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FULL 25/06/19

THE BEACON MUSEUM COMMERCIAL FUNDING ARRANGEMENTS

EXECUTIVE MEMBER: Cllr Gwynneth Everett, Portfolio Holder
LEAD OFFICER: Julie Betteridge, Executive Director, Operations

REPORT AUTHORS: Julie Betteridge, Elizabeth Kwasnik

WHAT BENEFITS WILL THESE PROPOSALS BRING TO COPELAND RESIDENTS?

The Beacon is Copeland’s local museum setting out the culture and heritage of the borough 
through its galleries for local residents and visitors to experience.  The collaboration with Sellafield 
Limited is enabling the ‘Sellafield Story’ to complement the existing exhibitions and contribute to 
continuing the Beacon presence in Whitehaven Harbour for all Copeland communities.  The 
education, outreach and museum based activities continue to be delivered for all primary schools, 
local residents and visitors to the area.
 
WHY HAS THIS REPORT COME TO FULL COUNCIL?

This report overviews progress on the Beacon Museum as it moves into a second five year 
collaboration with commercial and grant support and sets out an overview of delivery in 2019 
season including plans for development over the next financial year. 

RECOMMENDATIONS:                                                                              

Full Council is requested to: 

a) Note the update on the Beacon Museum and its plans for 2019/20; and
b) agree to receive and spend an annual grant of not more than £325,000 for the next five years as 
complementary to the commercial lease negotiated and agreed for the Sellafield Story under 
delegation to the Council’s Lawyer. 

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 The Council has operated and provided regular reports on the Beacon Collaborative 
Operating Model, performance and Museum development over the past five years ie 2014 
2019.   The Executive agreed to this operating model in 2014 where the Council is the lead 
party for the Museum as the asset owner, accountable body and the employer of Museum 
staff.  A collaborative Beacon Museum Steering Group has met regularly to oversee delivery 
and performance and drive developments and opportunities for increased joint activity.   
Sellafield Ltd located its permanent exhibition, the ‘Sellafield Story’ on floor 2 as an integral 
and interactive part of the Beacon Museum.  

1.2 The Beacon Museum re-opened its doors to the public on 24th May, 2014, with a formal 
launch a week later and completed its first three full years of the collaborative operating 
model with a surplus.  Any surplus, as agreed, is put into the Beacon Reserve Fund, which is 
available to ensure new exhibition programmes can be planned and funded in advance.   

Page 1

Agenda Item 15



    

The final two years of this five year has called on the Beacon Reserve to smooth operational 
costs from increased NNDR – Museums albeit a cultural and learning resource is not zero 
rated but currently subject to full NNDR.  This amount to £132,000 per year a key element of 
the annual budget.

1.3 The Beacon Expansion project, an investment of £1.75million external funding, was key to 
delivering the business and development plans for the Museum in the first five years of our 
new operating model and was completed in 2017.  A number of snagging issues have been 
impacting on additional revenue spend requirement in the past two years.  These are being 
addressed. 

 2. PROPOSALS

2.1       We have in the past year been negotiating with our collaborator, Sellafield Limited, to renew 
our five year collaboration arrangements.   This has been underpinned by shared review 
activity and forward planning with the Beacon Museum Steering Group and commercial 
lease challenge from Sellafield.  The position is now that we have the following in place for 
agreement.  
Firstly, we have completed the lease and service charge discussions which follow the same 
model as we have been using the first five years of collaboration.  The Second floor space at 
the Beacon Museum which hosts the publicly accessible and curated Sellafield Story 
exhibition is commercially leased as space with linked service charges.  This lease has a core 
condition that the Sellafield Story must be fully refurbished by year 2 of this new lease.  This 
is important to ensure a vibrant, interactive and regularly refreshed Museum offer.  This 
lease arrangement will be finalised through delegated authority to the Council’s Lawyer, 
once the linked grant paperwork is in place,
Secondly, this commercial space cannot deliver without a linked grant to ensure all the 
wraparound accredited museum services and customer care is in place for the public to visit 
and experience the Sellafield Story.  This is the model that has been a success and 
underpinning arrangement to the collaboration for the past five years.  This grant offer will 
be up to £325,000 per annum for the next five years in line with the five year lease period.  
The grant offer conditions are attached to the collaboration principles as previously and to 
delivering the curated Sellafield Story within the Beacon Museum.

