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CULTURE, TOURISM, EUROPE AND EXTERNAL AFFAIRS COMMITTEE 
 
CALL FOR VIEWS ON THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON SCOTLAND’S CULTURE 
AND TOURISM SECTORS 
 
SUBMISSION FROM MUSEUMS GALLERIES SCOTLAND 

 
IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON SCOTLAND’S MUSEUMS AND GALLERIES  

 
Key findings on current situation and anticipated long term implications 
 

• More than half of the independent museums who responded to Museums 
Galleries Scotland’s survey indicated that they will run out of funds within 6 
months and 71% would not survive a year.   

• The Industrial Museums Scotland group are reporting significant financial 
uncertainty, with 80% of staff furloughed and nearly all museums reporting 
financial instability before the start of the 2021 tourist season. 

• The lockdown came at the lowest point in the financial year and museums face 
a full main season with little or no income.  

• The anticipated reduction in visitor figures and income post lockdown will be an 
enormous challenge for those already facing financial difficulties.  It is likely that 
many will not be able to open this year as it will not be financially viable for them 
to do so.  Some will fail as a result. 

• Local Authorities and ALEOs have indicated that many museums will not open 
this year, while future budget pressures mean that some of their museums may 
not reopen at all.  

• University Museums are scenario planning for large budget reductions due to 
the impact on income from the decline in overseas students. 

• There is an increased understanding of the value of having a strong digital offer. 
• Reopening planning and how to manage social distancing requirements is a top 

priority for many at this point and guidance is needed as a matter of priority.  
 
Role of museums and galleries in Scotland’s recovery 
 

• Scotland’s 409 museums and galleries play an important economic and social 
role that will be valuable as our country plans for the future so it is important 
that we ensure that they have the support and resources to make it beyond the 
current crises.  

• According to Visit Scotland statistics, culture and heritage is the second most 
important reason why visitors come to Scotland 

• VisitScotland have acknowledged that visitor attractions are going to play a key 
role in driving phases two and three of the recovery – ‘Early Recovery’ and 
‘Domestic Movement’ 

• Museums and galleries are employers and give vital opportunities for 
volunteering and play an important placemaking role in many rural and urban 
communities  
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Sector report 
 
Combining survey responses and sector feedback Museums Galleries Scotland is 
continuously building an understanding of the impact of Covid19 on the museums and 
galleries sector.  
 
Our current museum population list is 409 museums which are managed by 238 
organisations.  
 
Breakdown of 409 by museum type: 
 

• 209 Independent museums and galleries; 
• 70 Arm’s length external organisations (ALEO’S); 
• 56 Local authority museums; 
• 34 Historic Environment Scotland and National Trust for Scotland properties; 
• 22 University museums; 
• 10 National museums and galleries; 
• 8 Military museums. 

 
To date, Museums Galleries Scotland staff have been in touch with 316 museums 
managed by 147 organisations to find out how they are being affected by the 
pandemic. This includes all Local Authority museums, ALEOs, university museums, 
military museums, national museums and galleries and 63% of independent museums 
and galleries. 
 
Sector resilience and confidence  
 
While all parts of the sector are experiencing impacts of Covid-19 these vary 
significantly and so we have grouped feedback by sector type.  
 
National Museums 
 
Museums Galleries Scotland has heard from all Scottish Government directly funded 
museums.  Covid-19 is proving especially challenging to income generation activities 
which will directly affect reserves and the ability to deliver non-core programmes in 
future years. Like many museums, visitor confidence will be key to income generation 
going forward, while social distancing measures will also have an impact on capacity 
to generate funds through food and beverage and retail outlets. 
 
While some nationally funded museums have substantial reserves, several have 
extremely limited reserve capacity and their future is extremely uncertain. 
 
Recognised Collections 
 
50 Collections have been recognised as being of nationally significant to Scotland. 
 
These Nationally Significant Collections can be found in towns and cities across the 
country. From Dundee to Dumfries and from Shetland to Ayr, visitors can be inspired 
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by these collections of remarkable historic and cultural significance. See a map of the 
Recognised Collections across Scotland. 
 
Museums Galleries Scotland manages the Recognition Scheme on behalf of the 
Scottish Government. 
 
As Recognised Collections are housed in museums across Scotland, within a variety 
of governance structures, the issues of the sector are reflected across these 
collections.  Many collections belong to Local Authority/ALEOs and universities, where 
funding uncertainty, although real, means that imminent danger is further down the 
line.  For those collections housed in Independent Museums, there is a real and urgent 
need in some cases, for additional financial support to prevent museum closure. 
 
Independent Museums 
 

• 38 independent museums indicated their confidence in length of time they can 
survive. 

o 12 months reserves – 11 museums 
o 6-12 months reserves – 6 museums 
o 4-6 months reserves – 10 museums 
o 2-3 months reserves – 8 museums 
o 0-1 months reserves – 3 museums 

• More than half of the museums who responded (55%) will run out of funds within 
6 months and 71% cannot survive for a year; 

• Current sources of funding (including Third Sector Resilience Fund, MGS 
Urgent Response Fund and NLHF) all seek to fund immediate challenges over 
3-4 months.  If successful under one such fund the organisation is then a low 
priority for the other funds.  The funding challenge will become even greater as 
time goes on and a greater number of organisations exhaust their reserves. 
The current measures are therefore insufficient to address the scale of the 
challenge identified; 

• 29% of independent museums have enough reserves for at least 12 months.  
These are predominantly small, volunteer run museums with a low-cost base.  
While financial pressures are less of a concern for these museums the majority 
of the volunteer base is retired and may not be willing or able to return to their 
positions in the short term. There is additional risk of closures on this basis. 

