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Guidelines for Project Directors: 

Dealing with Finds from Projects  

Sponsored by Historic Scotland 

 
Finds Conservation Assessment 
You must make provision for the conservation of finds recovered from 

your fieldwork project.  Historic Scotland funds an artefact conservation 
call-off contract with AOC Archaeology Group’s Conservation Department 
to stabilise finds recovered during Historic Scotland-sponsored 

archaeological fieldwork, thus enabling their study and preservation.   
 
AOC’s Conservation Department staff can also provide assistance in the 

field with lifting larger/particularly fragile objects, and can give general 
advice on First Aid for finds and on suitable packing and storage of finds 

pending their move to the conservation lab.   
 
If you wish to submit material for conservation assessment, or have any 

queries about the conservation service, please notify Jane Flint of the 
Collections Management Unit (her contact details can be found at the 
end of this guideline) either during fieldwork (if the conservation need is 
urgent) or immediately after fieldwork has ended.   
 
Your notification will be passed to AOC’s senior conservator, and copied 
to the Inspector of Ancient Monuments who is managing your project.  
AOC will then contact you to give advice and to arrange for the transfer 
of the objects to their conservation lab at Loanhead, just outside 
Edinburgh.   
 
If any finds are from a contaminated burial environment or have been in 
contact with hazardous materials/chemicals, you must give full details to 
the conservators at the outset for Health and Safety purposes and 
because this may limit the conservation that can be carried out.  
Examples include material from plague pits, cess pits, sites where there 
is a risk of anthrax being active, asbestos contamination, and 
contaminated industrial sites in general. 
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Please note that the following items should be sent to a conservator 
immediately: 

•  Objects lifted in plaster or a soil block 

•  Waterlogged or damp objects 

•  Damp composite finds (finds made from more than one material, 

eg metal and wood) 

 
The finds must be adequately and appropriately packaged (please 
consult AOC’s conservators for guidance on this) and you should place a 
box contents lists inside the containers. 
 
Once in the lab, the conservation needs of the finds will be assessed and 
remedial conservation will be undertaken where required.  AOC’s 
conservators will discuss any particular issues that you have regarding 

the conservation process and any proposed dating or analysis 
techniques that you wish to use which could be affected by conservation 
treatment prior to any remedial work being undertaken. 

 
Once conservation has been completed, you will be contacted to 
ascertain where the finds have to be sent for study/analysis.  A digital 

copy of conservation reports, images and any x-rays will be sent to you 
following completion of conservation, and another copy of this 
information (including any x-rays) will accompany the finds when they 
are sent to the specialist for study.  The documentation accompanying 
the finds must be retained with the conserved objects as this will be 

deposited, along with those objects, in the recipient museum. 
 
Reporting Finds 
Historic Scotland’s Collections Management Unit reports all 
archaeological finds from Historic Scotland sponsored projects to the 
Crown via the Scottish Archaeological Finds Allocation Panel: 
see www.treasuretrovescotland.co.uk for further details on this body. 
 
Please note that if you wish to send unreported artefactual material out 
of Scotland (for post-excavation analysis, for example), you must get 
prior permission from the Scottish Archaeological Finds Allocation Panel 
Secretariat.  See www.treasuretrovescotland.co.uk or call the Panel 
Secretariat on 0131 247 4082/4355 for guidance about this requirement. 
 
Assemblages are reported to the Crown following their transfer to 
Historic Scotland’s store.  Please note that Historic Scotland will not 
accept assemblages which have no box contents lists and are poorly 
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packed.  The guidance below refers to the minimum standard required 
for finds packaging, listing and labelling. 

 
Finds Packaging and Labelling 
Historic Scotland has a responsibility to deliver stable, well-packed and 

well-documented finds to museums.  Caring for finds in this way aids 
their preservation and their subsequent use and interpretation by 

museum curators, archaeological researchers, and the public.   
 
For the packaging of finds for conservation assessment, please see the 

finds conservation assessment guidelines above, and also contact AOC’s 
conservators for advice.  The recommendations below refer to the 
assemblage as a whole and will ensure a minimum standard of care for 

archaeological finds and other material from discovery to final deposition 
in a museum. 
 
Packaging - general guidance 

•  All finds should be contained in lidded boxes, as far as possible, to 

allow stacking in storage and to prevent damage to objects. 

•  Boxes should not be overfilled as this can damage objects and will 

necessitate re-packing before they can be deposited in a museum. 

•  Adequate and suitable packaging must be provided to support and 

protect objects in the box and to prevent vibration and movement 

in transit.  Polyethylene foam (Jiffy foam) should generally be used 
for supporting and cushioning objects. 

•  Non-metallic finds and other material (eg soil samples) must be 

contained as far as possible within lidded archaeological archive 
(cardboard) boxes.  These boxes should be wire-stitched and of a 
size that ensures their contents are not crammed together or 
moving around loosely within the box.   

•  Metallic finds should be contained within appropriately-sized 

polyethylene boxes with air-tight lids (eg Stewart boxes).  See the 
section below on ‘Metallic Finds’ for specific guidance about these. 

•  Appropriately-sized self-sealing polyethylene bags with write-on 

panels should generally be used to contain finds, although clear 
polystyrene boxes (crystal boxes) should be used for particularly 
fragile objects.  The objects should be supported and cushioned 
within the box by acid-free tissue or an inert foam such as 
Plastazote or Jiffy foam. 
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Labelling and Listing 

•  All boxes must be marked on one of the small ends with a printed 

label in black ink.  The ink should be waterproof and light fast to 
prevent fading.  The label must show the site name, site code, 
year(s) of excavation, the project director’s name, the excavation 

unit name, the box number, eg Box 1, and the type of material 
contained within the box, eg animal bone, worked stone, copper 
alloy, iron, etc.  