2.2 The Beacon Museum team have over the past four years developed a strong exhibition and 
event programme working with local and national partners.  We produce and market an 
annual programme for each season which enables two to three ‘feature’ exhibitions each 
year over the holiday and main visitor months.  Outside of the feature timetable, ie the 
remaining four to six months, we continue in 2019/20 to offer a Copeland Pass for our 
residents which enables them to visit the Beacon Museum outside feature times for free.   
We ensure that during this period relevant local exhibitions from our collection and from 
our collaborator Sellafield Ltd alongside national exhibitions that our residents would need 
to travel distances to see are included in the programme.  Over the recent Christmas Season 
we hosted the National Wildlife Photographer of the Year exhibition with good interest and 
attendances and have planned for a return visit as a feature exhibition in 2021 season.  

2.3 Much work continues “behind the scenes” to manage and develop the collection.  The 
Beckerment Norse Hoard was taken to Southampton University to be analysed by experts to 
determine where the silver contained in it originated from thus shedding some light on the 
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trade routes from the Norse era. This will be publicised once the final report is received. The 
study was undertaken and funded by a researcher from the University of Oxford. An Iron-
age sword discovered in Irton by a metal detectorist was acquired via the national Treasure 
Trove system. Its purchase and conservation by York Archaeological Trust is being 
generously funded by the Friends of Whitehaven Museum, along with a replica sword for 
learning purposes and an Iron Age topic box for learning and engagement.  A portrait by 
Kenworthy of his late housekeeper has been generously donated by a family relative along 
with the costs of conservation and framing. Once completed, this will be publicised and the 
work displayed in the museum during the “Curator’s Choice” exhibition. Staff continue to 
respond to enquiries from the public about items they have which they wish to have 
identified or to find out more information about.  We have hosted a number of work 
placement and work experience students and are currently hosting a post-graduate Intern 
from the University of Cumbria focussing on developing digital infrastructure in preparation 
for the imminent digital upgrade mentioned elsewhere in this report. 

2.4 The Beacon Portal has been developed as a key income resource for the Museum able to 
bring in commercial letting income, host new events and activities for residents and visitors 
and ensure educational and learning activity is delivered.   We continue to develop our 
programme and products for the Portal alongside our marketing it as a stunning location 
venue.   Current usage is at 35% with a refocused strategy being finalised aimed at doubling 
this in the next two years.  

2.5 The Beacon Museum recognises its need to stay agile and focused on customer interest.  
Our new five year development plan includes a) refurbishing and developing the ground 
floor in the next two years to ensure a branded approach throughout the Museum offer, 
and b) to develop and pursue our vision for a digital museum product.   We have obtained 
external funding from our collaborator, previously agreed in Full Council to drive our digital 
museum product development. This digital approach will ensure a continual drive for 
innovation in working with national partners in bringing new experiences and exhibitions to 
the Beacon core Museum and Portal.

2.6 As planned, the staff of the Museum provide a diversity of skills and talents which have 
been well used to focus on the visitor, developing the facility and ensuring income 
generation.   We continue to review our business need requirement from the Beacon team 
and adapt our team accordingly. The projected financial outturn for the Beacon Museum for 
2018/19 has met museum performance expectations but not financial performance 
projections.  Some smoothing from the Beacon Reserve has been required in the past year.

