
Guardians of our hidden past

‘Part of the solution, not the problem’
By Kevin O’Sullivan

Hugh McBrien, the new Chair of 
ALGAO:Scotland, is at pains to tell me 
that the role of an archaeologist is not 
all about digging things up. 

“We spend most of our time trying 
not to have excavations take place,” 
he says, before adding: “Everybody 
thinks, ‘oh, you’re an archaeologist, 
that’s interesting, what have you dug 
up?’ I must then shamefacedly say that 
I haven’t dug anything up for about 
20 years. But I’ve helped other people 
dig things up, and a l ot of the time 

I’ve helped them avoid digging. It’s 
complicated.”

The complexity lies in archaeology’s 
relationship with local and national 
policy guidance, which is to leave things 
in situ where feasible. Since 1994, ar-
chaeology has had a statutory role with-
in the planning system. It has evolved 
during that time and the emphasis 
now is very much on protecting and 
conserving Scotland’s heritage from 
natural or man-made degradation. 

ALGAO’s role is to minimise the 
threat, which includes avoiding sites 
entirely, or limiting excavation of sites 

that aren’t decaying or being developed 
- because archaeological excavation is 
itself a destructive process.  It is largely 
only when an evaluation shows that a 
development will damage a significant 
archaeological site, that a full excava-
tion takes place.

“We balance our view by looking 
at all the existing information, the lie 
of land and predictive modelling as 
to where there is likely to have been 
human activity. If evidence survives, 
we consider  how interesting it is and 
decide whether it would justify further 
intervention through the planning 

process,” says McBrien. Developers ul-
timately bear the cost of archaeological 
work, so ALGAO members must en-
sure that any requirement to undertake 
excavations is fair and reasonable.

McBrien says the current system 
works well, as most survey work is done 
in advance of the first sods being cut, 
so developers know up front what to 
expect. They can weigh the decision 
of whether to go ahead on a project; 
if it makes economic sense they can 
proceed with the application, and a 
developer can end up getting some 
rather nice PR -– if not ownership – of 

any archaeology found. 
McBrien is keen that a Scottish Gov-

ernment review of planning, which cul-
minates later this year, does not ‘throw 
the baby out with the bathwater’. 

“There is a political imperative to try 
and speed things up and simplify the 
process,” he adds. “Our position is that 
the process for dealing with the historic 
environment and archaeology, in par-
ticular, works very well and smoothly, 
and it actually facilitates speedy resolu-
tions. As ALGAO members we pride 
ourselves on being part of the solution, 
not the problem.”

Local council 
archaeologists are 
helping to conserve the 
historic environment 
of Scotland ....while 
pushing the boundaries 
of discovery and 
mitigating climate 
change
By Bruce Mann

Starting in the far north the ever-
increasing storminess of the North 
Atlantic is a major problem for the 
local authority archaeologists on the 
islands. In Orkney, one third of known 
archaeological sites are either being 
immediately threatened or actively 
destroyed by the sea. Although the 
problem seems (and largely is) insur-
mountable, there are some things that 
are being done.

Here, the council has supported the 
development of archaeology includ-
ing co-funding the foundation of an 
Institute of Archaeology within the Uni-
versity of the Highlands and Islands.  
This provides unparalleled access to 
archaeological researchers, develop-
ing a programme to record what they 
can of the sites before they disappear 
forever.

Moreover, as Julie Gibson, Orkney Is-
lands Council’s archaeologist remarks: 
“Many Orcadians keep an eagle eye on 
changes to the coast and report them 
when they become critical.  In the past 
year, examples include a whole Bronze 
Age settlement at Cata Sand emerging 
from what is now a dune-backed beach 
and an astounding carved Pictish stone 
being washed out from the cliff edge of 
a Norse cemetery.

“In those thousand sites there 
is included a special repository of 
information about climate changes 
and changes to society over five or six 
millennia. Long periods of resilience 
and adaptation end at tipping points, 
when massive changes to lifestyle and 
landscape can be seen,” she added.

