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By Gary Topp, Bristol Green 
Partnership

In 2015 Bristol has been host to 
a number of exceptional arts 
projects on the theme of ‘going 
green’. Produced and delivered 
by a wide range of organisations 
and partners in the city – the 
Bristol Green Capital Partnership 
celebrates these projects that 
have prodded and questioned 
in a number of different ways, 
provoking the question ‘what role 
do the arts have in helping to 
create a future ‘green city’?’

Formed in 2007 the Bristol Green 
Capital Partnership is a citywide 
body with over 850 member 
organisations, including many 
of the city’s arts and cultural 

leaders. Bristol has a long history of 
recognising the value of the arts in 
helping to create a future city and 
it aims to continue its commitment 
to create a ‘low carbon city with 
a high quality of life for all’ 
beyond the current Bristol 2015  
European Green Capital year.  
 
In February, as one of the first 
‘green’ arts projects, Japanese 
artist Fujiko Nakaya installed the 
atmospheric Fog Bridge as part 
of the international biennial fes-
tival In Between Time. The instal-
lation was a captivating sensory 
experience and transformed a 
daily walk for thousands into a 
thoughtful and reflective 
moment, attracting tourists from 
over 29 countries. 
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The back-story, of course, was the impact 
of climate change on weather patterns, 
but the power of the piece was not in its 
rhetoric but in its restraint. Interestingly 
Luke Jerram’s work Withdrawn (featuring 
marooned boats in Leigh Woods), 
addressed a similar issue. The magic and 
impact of both pieces was embodied in a 
commitment to mass engagement without 
the need for an overt or pressing politic, 
scientific or environmental message. The 
contention is that this kind of approach 
plays better into the psychology and 
emotion of the issues, and in so doing, 
plays an equally powerful part in raising 
awareness, concern and ultimately hope. 

Later in the year the magnificent 
installation The Bristol Whales, created by 
Cod Steaks, emerged outside of @Bristol 
in Millennium Square. This work changed 
tack slightly from Jerram and Nakaya’s 
offerings. Beautifully crafted from 70,000 
plastic bottles collected from the city’s 
10k and half-marathon runs, it wore its 
message (heart) firmly on its sleeve and 
was a clear proclamation about

the dangers of plastics in the ocean, 
highlighting the significant statistic that 
Britons send fifteen million bottles to landfill 
each day. 

In a more traditional setting international 
Bristol-based artist Richard Long returned 
again to the resurgent Arnolfini in July with 
a blockbuster exhibition in one of the city’s 
most iconic buildings. Long is a global 
master in a long tradition of landscape 
and environmental art. His work, and the 
exhibition, again concentrated on his 
core artistic outputs; text, mud drawings 
and photographs. In each gallery his work 
placed the viewer in the very landscape 
that his observations had illuminated. His 
work is about celebrating the landscape, 
which he shines a light on as he walks 
and works. This approach, once again, 
eschews making an overt statement about 
environmental concerns for a subtler and 
more human approach. 

As Bristol’s year as Green Capital draws 
to a close, the input from numerous arts, 
culture and heritage organisations stands 
out as a clear success, one that reminds us 
we live on an extraordinary planet with the 
sensory capability to both celebrate and 
conserve it. 

www.bristolgreencapital.org

Image credits: Fog Bridge, Fujiko Nakaya, IBT15 
Commission, photo © Max McClure, The Bristol 
Whales, designed and built by Cod Steaks, initiated 
by Artists Project Earth, photo © Paul Box,  Fog 
Bridge, Fujiko Nakaya, IBT15 Commission, photo © 
Paul Box. 
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By Gemma Brace, Royal West of England 
Academy

Visitors to Bristol’s Leigh Woods this year 
have been greeted to a surreal sight. 
Nestled between the trees, abandoned 
like ghost ships, has lain a small fleet of 
discarded fishing vessels, enveloped within 
the dense forest canopy. 

Rather than the proposed consequence of 
an ecological misadventure, Withdrawn is 
the outcome of an innovative commission 
between the National Trust’s Trust New Art 
Bristol contemporary art programme, and 
the Forestry Commission England’s Forest 
Art Works programme, and is one of just 
many high-profile art projects produced 
as part of Bristol 2015’s celebration as 
European Green Capital.