2.7 The Beacon new five year financial plan still maintains the importance of the Beacon 
Reserve arrangements of any surplus and alongside the collaboration resources funds itself 
through a mix of grants and commercial income, ie both visitor and business related income.  
This is increasingly challenging in line with the local interest in Museums not increasing as 
expected.   The Council has throughout this period undertaken core support through 
providing HR, finance, property, legal and IT support services alongside corporate 
management and communications assistance in support of the ongoing delivery of the 
Beacon Museum. 
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2.8 Visitor numbers to date in 2018/19 have been in line with expectation.  We have currently 
just over 3,000 residents with a Copeland Pass and host visitors from around the world with 
most UK visitors from the North West of England.  Our family and older persons activities 
are well used as in previous years with our junior Quantum Leap Club for 7 to 13 year olds 
being oversubscribed.   The Portal brings in a wide range of interest in line with the activities 
and hirings within the space.  

2.9 The programme for 2019/20 is another strong year with national exhibitions during the year 
– a second double collaboration with Jorvik, York, and another national exhibition linked to 
our Georgian heritage – ‘Georgian Satire’ – on loan from the British Museum in London.  As 
in other years we have art exhibitions with local artists, community linked exhibitions and 
exhibitions linked to work with schools.  We continue to pay attention to our permanent 
collections and interactive exhibitions.      

2.10 The commercial retail offer is strongly linked to both local and exhibition related products 
and in the past year we have met our sales targets.  In 2019 we have installed a Visitor 
Information Point in our shop at the Entrance to the Beacon.  Our visitor hosts service the 
visitor information point.  

2.11 The Beacon is refreshing its Learning Offer as part of a 3 year initiative to explore and deliver 
further increased partnership working with the STEM and STEAM elements and the 
increasing integration of science, heritage and culture within the Museum.  The science 
laboratory used for our Quantam Leap activity and experiments on the second floor of the 
Beacon is an important resource to this work as will be the planned Digital Museum 
products.  

2.12 The Beacon Museum Business Plan is drafted and being finalised to take account of the 
development plans for the ground floor and the digital visitor offer across the Museum.   
The existing strong interactive nature of the Beacon, which continues to receive high levels 
of feedback and visitor scores from customers and Visit England, will continue to be a 
central element of the Beacon product and we are looking to expand work with local 
community and industry partners to increase active interpretation and exploration.     

3. CONCLUSIONS

3.1 The Beacon has delivered effectively against its visitor and Museum milestones in 2018/19 
and the previous four years.  This has resulted in an increase in Copeland Pass take up, a 
strong exhibition and engagement/learning programme with national museum partners.  
Our 2019 and 2020 programmes provide another year of national and local exhibitions 
attractive to a wide range of interest and visitors.  The visitor mix continues to be both local 
and from wider afield with customer care is core to the positive experience received and 
recognised by Visit England quality reviews.  

3.2 We have met our development milestones for 2014-2019 giving us new and important 
facilities and opportunities to increase income and develop new products and services.  We 
are now ensuring an integrated delivery under the Beacon Museum brand.  This will bring all 
products and services in the Beacon buildings into an integrated branded package and offers 
a strong integrated commercial and visitor delivery able to drive and meet our income 
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targets.   The physical development priority for 2019/20 is the ground floor of the Museum.  
The product development priority for the next two years is the Digital Museum offer.

3.3 Full Council is being requested to note and support the continuing collaboration with 
Sellafield Ltd and the continuing business and development plans for the Museum and 
agree to the receipt and spend of an annual grant of up to £325,000 per year for 2019-2024 
as part of our collaboration arrangements and as complementary to the commercial lease 
negotiated and agreed for the Sellafield Story under delegation to the Council’s Lawyer. 

   
4.          STATUTORY OFFICER COMMENTS 

4.1 Legal comments are:  The Council entered into a lease of part of the Beacon with Sellafield 
Limited on the 30th May 2014 for 5 years from that date at a commercial rent and service 
charge. The service charge contributes to building and plant maintenance, utility costs, rates 
and similar building related items. It does not contribute to the cost of promoting the 
museum, curator costs, museum management costs unrelated to building maintenance, etc. 
As a contribution to such costs Sellafield Limited previously made a grant of £325,000 each 
year of the lease to the Council. The lease expired on the 30th May 2019. Pending 
completion of a new lease the parties have entered into a licence for continued occupation. 
Terms for a new lease have been agreed with Sellafield Limited and the decision to enter 
into that lease is delegated to officers in accordance with contract procedure rule 28 and is 
on hold pending Council’s decision on the receipt of the grant. The lease terms are the same 
as before except for the imposition of a service charge cap of £45,000, an aggregate liability 
cap of £6.5m and a requirement to refresh the Sellafield Limited exhibition. Under section 
123 of the Local Government Act 1972 the Council is permitted to enter into this lease on 
the proposed terms. In respect of the grant financial regulation E5.12 delegates the receipt 
of external grants by the Council of over £200,000 to Council. In this case the grant is made 
to support the management of the Beacon and covering the costs of running the Beacon 
which are not traditionally covered by the service charge.