•  Self-sealing finds bags and labels should be marked with the 

object identification details using black waterproof permanent ink. 

•  Any labels used should be made of Tyvek (an inert woven 

polyester fabric). 

•  Box contents lists must be placed inside each box, giving details of 

finds numbers, a brief description of the object, context numbers 
and a heading giving the site name, site code, year(s) of 

excavation, the project director’s name, the excavation unit name, 
the box number, eg Box 2, and the type of material contained 
within the box, eg animal bone, flint, copper alloy, iron, etc.  
Digital copies of box contents lists must be provided as part of the 
supporting documentation for the assemblage. 

 
Packaging of Glass, Ceramics and Bone/Ivory/Amber/Jet/Shale 

Glass – do not allow to dry out as the surface will flake.  Pack in sealed 

boxes between damp polyethylene foam and send immediately to a 
conservator. 
 
Ceramics – do not wash low-fired or poor-quality ceramics on-site or 
allow to dry out.  Pack damp and send to a conservator.  Treat pottery 
with flaking glaze or painted decoration similarly. 
 
Bone/ivory/amber/jet/shale – these materials are particularly vulnerable 
to damage on drying.  Pack in self-seal polyethylene bags with damp 
polyethylene foam and send immediately to a conservator. 

 
Packaging of Metallic Finds 

Metallic finds must be packed in appropriately-sized polyethylene boxes 
with air-tight lids (eg Stewart boxes).  Non-indicating silica gel 
(preferably in a sealed sachet) should be placed in the bottom of the 
box -  one-third of the volume of the box should be filled with silica gel.  
The silica gel should be covered by several layers of acid-free tissue 
before you place finds in the box. 
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Particularly fragile objects should be supported and cushioned by acid-
free tissue or an inert foam, such as Plastazote, within clear polystyrene 

boxes (crystal boxes).  The crystal box should then be placed within a 

pierced self-sealing polyethylene bag with write-on panels.  More robust 

metallic finds can be placed with the appropriate support directly into a 

pierced  self-sealing polyethylene bag with write-on panels.  A relative 

humidity indicator strip should be placed inside the box where it can be 

viewed from the exterior, and the box should have its airtight lid placed 
firmly on it.  Packing recommendations for different metals is detailed 
below: 

 
Iron – always pack with silica gel and a relative humidity indicator card 
in an airtight polyethylene box at less than 15% relative humidity. 

 
Copper alloy – store with silica gel and a relative humidity indicator card 
in an airtight polyethylene box at less than 35% relative humidity unless 
enamelled or with attached organic remains, in which case pack while 
still damp and send immediately to a conservator. 
 
Silver/gold/gilded objects – these can be fragile/easily scratched.  Store 
in a padded airtight polyethylene box with silica gel and a relative 
humidity indicator card in an at less than 35% relative humidity. 
 
Lead/pewter/tin – may be large, heavy and brittle.  Box individually, and 

support the weight of the object with polyethylene foam.  Do not use 
paper, cardboard or cotton wool for packaging as this will cause lead to 
corrode rapidly. 

 
Transfer of Finds to Historic Scotland’s Store 
After post-excavation work has been completed, you should notify Jane 
Flint when the assemblage is ready for transfer to Historic Scotland’s 
store.  Following receipt, the assemblage will be checked through to 
ensure that all finds are present, that the material is in a stable 
condition, and that the minimum standards of finds packaging and 
labelling have been met.  The assemblage will then be reported to the 
Crown and delivered to the recipient museum. 
 
A completed ‘Finds Deposition Form’, copies of box contents lists, and 
supporting documentation should be sent to Jane Flint prior to arranging 
the transfer.   
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Supporting documentation is defined as Data Structure Reports, 
specialist reports, master finds lists, box contents lists, and any other 

items that accompany the assemblage, eg X-rays, images, etc. from 
conservation.  The documentation should be supplied in digital format 
where possible eg on CD-Rom.  Supplying this information enables it to 

be easily archived and distributed later at the museum when objects 
require further study/display, etc.  Where the file size of supporting 

documentation is too large to send by e-mail, please submit it on CD.   
 
Box contents lists must be placed inside each box, giving details of finds 

numbers, a brief description of the object, context numbers and a 
heading giving the site name, site code, year(s) of excavation, the 
project director’s name, the excavation unit name, the box number, eg 

Box 2, and the type of material contained within the box, eg animal 
bone, flint, copper alloy, iron, etc.  Digital copies of box contents lists 
must be provided as part of the supporting documentation for the 
assemblage. 
 
You should also notify Jane Flint in writing when the primary site archive 

for this fieldwork has been lodged with the National Monuments Record 
of Scotland.  Jane will inform the Inspector managing the project as to 
when both of these transfers take place.  See the ‘Finds Deposition 
Form’ for further guidance and information. 
 
You will be informed in writing of the final destination of the finds from 
your project. 
 
General  Advice 
Jane Flint, Collections Management Unit, Room 4.2, Longmore House, 
Salisbury Place, Edinburgh, EH9 1SH 
Tel 0131 668 8790; Fax 0131 668 8765; e-mail 
xxxx.xxxxx@xxxxxxxx.xxx.xxx.xx
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Websites 
Institute of Field Archaeologists: www.archaeologists.net 

 
United Kingdom Institute of Conservation: 
www.instituteofconservation.org.uk 

 
United Kingdom Institute of Conservators: 

www.ukic.org.uk 

Version 1.3 (April 2006) 

7




    

  

  