The artwork was installed by artist Luke 
Jerram in April and remained amongst the 
popular woodland until September, 

allowing the public to engage with the 
work throughout the changing seasons. 
Jerram researched the project by talking 
with fishermen, scientists and marine 
experts in order to understand the 
intricacies of the fishing industry and the 
grave impact of over-farming on our fish 
stocks. Conceived to be deliberately 
provocative it raises questions about 
climate change, extreme weather 
conditions, falling fish stocks, and our 
impact on the marine environment, striking 
a haunting note. 

However, Withdrawn also contributes 
to a wider conversation around art, 
sustainability and environmentalism. Its 
inclusion in Bristol’s year as European 
Green Capital draws attention to the 
sustainability of temporary public art 
projects in the first place, especially 
their effect on the environment in which 
they are sited. For example, consider 

 If You Go Down to the Woods...
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the potential damage caused by 
pilgrimages to iconic land art sites such 
as Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty in Utah, 
USA. In contrast Withdrawn is relatively 
accessible and its temporality ensured little 
danger of permenant damage to the site 
through footfall.

Instead, Withdrawn’s legacy lies in the  
on-going journey of its physical remains. 
The boats were originally bought from 
ebay for a nominal sum and although 
stripped of their working parts still retained 
the detritus of their old lives littered with 
items such as compasses and logbooks. 

Now, the boats are sited around the 
city, with each vessel individually 
housed amongst a variety of community 
organisations and businesses at the 
bequest of Jerram. They have found 
all kinds of uses such as children’s play 
spaces, as storytelling and performance 
sites, and even  as seating in a bar 
creating new memories to add to their 
already extensive journeys.

Some of these uses were directly inspired 
by a host of events which utilised the 
artwork as a venue, such as Night Walk, 
part of Mayfest an annual theatre festival 
and Two-Wheeled Drive-in, a movie night 
at the site reached by bike. It has also 
been the inspiration for a number of new 
creative projects inspiring a children’s 
book, providing the backdrop for photo 
shoots and as the subject for numerous 
films produced by local film-makers.

This ambitious project also draws attention 

to those that have commissioned the 
artwork, turning the spotlight on strategic 
intersections between arts and the 
environment. Schemes such as Trust New 
Art Bristol, a programme of contemporary 
art projects, exhibitions and collaborations 
in and around National Trust properties in 
Bristol, and Forestry Commission England 
- who have actively engaged with new 
artwork initiatives since 1968 - are now 
providing new models for sustainable art 
projects. 

As the subject of national press coverage – 
and with visitors to the site doubling to over 
25,000 during the installation’s lifetime – 
Withdrawn demonstrates the power of art 
as not just ‘sustainable’ in its own physical 
right, but perhaps more importantly in 
contributing to the sustainability of the arts 
as part of a ‘green agenda’ – whether 
withdrawn or in the spotlight.

Withdrawn is one of six arts projects funded by 
the Arts Council England Exceptional Fund as part 
of Bristol’s year as European Green Capital, with 
the aim of making sustainable living accessible 
and easy to understand. The Bristol 2015 arts and 
culture projects are being delivered by the national 
portfolio organisation Bristol Culture Development 
Partnership (BDCP), and will play a central part in 
encouraging the public to see sustainability in a 
new light. 

http://lukejerram.com/withdrawn
Image credits: Withdrawn, Luke Jerram, photo © 
Luke Jerram, choir singing amidst Withdrawn, Luke 
Jerram, photo © Luke Jerram and performance at 
Withdrawn, photo © Vanessa O’Regan.
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By Phil Owen, Arnolfini

When Brazilian artist Maria Thereza Alves 
first found out about ‘ballasts’ she was 
hooked. The resulting artwork, Seeds of 
Change, was commissioned by Arnolfini, as 
part of the exhibition Port City – On Mobility 
and Exchange in 2007 with Alves exploring 
her fascination with the notion that 
plants could represent the international 
networks we establish through trade. The 
subsequent artwork provides an interesting 
insight into new relationships between art, 
environmentalism and sustainability.

Ballasts consist of a mixture of sand, soil, or 
rubble. Between the 18th and early 20th 

centuries (a period roughly concurrent 
with the development of the global 
maritime trading infrastructures we rely 
upon, but mostly ignore today), ships used 
dug-up ballast to keep them balanced in 
the water. Afterwards, it would either be 
dumped at ports where a large amount 
of cargo was being picked up (often 
clandestinely, to avoid taxation), or fresh 
material would be loaded aboard to make 
up for the weight of deposited goods. In 
this way, quantities of what we might call 
the ‘environmental matter’ of ports would 
be swapped hundreds, if not thousands of 
miles back and forth across the oceans. 
Seeds were unwittingly carried in the soil, 

Seeds of Change: 
Ballast Seed Garden



6

leading to the phenomenon of ballast flora 
– plants growing and naturalising in ports 
far away from their native habitats.