 
Military Museums 
 

• There are 8 Military museums in Scotland, caring for a Recognised Collection 
as a partnership; 

• The funding picture across Military Museums varies across Scotland, with many 
institutions facing declining core funding from the Ministry of Defence; 

• Some museums are entirely self-funding while others are facing a gradual 
reduction until 2027. 

 
Civic Museums (Local Authority / ALEO) 
 

• Local authorities are planning a phased re-opening of their venues with a need 
to bring in social distancing measures; 

https://www.google.com/maps/d/viewer?mid=1dYiJF1AQQ3K4gPOPW8OtAmS-wMtzzhCU&ll=57.885284141577166%2C-2.8929107100822193&z=5
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• Smaller venues, or those less well placed to implement social distancing are 
likely to open later, potentially in 2021; 

• Anticipated pressures in future local authority budgets may result in some 
venues not reopening; 

• Some museum service staff have been deployed to other essential support 
functions while others are shielding with underlying health issues.  This is an 
additional constraint on the number of venues that can open; 

• Capital projects have been put on hold; 
• ALEOS are feeling under threat due to the arms-length nature of their 

governance structures and their ability to generate income might result in the 
withdrawal of core funding from their parent local authority; 

• They will need to advocate the wider value that their services bring to their 
communities – including to social, health and wellbeing agendas; 

• There are calls for a review of the need for a new funding model for local 
authority museums and galleries. 

 
University Museums 
 

• All universities are scenario planning for a large reduction in student 
applications, particularly overseas students, and new teaching models, 
anticipating a large reduction in income; 

• While university museums are funded in part by the Scottish Funding Council, 
university museums are seen as non-core elements of teaching and research, 
all are feeling under threat of closure or severe budget cuts, with a concomitant 
loss of specialist staff; 

• All vacancies are currently frozen; 
• As university museums provide much of the remaining specialist curatorial 

support to the sector this will become a matter of wider concern; 
• All university museums have requested that Museums Galleries Scotland 

advocate for them and the varied work that takes place, as these museums are 
under pressure to re-prioritise strategic outcomes away from the National 
Strategy. 

 
Uptake of emergency funding 
 
Third Sector Resilience Fund 
 

• To date 14 museum organisations have successfully applied to the Third Sector 
Resilience Fund for a grant. 12 of these are independent museums and 2 are 
military museums. In addition, 2 organisations have secured loans from the 
Third Sector Resilience Fund. 

 
Museums Galleries Scotland Funding 
 
Museums Galleries Scotland has suspended all grant programmes until further notice 
to focus resources on supporting the sector through the crisis.  

 
Additional funding has been provided to Museums Galleries Scotland by Scottish 
Government to support the sector.  
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An additional £138k was provided in March 2020 and the grants budget for 2020/21 is 
£1.5m compared to £1.1m in recent years. 

 
Two new grants programmes, the Urgent Response Fund and Digital Resilience Fund, 
were created to respond to the immediate issues being highlighted by the sector via 
the survey or other contact with museums. These opened for applications on 6 April. 
 
Urgent Response Fund 
 

• In agreement with Scottish Government, £700,000 has been allocated to an 
Urgent Response Fund, of which £400,000 is earmarked for Recognised 
Collections.  Maximum grant of £60,000; 

• This funding is targeted at independent accredited museums which are most at 
risk and excludes local authority, ALEO and university museums; 

• Unlike Museums Galleries Scotland’s standard grants programmes this funding 
can be used to cover core costs and is not tied to project outcomes; 

• As of 18 May, 24 organisations had applied to this scheme requesting a total of 
£562,695. 6 grants totalling £117,498 had been awarded. 

 
Digital Resilience Fund 
 

• The Scottish Government has provided £55,000 of capital funding to support 
the purchase of equipment to enable museums to work digitally; 

• The Digital Resilience fund is open to all museums (not just Accredited 
museums) up to £3,000, enabling purchase of laptops, environmental 
monitoring equipment and other items to enable museums to adapt to working 
from home and to new models of delivering content; 

• As of 18 May, 42 organisations had applied to this scheme requesting a total of 
£78,855. 35 grants totalling £61,145 had been awarded; 

• In response to the level of demand Museums Galleries Scotland has allocated 
a further £60,000 to this Fund from its capital allocation for 20/21; 

• Funding has supported 
o Laptops, tablets and PCs; 
o Recording equipment to make film, podcasts or other digital material; 
o Collections management Equipment and software; 
o Environmental monitoring equipment; 
o Zoom licences. 

 
Museums Galleries Scotland response  
 

• This continues to be a stressful time for everyone and there are worries about 
mental health for all those working in the sector; 

• MGS is striving to provide practical and wellbeing support; 
• Our online Knowledge Exchange and Museum Social Stand ups are allowing 

us to continue to share ideas, address concerns and enable people to keep in 
touch; 
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• In our advocacy work we continue to balance the need to reinforce the positive 
work of the sector with the need urgent need to support those who are most 
under pressure; 

• We coordinated an advocacy campaign (#MuseumsSparkJoy) for International 
Museums Day (18 May) as a sector wide campaign to reach out to their visitors 
during lockdown; 

• We are collaborating with a wide range of organisations to share information 
and resources to best support the sector at this time beyond; 

• We will be working with the sector and VisitScotland to reach out to and attract 
visitors post lockdown; 

• MGS continue to actively reach out to and work with individual museums, 
forums, the national institutions, Industrial Museums Scotland, University 
Museum in Scotland, Museums Heritage Highlands, Highlands and Islands 
Enterprise, Voice of Culture and Leisure, National Museum Directors Council 
(NMDC) and the Museums Association; 

• We are sharing weekly intel reports with members of the Scottish Tourism 
Emergency Response Group (STERG) to highlight the needs of the sector; 

• We are in regular contact with the Scottish Government to keep abreast of the 
sector’s situation and needs.  


