
Press release: Government announces
new plans to protect treasure finds

Changes would ensure more outstanding artefacts are acquired by museums
for public display
Consultation comes after record breaking number of discoveries in 2017

Plans to widen the definition of treasure so more archaeological finds can be
protected for the nation have been outlined by the government today.

Heritage Minister Michael Ellis announced proposals that would allow more
artefacts to be acquired by local and national museums and put on public
display.

Under the plans, the definition will be changed so that finds worth more than
£10,000 will be considered treasure and made available for acquisition by
museums.

Currently artefacts over 300 years old, made of gold or silver or found with
artefacts made of precious metals where an owner cannot be found, can be
officially designated as treasure, and therefore become the property of the
Crown. Treasure is then offered to local or national museums for public
display.

Each year, dozens of items of national importance are believed to be lost to
private sellers because they do not meet the treasure criteria or are sold by
those who do not declare the find.

These include the 1,700 year old Roman era Crosby Garrett helmet that was
found by a metal detectorist in 2010. Despite its archaeological importance,
because the helmet was made of a copper alloy it did not meet the treasure
criteria and was sold to a private collector for £2.3 million.

The proposals are to be consulted on and aim to clarify, improve and
streamline the process for reporting treasure to ensure that museums can
continue to acquire important finds for the nation.

There are currently no sanctions on someone who knowingly buys an unreported
find and the growth in online markets has given opportunistic finders an
outlet to sell unreported finds under the radar. The changes will also mean
that the duty to report treasure will be extended to those acquiring it.

The measures would be the first major changes since the Treasure Act came
into effect more than 20 years ago.

Heritage Minister Michael Ellis said:

The search for buried treasure has captivated people’s imagination
for centuries. And in recent years the number of finds has
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continued to increase.

However some outstanding artefacts of great archaeological and
cultural importance have been lost to private sellers simply
because they do not meet the current criteria for treasure.

These new proposals will help our museums acquire these treasures
and make it harder for nationally important finds to be sold for
personal profit.

More items than ever are being discovered by treasure seekers across England,
Wales and Northern Ireland with the number of finds increasing by over 1,500%
since 1996.

The latest figures show that 2017 was a record-breaking year for treasure
finds with a total of 1,267 items unearthed, including ancient Roman statues,
Bronze Age rings and a Stuart pocket watch.

In the last 20 years, 13,000 finds have gone through the treasure process. Of
these, over 30% are now in museums and can be enjoyed by millions of people
each year.

Notes to editors

Full details of the consultation.

Since the medieval period, the law of treasure trove determined the
future of objects of gold and silver that had been deliberately hidden
with the intention of recovery. Where an owner or heir could not be
identified, they became property of the crown. From the early 20th
century it became common practice for the Government to reward the
finder if the item was acquired by a museum.

In 1997, the Treasure Act 1996 superseded this common treasure trove law
and widened and clarified the definition of treasure. The Act gave the
Secretary of State for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport responsibility
for the treasure process and retained the duty of the coroner to
investigate possible treasure finds.

Under the Act, finders have a legal obligation to report finds to the
local coroner. Where a coroner declares an object treasure, it then
becomes property of the Crown and is offered to museums. If the find is
acquired by a museum, the finder and the landowner are eligible for a
reward. This process is administered by the British Museum.

Image: Anglo-Saxon pendant (650-700), Unknown maker, Norwich Castle Museum &
Art Gallery
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