
 
 

Report to: Joint Museums Committee, 21 September 2020 
 

Report of: Museums Manager 
 

 
Subject: IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON MUSEUMS SERVICE 

 
1. Recommendation 
 

1.1 The Museums Manager recommends that the impact of Covid-19 on 
Museums Worcestershire be noted.  

 
2. Background 

 
2.1 At the meeting of the Joint Committee in July 2020, it was agreed that the Museums 

Manager should brief members at each committee meeting in 20-21 on the ongoing 

impact of Covid-19. 

3. Information  

 
3.1 All museums were closed to the public by the Government on 20 March. The City had 

chosen to close the two City sites slightly earlier on 18 March to help slow the spread 

of coronavirus in Worcester. The three sites had experienced in a drop in visitors 
from late February and at closure were operating at about two thirds of their normal 

visitorship. 

3.2 Throughout closure, as well as creating the online #museumsfromhome programme 
(outlined in the Performance report) and managing the security of the sites, 

museums staff supported their colleagues in other services on communications, with 
facilities access and cleaning, in bereavement services, with City Centre welcome 

and with emergency response. Both authorities decided that furlough was not 
appropriate. 

3.3 Planning for reopening started early, and this allowed us to respond rapidly when the 

Government signalled a potential reopening date of 4 July, with all sites reopening 
that first week. Comprehensive assessment of each physical visit was undertaken, 

and signage commissioned to guide visitors in line with the sector guidance. New 
mitigations and operating procedures were put in place for all staff to ensure that 
they and visitors could use each site safely. Each site was assessed as Covid-secure 

and earned the Visit Britain Good to Go kitemark. The additional direct costs of 
Covid-secure reopening the City museums was £4,700, this spend is from museum 

budgets. The County Council created a central budget for Covid costs, of which the 
County Museum and Collections Centre have drawn £3,300. 

3.4 At all the museums, signage and reopening publicity aimed to be reassuring, 

welcoming and emphasising the safe environment, but with an identity appropriate 
for the visitors to each site. As one of the earliest museum services nationally to 

reopen, many other organisations asked us for advice.  



The creative use of graphics featuring Civil War sword images to promote distancing 
at The Commandery attracted a lot of attention on social media, and proved to be 

resilient when guidelines were updated. 

3.5 Hartlebury Castle Preservation Trust furloughed some staff but were able to open 
their grounds for donations in June. They then worked with us to open the full 

Hartlebury Castle site at weekends in July and August. The Trustees have taken the 
difficult decision to close the Bishop’s House for an extended winter shutdown from 

1st September through to spring 2021, during which time the museum will remain 
open, and also the grounds. HCPT will use the extended shutdown to develop its 
commercial income streams for a long term, sustainable future.  

3.6 As independent businesses, the lockdown period had a significant impact on both the 
Commandery and Art Gallery & Museum cafes, with neither eligible for business 

grants. We postponed the payment of their 2019-20 Q4 licence fee to help support 
them. With museum staff enabling site access, Commandery Coffee was able to 

reopen as a weekend take-away facility on 5 June and then with full hours and 
seating from 4 July. It has reopened very successfully, making the most of the 
Commandery gardens’ outdoor space. The Art Gallery & Museum café’s restricted 

space is much more challenging to reopen viably in compliance with social distancing 
and will be reviewed again in September. 

3.7 Visitors are returning to museums, albeit slowly. We have seen week-on-week 
improvements in numbers and a growth over the summer in day-trip visitors coming 
to our museums as part of a wider visit to Worcester. Museums Worcestershire are 

currently attracting about 40% of normal numbers at this time of year. The 
Department for Culture, Media & Sport has released weekly figures for the national 

museums: they too are slowly increasing showing 15.1% of normal visitors for the 
week commencing 10 August. Worcestershire Libraries (opening just a small number 
of sites initially) saw 10.8% of its users return in person in July. Visit Britain predicts 

that visitor spending will reach only 51% of normal levels across 2020 as a whole. 

3.8 School visits are a core part of Museums Worcestershire’s offer, but a socially-

distanced visit is a challenge to plan. During lockdown we were able to consult with 
teachers as to what they would find most useful from museum resources, and how 
we could best support the Covid-recovery for their students. We have extended our 

outreach and loans offer to encompass some of the activities that students normally 
encounter onsite. There are already several autumn bookings and we will promote 

the offer further when schools have successfully reopened. 

3.9 Many grant-giving bodies and foundations have launched emergency grant funds 
over the past months. As a Local Authority service we are eligible for some but not 

all. Wanting to harness the benefit of our capacity during lockdown, we initially 
created projects that mainly offered support to our local creative, cultural and 

volunteer communities: 

Arts Council England emergency fund, From the Art Gallery With Love x 
£20,689 

To support Worcestershire artists and performers during the Covid-19 crisis by 
providing opportunities to deliver engaging online content 

Historic England Criteria 2 emergency fund, No One Left Behind 
£32,410 
To support Worcestershire’s heritage organisations by offering Museums 

Worcestershire’s expertise in collections, learning, marketing and recovery 
planning to help the sector recover and move forward. 



Esme Fairbairn Collections Fund, Volunteers at Home – Access not 
Isolation 

£18,996 
To explore safe and risk assessed ways for volunteers that are isolated by the 
pandemic to continue to work with museum collections and then offer this 

experience to those that are permanently isolated. 
 

We have also applied for funding for both core costs and additional activity to 

support our reopened programme from the Art Fund and from the Culture Recovery 
Grant Fund, with decisions expected in October. 

3.10 The Government has created an income loss scheme to compensate Local Authorities 
for irrecoverable and unavoidable losses from sales, fees and charges income for the 
financial year 20-21. Losses from cultural activity are eligible, but there are 

parameters around each claim. Museums Worcestershire have been providing both 
Worcester City Council and Worcestershire County Council’s finance teams with 

regular projections of its income against targets to assist with the completion of 
central returns. 

 

 
 

Ward(s):    All Wards 
 
Contact Officer: Philippa Tinsley, Tel: 01905 25371, Email: 

Philippa.tinsley@worcester.gov.uk 
 

Supporting Documents: None 
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