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Executive summary  This report will provide an update on the activities of the Russell-
Cotes Art Gallery & Museum over the last year including the impact 
of the coronavirus pandemic.  

Operating restrictions have been applied since March 2020 which 
has had the inevitable negative impact on visitors, income and 
learning activities.  

However despite the ongoing pandemic, the museum has 
reopened twice and attracted a high level of visitors compared to 
similar local attractions. The Pre-Raphaelite exhibition – ‘Beyond 
the Brotherhood; The Pre-Raphaelite Legacy’ was delivered and 
then extended so visitors had access after the initial lockdown 
period.  

The DCMS and ACE funded project for the redisplay of three 
historic rooms was nearly completed and has hugely improved the 
visitor experience in the first-floor rooms. 

Work on the review of governance has continued with steady 
progress being made. 

Russell-Cotes Art Gallery & Museum has been successful in 
attracting two major support grants from Arts Council England. 
£29,000 from the Coronavirus Emergency Fund has supported 
salaries and digital developments.  £226,000 from the Coronavirus 
Recovery Fund will support the loss of visitor income, investments 
in future financial sustainability (outdoor catering, signage and new 
till systems) and provides support for consultancy and professional 
services needed for the Governance Review. 

Recommendations It is RECOMMENDED that:  

 The Management Committee accept the Russell-Cotes Art 
Gallery & Museum 12 month review report for the period 
November 2019 -  November 2020 and agree the actions 
suggested in this report. 



Reason for 
recommendations 

To demonstrate the fulfilment of the Committee’s responsibility to 
provide strategic oversight of the Russell-Cotes as the delegated 
governance body for the Charity. 

  



Portfolio Holder(s):  Councillor Mohan Iyengar, Portfolio Holder for Tourism, Leisure 
&Culture 

Corporate Director  Bill Cotton, Corporate Director Regeneration & Economy] 

Report Authors 
Chris Saunders, Service Director Destination & Culture 

Sarah Newman, Museum Manager 

Wards  Not applicable  

Classification  For Update and Information 
Title:  

Impact of Covid 

1. This report covers the period when the coronavirus pandemic began and the 
initial measures that were introduced nationally to contain its spread.  This 
has had a significant impact on the operations of the Russell-Cotes Art 
Gallery & Museum. 

2. In February, the Museum had opened its exhibition ‘Beyond the 
Brotherhood’,and was scheduled to complete the Redisplay Project in the 
historic rooms, but from early March concerns were growing nationally about 
the spread of coronavirus which impacted on visitor confidence.  A local 
decision was taken to close the museum to the public on 19 March 2020 and 
the national lockdown was declared on Monday 23 March. 

3. Initial lockdown measures ended on 4 July and the museum re-opened to the 
public on 7 July 2020.  

4. The second phase of national lockdown measures meant the museum closed 
again on 4 November and reopened on 5 December 2020.  

5. During periods of closure the museum was staffed daily to ensure the safety 
and security of the museum and collection with particular regard to the 
changed response of the Dorset and Wiltshire Fire Service to automated fire 
alarms.  As a result of Covid and the impact on their services, the DWFS 
decided to stop attending automated fire alarms in non-residential buildings 
between the hours of 8am and 6pm, 7 days per week unless there was a 
confirmed fire.  Unable to rely on a fire service response to alarms, staff were 
therefore required to be on site for 70 hours per week in case of fire.  This 
has had significant impact on staffing because 2 staff always need to be 
present for security reasons and only 6 staff are trained to lock, unlock and 
manage the museum site. Council representatives have made every effort to 
engage with the Fire Service locally and nationally about the potentially 
catastrophic impact such a ruling might have on heritage buildings such as 
the Russell-Cotes and are hopeful that a resolution will be found. 

6. Some front of house, catering and administrative staff were placed on 
furlough during the summer and others were redeployed to the ‘Together We 
Can’ project to support local communities during the Covid effort. 



 Re-opening 

7. The museum staff initially undertook a comprehensive risk assessment to 
ensure the museum could operate safely for staff, contractors and visitors 
under the relevant government and BCP Council guidelines. This risk 
assessment remains under review and is adjusted as more information is 
made available. 

8.  Financial viability was another key test in order to reopen and opportunities 
such as the ‘Beyond the Brotherhood: the Pre Raphaelite legacy’ exhibition 
helped to make this possible  

9. Staff followed the relevant government guidelines to make the museum 
Covid-secure for visitors. We launched the sale of timed-tickets online, 
although casual walk-ins are allowed if there is sufficient capacity. A 
maximum capacity in the building was established to enable social 
distancing. The installation of sneeze screens and hand gel stations and 
enhanced cleaning regime for regular touch points were also instigated. 