4.2 The Monitoring Officer’s comments are: Further to the legal comment above,  
             Financial regulation E5.18 states a responsibility for chief officers to provide  
             quarterly update reports on accountable spend, performance against grant and 
             external conditions and the progress on delivery.

4.3 The Section 151 Officer’s comments are:   The Financial Regulations require Council 
approval to receive external funding over £200,000. This report seeks Council approval to 
receive an annual grant of not more than £350,000 from Sellafield Ltd. There are no other 
financial implications arising from this recommendation.

4.4 EIA Comments:  The Beacon Museum is subject to the framework of the Council’s Equality 
Scheme.  An Equality Impact Assessment and discussions with equality advisory groups such 
as Copeland Disability Forum will be an important stakeholder as we develop the detail of 
the ground floor layout.

 
4.5 Policy Framework:   The Beacon delivers against all four Corporate Ambitions.   The 

approach of the Beacon Collaborative Operating Model is consistent with the agreed budget 
policy position taken by the Council in February 2013 of:  “We will manage income from fees 
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and charges looking to move discretionary services to a self-financing position where they 
cover their costs including overheads.”

4.6 Other Consultee Comments, if any:   Customer feedback continues to be sought from all 
visitors to the museum through a number of mechanisms in the Museum, independent 
quality assessment and at the Museum reception area.  The Beacon Museum continues to 
receive national and local recognition for its exhibition programme, customer care and 
engagement.

5.         HOW WILL THE PROPOSALS BE PROJECT MANAGED AND HOW ARE THE RISKS GOING TO 
            BE MANAGED?

5.1 The Collaborative Steering Group has terms of reference and a focus on delivering the 
business and development plan.  A small project board is in place to develop and manage 
the ground floor development.   This will work within the Council’s project management 
framework and sponsored by the Executive Director, Operations.  Beacon performance is 
regularly monitored through the Council’s performance management framework.

5.2 The risk register for the collaborative operating model has been in place for six years and is 
reviewed and updated monthly in liaison with the Beacon Museum Steering Group.

 
6.          RESOURCE REQUIREMENTS

6.1 The Council are the lead party for the day to day operation of the Beacon.  This is in line 
with:

 The Beacon building asset being owned by the Council who is required to 
maintain the structural framework in line with its leases;

 The Council holding a linked lease for a small strip of Whitehaven Harbour 
Commissioners land on the harbour-side;

 The Council holds the Museum and Curatorial policies and procedures which 
underpin the Museum Accreditation Status renewed by the Council in the past 
year. Accreditation was renewed in 2012 and runs until 2017;

 All staff are employees of the Council;
 The Beacon runs effectively as a cost centre within the Council including recycling 

all surplus back into the delivery and development of the Museum through an 
ear marked reserve mechanism.

7. WHAT MEASURABLE OUTCOMES OR OUTPUTS WILL ARISE FROM THIS REPORT?

7.1 The Beacon Collaborative Operating Model has been developed to deliver the Council’s 
budget reduction target for the Beacon for 2014/15 onwards and the next five year plan 
continues this commitment.

7.2 The Beacon, operating on a full cost recovery basis, will be retained as an accredited 
museum and local education centre on Copeland’s heritage and culture as long as its 
commercial approach delivers a sustainable income.
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7.3 A sustainable community based Museum able to participate in high technology 
developments and community engagement with free Museum entrance to Copeland 
residents outside major / blockbuster exhibitions.
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