May 2025