10.  A one-way system with separate entrance and exit has been established 
because of narrow staircases and pinch points, but this is far from ideal 
because it impacts adversely on the visitor journey, forces people to leave by 
the fire exit and requires additional staff to supervise exits.  In addition, the 
exit from the house via the conservatory cannot be used if it is raining 
because it leaks so badly so additional staff are always needed on wet 
weather standby. 

11. Opening days were reduced from 6 days per week to 4 days per week 
because of the lack of visitor confidence and the additional staffing required 
with limited capacity (both for fire cover when closed and to staff the one way 
system).  

12. Volunteers have been used where possible but Covid has impacted on their 
willingness and ability to come on site. 

 

Financial impact 

13. The Museum has benefited from the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme, the 
reduction in VAT on tourism and hospitality from 20% to 5% and adopted the 
free online booking system developed by the Art Fund to support museums. 

14. The Council took action to contain the financial impact of the pandemic 
council wide including setting a Council wide Covid-budget and freezing 
recruitment. The revised budget and impact on income means the budget 
gap that requires council funding has widened from £314,000 to £400,000. 

15. Russell Cotes raises 55% of its income from visitors i.e. nearly £500,000 per 
year and therefore the impact on closure is considerable – possibly up to 
70% reduction in earned income.  

16. The museum has been successful in receiving grants from the Arts Council.  
It was awarded £29,000 from Arts Council Coronavirus Emergency Fund to 
fund the salaries of the Curator and Learning Officer during lockdown and to 
develop digital engagement projects.  It was also awarded £226,000 from the 
Coronavirus Recovery Fund which will fund some of the shortfall from the 
loss of visitor income, investment into future financial sustainability through 



improved signage, new till system, visitor journey changes and outdoor 
catering as well as additional support to progress the governance review  
including professional advice on legal, governance, VAT, business planning 
and branding. 

 

Visitor Figures and Performance 

17. Visitor figures for the winter of 2019 were consistent with previous years. The 
opening of the Pre Raphaelite exhibition in February saw a 20% increase in 
visitor numbers for the first few weeks. However, the impact of the 
coronavirus was evident very quickly. When the museum reeopened 
confidence was very low, but numbers increased particularly in September 
and averaged 47% of normal from July – October, yielding 40% of the usual 
visitor admission income. Compared to many museums this result, is very 
encouraging but in the context of the major exhibition it was inevitably 
disappointing. 

18. Comparative Figures showing impact of Covid for Russell-Cotes 2019/20 

 

 2019 2020 Percentage 
achieved 

Total Visitor numbers 

 April – November 

33,933 8,683 25% 

Visitor Numbers  

July7 – Nov4 for 
comparison of performance  

18,436 8,683 47% 

Income from admissions 
YTD 

£120,000 £49,000 40% 

Income into shop YTD £60,000 £24,000 40% 

Income in café YTD £66,000 

 

£21,000 31% 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



19. Admission Figures 2016 - 2020 

 

  2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

  
museums admissions 
  

April - September 20,222 24,799 21,313 21,768 5,552 

0ct - March 20,138 18,126 17,613 16,917 2,253* 

Total 40,360 42,925 38,926 38,685 7,805 

  

café only 
 
 

April - September 5,199 3,152 4,681 3,974 344 

Oct - March 2,981 3,541 3,799 3,268 226* 

Total  8,180 6,693 8,480 7,242 570 

  
total admissions 
  

April - September 25,421 27,951 25,994 25,742 5,896 

Oct - March  23,119 21,667 21,412 20,185 2,479* 

Whole Year 48,540 49,618 47,406 45,927 8,375 

 

 

20. However, the response from visitors has been overwhelmingly positive with 
great reviews and feedback.  Our Tripadvisor rating has increased from No 2 
in Bournemouth to no 1 (above the beach and Hengistbury Head).  Feedback 
on the museum and the Covid measures continues to be excellent.  

21. The Museum has become part of the South West Visitor Insights run by 
South West Museums Development which will enable us to capture and 
examine audience insights data more effectively and make better sector 
comparisons. 

22. The introduction of on-line ticketing has long been an aspiration of the 
museum and now is a sector norm, but an unintended consequence is a 
reduction on Gift Aid which usually generates £20,000 per annum.  In person, 
the museum has a very high conversion rate, but online this is much more 
difficult to achieve and may warrant further scrutiny.  