Climate Change is currently less 
of an immediate issue on the east coast 
of the mainland. Inland, new housing 
and infrastructure projects continue to 
be built, with inevitable archaeological 
discoveries being made as a result. 

The area around Aberdeen and cen-
tral Aberdeenshire has seen large-scale 

landscape changes in recent months. 
These changes, essential to the future 
economy of the north east, have also 
uncovered a fascinating glimpse into 
past economies. Mesolithic activity 
some 9,000 years ago, defined by scat-
ters of flint tools and the waste flakes 
from making them, along with pits and 
hints of small camps, have been one of 
the key discoveries along the River Dee 
during this work. The river would have 
provided a key source of food with its 
salmon, and a key transport route from 
the sea, along the valley, to the foothills 
of the Cairngorms.

What wasn’t anticipated before the 
development-led work is the sheer scale 
of prehistoric activity in Deeside. By 
combining the results from excava-
tions ahead of construction works with 
research projects being undertaken by 
the Universities of Aberdeen, Stirling, 
St Andrews, Bradford and Dublin, a 
new understanding is emerging of 
how people lived in this landscape, and 
importantly how the river itself has 
changed over time. 

as the loCal authority archaeolo-
gist, I am helping to establish these 
links between academia and the 
private sector, and between them and 
local communities. New voluntary 
projects are springing up, new ap-
proaches being developed to manage 
upland forestry creation, and new 
research on how and why the River 
Dee floods are all coming out of thi s 
work. Not only will it change our view 
of this part of Aberdeenshire forever, it 
will change the story of the Mesolithic 
in Europe significantly. From being a 
poorly understood ‘backwater’ a few 
years ago, the region is emerging as 
having the largest surviving sites from 
this period in the country.

Managing change to the historic 
environment in the planning system is 
fundamental to what we do. However, 
we also create opportunities for com-
munities to become more actively in-
volved in their local heritage whenever 
possible.

Recently the Valley Renewables 
Group, the Development Trust for 
Carron Valley and District in Central 
Scotland, has been awarded a Heritage 
Lottery Fund grant for archaeological 
exploration of key local historic sites. 
This will not only provide training 
for volunteers and school children in 
archaeology, but its outcomes will allow 
for new interpretative signage and ulti-
mately a guide with a designated visitor 
trail linking the sites. 
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The project is being managed on 
behalf of the Trust by Dr Murray Cook, 
Stirling Council’s archaeologist, work-
ing in partnership with Forestry Com-
mission Scotland, Stirling University, 
and Historic Environment Scotland. 

The project focuses on exploring 
Sir John de Graham’s Castle and the 
nearby medieval Kirk o’Muir for the 
first time. John de Graham is one 
of the unsung heroes of the Wars of 
Independence who fought alongside 
Wallace at Stirling Bridge, but who fell 
at the Battle of Falkirk and is buried 

there. The remains of his castle are one 
of the best-preserved timber castles in 
Scotland. It is of course impossible to 
capture all the stories and discoveries 
but there are numerous to celebrate 
in this Year of History, Heritage & 
Archaeology. 

the inCredible Bronze Age 
hoard from Carnoustie in Angus, or 
the Viking hoard from Dumfries and 
Galloway, which make national news, 
are made possible by local authority 
archaeologists working in collaboration 

with others. More commonly there 
are local stories being unearthed every 
week across Scotland through the 
projects we instigate. It is this legacy 
to the history of Scotland which makes 
our role so rewarding. 

Bruce Mann, Regional Archaeologist 
for Aberdeenshire, Moray, Angus, and 
Aberdeen City Councils, and former 
Chair of ALGAO (Association of Local 
Government Archaeological Officers, 
Scotland

A New Pictish Stone find from Orkney.  
The cross slab was made around 
800AD and is a very significant 
sculpture bearing symbols relating to 
both pagan Picts and Christianity

An excavation in August of one of 
the houses on Cata Sand, Orkney, 
will hopefully shed light on the 
settlement and its changing 
environment in the second 
millennium BC