 

 



Accreditation 

23. The Museum was due for a renewal of its accreditation by Arts Council 
England in 2020. However, due to the pandemic its current accreditation has 
been extended and the Arts Council is expected to issue a revised timetable 
of invitations for renewals in January 2021. 

 

Building  

24.  There have been increasing challenges in managing and maintaining the 
building in the last 12 months with 69 building faults recorded. 

25. The wet December in 2019 led to very significant water ingress in offices via 
the veranda in even more locations than usual. Building Services have 
budget to investigate and solve the water ingress problems stemming from 
the veranda.  The tile conservator’s report was completed in October and 
work to repair and fill tiles and cracks in render will take place followed by a 
period of observation to judge its success.  

26. The storms in February 2020 caused considerable loss of Conservatory glass 
leading to worse than usual water ingress through the year with insurance 
works now looking possible in January 2021.  

27. Increasing boiler lock outs highlight the issues with the plant which is at ‘end 
of life’, although this was coaxed into action in order to achieve the necessary 
environmental conditions required for GIS. 

28. Fire fault signal activations reported from May led to the panel being 
condemned. Current investigative work on new radio signal fire system is 
being undertaken and with surveying of voids and testing of signal strengths 
taking place at speed before Christmas driven by the intervention of the 
Council Fire Safety team. 

29. A lead theft attempt on Gallery roof in August is now all repaired and the thief 
successfully prosecuted due to metals alert system protecting this section of 
the roof and speedy response from staff, police, fire service and the police 
helicopter!  A second lead theft attempt in December was disturbed by the 
Police. Two break-in attempts were made on the downstairs offices. Damage 
was done to an original stained glass door in August but works are still not 
completed due to the specialist conservator being on furlough.  But we are 
hopeful that the work will start in January. 

30. The completion of a detailed and comprehensive condition survey of the 
building by specialist architectural surveyors, Philip Hughes Associates has 
given a more holistic and conservation minded view of the state of repair of 
the building. A fully costed programme of works needed has been formulated. 
The report highlights work to be done to the roof structure, the conservatory, 
an additional maintenance programme, the need for further specialist fire 
engineer investigations, consideration of the renewal of the plant and 
specialist conservation needed for historic interiors. 

 

 



 

Redisplay project – Red, Yellow and Mikado’s Rooms 

31. Work has continued on the redisplay project although inevitably delayed but 
the impact of Covid on suppliers and supply chains. 

32. The Red, Yellow and Mikado’s Rooms have all been totally refurbished with 
original murals conserved and new carpets laid. New cabinets in Victorian 
style but with contemporary security and environmental controls have been 
filled with highlights from our collection.  Paintings, furniture and objects from 
the collection have been conserved and all the rooms reinterpreted. Pull-out 
drawers, audio-visual film of the trip to Japan, audio interpretation and an 
interactive album from the Russell-Cotes trip to New Zealand have been 
incorporated to great effect.  

33. The rooms are transformed and the response from visitors has been 
exceptionally positive.  

34. This project was made possible by grants from the Sasakawa Foundation, 
DCMS Wolfson and the Arts Council England, a donation from the Mayor’s 
Fund and a legacy from Mrs Hart and has been delivered very successfully 
by the Interpretation Officer, whose contract will finish in January 2021.  

 

Reinterpretation  

35. The renewal of the interpretation in the house has been reviewed in the light 
of Covid and the need to avoid touch points.  All hand-held cards and 
information folders have been removed.  New interpretation boards will be 
installed in December and the Museum has subscribed to ‘Smartify’ a digital 
App, used by many museums including the National Gallery which uses 
image recognition to enable visitors on site and on the web to download 
information and explore the collection.  This App is a cost-effective 
mechanism and has been funded from the ACE Coronavirus Recovery Grant. 
Currently volunteers are working with the Curatorial team to develop the 
content for upload. 

36. Delivering the community aspect of this project which should have seen a 
collaboration with BAME community groups and included outreach into 
schools and communities as well as a celebratory events programme on site 
unfortunately has been made virtually impossible by the pandemic. It's hoped 
that these partnerships and relationships will endure until such times when 
we they can be rekindled in some form. 

37. The Museum received a small grant of £1,000 from the Association of 
Independent Museums to pay for a conservator to support the museum in its 
conservation practices.  Though delayed by Covid, the Museum will work with 
conservator Sarah Howard to update our Conservation Policy, develop a 
Conservation plan of prioritized work and write a manual for new staff and 
volunteers to embed good conservation practices. 

 

Exhibitions and Programming 



38. ‘Sublime symmetry: The mathematics behind De Morgan’s Ceramic Designs’ 
exhibition ran successfully until 2 February 2020. 

39. ‘Beyond the Brotherhood: the Pre-Raphaelite Legacy’ (22 Feb – 27 Sep)  
was a major development for the museum and represented a significant step-
up in the scale of our ambition in every area of work. This major exhibition 
undertaken in partnership with Southampton City Art Gallery and funded by 
Art Fund had taken several years of investment and activity to make the 
structural improvements to the galleries, negotiate loans from regional and 
national lenders including  Bristol Museums, Tate Britain, Royal Academy, 
Victoria and Albert Museum and achieve Government Indemnity Standard to 
support the cost of insurance. A fully illustrated catalogue was produced in 
partnership with publishers, Sansoms and is widely available in shops and 
online.   

40. The exhibition opened on 22 February with great promise, and a packed 
private view. It saw a 20% increase in visitor numbers and spend in the shop 
during the opening weeks, but very quickly was overtaken by Covid and with 
dwindling visitors the museum closed prior to full lockdown.  

41. The museum had the responsibility for ensuring the security of the loans 
throughout lockdown and was in regular touch with lenders, GIS and insurers 
about the situation.  Faced with the possibility that the exhibition might close 
before the museum could reopen and the challenge of deinstalling under 
Covid restrictions we negotiated with all lenders for an extension until 27 
September for which we are very grateful. 

42. This major exhibition and project, made more complex by Covid, represents a 
significant achievement for all the staff at the Russell-Cotes and gives 
confidence to the team to achieve future ambitions. The catalogue which, 
along with the exhibition, highlights the importance of the Russell-Cotes 
collection provides a lasting legacy. Whilst the evidence of the opening 
weeks, along with visitor numbers on reopening, provides evidence of the 
appeal and value of high-profile programming of this kind to the museum’s 
future success. 

43. Covid has obviously made all planning very challenging, because of the lead 
times required for exhibitions, loans and transport and the uncertainty about 
whether the museum would be open to recoup the cost. So, a decision was 
taken in March to postpone the planned ‘A Century of British Art: 
Bournemouth Art Club 1920 -2020’ exhibition which is now scheduled for 
summer 2021.  

44. Instead, we installed a ‘Hidden Highlights; Life in Lockdown exhibition’ using 
our own paintings to take a humorous look at life in lockdown which gives 
maximum flexibility but has actually been rather popular! 

 

Secretary’s Room 

45. The exhibition ‘Romanticizing Dorset: The Paintings of Leslie Moffatt Ward 
closed at the end of December 2019 and the Secretary’s Room was used as 
open storage/display of material displaced by the redisplay of the Mikado’s 
and Yellow Room.  An exhibition of 19th century folding fans belonging to 



local collectors and coinciding with the Annual Conference in Bournemouth of 
the Fan Circle was cancelled because of Covid. 

46.  However, we did manage to deliver an exhibition ‘Sea, Land, Air and Home: 
Art of the Second World War’ in collaboration with the Imperial War Museum 
from August – November to commemorate the 80th anniversary of the Battle 
of Britain. Four museums across the country, including the Russell-Cotes 
borrowed three Battle of Britain artworks from the IWM to be displayed 
alongside unique works from their own collections in order to explore and 
illustrate their own histories and local perspectives. We were also able to 
publish a booklet, featuring artworks from the Russell-Cotes collection and 
the Imperial War Museums.  This exhibition had been designed to coincide 
with the Air Festival. 

 

Café Gallery 

47. PRESSED: Contemporary Prints from Poole Printmakers was held very 
successfully from 5 November 2019 – 3 March 2020.  Since then the gallery 
has been used for the sale of reproduction prints from the collection.  With 
the new Covid visitor journey, it is not anticipated that this gallery will be used 
again for contemporary art shows. 

 

Education, Engagement and Digital 

48. Until lockdown, the education, events and education programme continued 
very successfully, with a Christmas Weekend 2019 which attracted 455 
visitors, Father Christmas 2019 offer, talks and events programme. The Pre-
Raphaelite exhibition was the focus of an ambitious programme of events 
including a study day, evening talks and events etc but with the exception of 
a workshop by ‘Games of Thrones’ designer, Kieran Belshaw,  a talk by 
Oscar-winning art director Alan Lee, and curator tours, all had to be 
cancelled. Through the summer the problems of risk assessing and planning 
educational visits have been too great and all activities cancelled.   

49. During the second lockdown, the museum refreshed its Christmas 
decorations in the expectation that there might be an opportunity to market a 
Victorian Christmas offer this year and the knowledge that any investment 
would always be a useful legacy for future programming. 

50. The closure of the museum and focus on digital engagement cast a sharp 
spotlight on the museum’s lack of resource and capacity in this area. Our 
website and social media accounts, while popular and attractive, are 
designed to give information to on-site visitors and push information out, 
rather than to engage and involve audiences on-line.  ACE Emergency 
funding was spent on developing a digital strategy and producing some 
content with staff, curatorial experts and creatives.  This fundamental rethink 
in our operations will require time and investment but in the short term the 
museum has delivered zoom talks, created films, podcasts, quizzes etc to 
engage better with audiences.  

 

 



Staff  

51. The Fundraising Officer and part-time Marketing Officer left the museum in 
March 2020 to pursue new roles elsewhere.  It was decided to combine the 
roles into a full-time Marketing and Development Officer position, but 
recruitment was frozen because of the pandemic. However funding from ACE 
has enabled us to recruit a 6 month role, particularly with a view to driving our 
digital presence. 

52. The Programmes Officer returned from maternity leave in September 2020 
and, working 16 hours per week, has taken back the management of the 
exhibitions programme.  

Facilities – Café  

53. The Café was significantly impacted by COVID-19, but opportunities have 
arisen that show promise for the future. Following the first lockdown we 
introduced an outside catering offer on the terrace. Anecdotally, this does not 
appear to have driven significantly more visitors (although we feel it will as 
awareness grows locally), but ot does seem to have encouraged more 
visitors to use the catering facilities who otherwise may not have done. Arts 
Council funding will assist in developing this, and overcoming some of the 
operational difficulties in managing the offer. Also, moving admissions online 
for pre-booking has driven an increase in Afternoon Tea bookings, especially 
around the Christmas season, but which hopefully will continue to be popular. 
Social distancing has meant a significant reduction in covers in the café, and 
a limit on the potential outdoor covers.   

 

Shop   

54. Until lockdown the shop continued to perform well with sales and profit 
increasing. Sales from the PRESSED exhibition generated £1000 in profit. 

55. From April to June, the shop was closed with some very few remote sales 
hampered by the lack of an online shop system.  After reopening July was 
slow, with August picking up, and September sales doing very well (only 
£2000 down on 2019 figures) due to a big influx of staycationers to the 
region. October figures have slowed but with a noticeable interest in our 
online offer.   

56. Since reopening there have been many challenges in the shop as ordering 
stock with fluctuating sales and unclear delivery lead times presents a risk to 
profits due to the unpredictability of pandemic situation. The shop has 
retained sale or return merchandise from the Pre-Raphaelite exhibition 
(refurbished antique stools etc) to give some zero-cost stock options during 
the pandemic. 

57. Sales relating to the exhibition ‘Beyond the Brotherhood’  have been good 
compared to other exhibitions, despite the reduced visitors (4th most 
profitable exhibition since 2015).  

58. It is an aspiration for the Museum to develop an online shop using Shopify 
and with ACE funding we purchased 1 year subscription but have been 
unable to complete the setup because of banking issues. It is noted that 



museum retail across the UK has found that online sales have performed well 
during the pandemic. 

59. With funding from the ACE Recovery grant, the museum will buy a new CRM 
and retail system to deliver one-stop shop efficient visitor data, retail and café 
sales and ensure future proofing. 

 

Fundraising 

60. Success with grants from the Arts Council has been noted above whilst the 
completion of various funded projects has continued. Unsolicited donations 
and on-site donations have doubled as visitors, it seems, are appreciative of 
the Museum’s efforts to open and reflective of the importance to their 
wellbeing. 

 

Marketing  

61. Additional investment was made into marketing for the Pre-Raphaelite 
exhibition with support from Liz Lean PR and an increased budget for adverts 
on railway stations and billboards through the conurbation.  However much of 
this work was cancelled. 

62. With the coincidental resignation of the Marketing and Fundraising Officers 
and the uncertainty around opening, and the lack of opportunity (no leaflets, 
less advertising, signage etc), we have not been in a position to promote the 
museum as much as normal. However, with the recruitment of a Marketing 
Officer in the new year, the situation should improve. 

 

Weddings and Venue Hire 

63. Venue hire took a significant blow due to coronavirus, with a number of 
planned events cancelled. We had hoped to pick up additional wedding 
business after the first lockdown ended, with a special offer, which attracted 
two bookings, but enquiries were low. We have achieved £3,741 net income, 
from 2 weddings and one film booking.   

 

Governance   

64. Separate agenda item 

 

 

Background papers 

None 

Appendices   

 There are no appendices to this report. 