These ballast seeds can lie dormant 
for hundreds of years in the mud flats 
of tidal rivers, blooming forth as an 
unrecognised reminder of long-forgotten 
activity when the mud is turned over. 
For Alves’ contribution to Port City she 
began to work with samples of soil 
gathered at ballast heaps identified 
around Bristol’s harbourside. They were 
then cultivated with assistance from local 
community groups and the University of 
Bristol’s Botanic Garden. The results were 
remarkable: plants such as Salsola Kali 
from Africa were found at Avonmouth; 
Amaranthus Albus from North America 
was found at Grove Quay and Pisum 
Arvense from Portugal was found at 
Wapping Quay. Interestingly, some of 
the participating groups who came from 
migrant communities had also left the very 
places the plants had been carried from. 

Naturally, the colonial legacies 
represented in the story told by the 
ballast flora (such as the hierarchies of 
places associated with raw materials, 
manufacture, and accumulated profit) 
became a strong factor that informed the 
development of the project. In particular, 
Bristol’s history as part of the slave triangle, 
with West Africa and the Caribbean, 
needed to be acknowledged. As Alves 
said, “Seeds of Change is an attempt to 
re-establish the histories of… ballast flora 
and the potential of individual histories that 

these plants were witness to, previously 
isolated from their intimate connection to 
the economic and social history of Bristol”.

Since 2012, the project has been focussed 
on a floating garden on a derelict barge 
designed in collaboration between 
Alves and German designer Gitta 
Gschwendtner. It is permanently moored 
beside Bristol’s Castle Park (one of the 
oldest continually-inhabited sites in Bristol, 
where archaeological remains from a 
range of periods have been purposefully 
left exposed in-situ). It is re-planted each 
year with a range of plants representing 
different aspects of the ballast flora story. 
There, a range of activities including 
talks, performances, even film screenings, 
have taken place every summer since, 
accommodating audiences ferried across 
the harbour from Arnolfini. Additionally, the 
‘Growing A Living History of Bristol’ project 
saw smaller ballast flora gardens created 
collaboratively with 11 schools and 5 
community groups all over the city. 

If official accounts of history sometimes 
fail to account for, and even work to 
erase local knowledge and experiences, 
by contrast, art has the potential to 
reclaim such narratives to contemporary 
social realities. The achievement of 
Seeds of Change is a reminder, through 
a particularly evocative example, of the 
ways in which ecology and culture mirror 
each other. It is only by acknowledging 
these in their entirety, rather than through 
instances that happen to be in line with 
the status quo, that our relationship with 
the world, and its finite resources, will be 
properly understood and managed. 

Bristol City Council commissioned Seeds of Change: 
A Floating Ballast Seed Garden as part of its public 
art programme in 2012. The University of Bristol 
Botanic Garden have been a major partner in the 
project since its original inception.

www.arnolfini.org.uk / Image credits: Seeds 
of Change, Maria Theresa Alves, photo © Kamina 
Walton, group shot, photo © Justin Yockney.
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By Nadine Loach, Sustainable Exhibition for 
Museums (SEFM) Network

As Chair of the Sustainable Exhibitions for 
Museums (SEFM) Network, Nadine Loach 
speaks regularly with many museums 
across the UK, all wanting to produce their 
exhibitions in a more sustainable way. One 
of the most common problems preventing 
this that comes up time and again is 
storage, or rather, a lack of it. Here, Loach 
shares SEFM’s learning on how to create 
more sustainable shows.

As part of SEFM’s remit we have been 
coming up with numerous ways to 
address the age-old issue of storage. 
Starting with the obvious we urge people 
to ‘recycle, recycle, recycle’: reusing 
exhibition materials is one of the best 
ways to approach exhibitions in a more 
economically and environmentally 
sustainable way. Materials including 
packaging, cases and labels can 
be reused if stored in a dry, secure 
environment. Likewise, temporary walls 
and interpretation units can be reused if 
they are designed and installed with this in 
mind. Display cases can also be produced 
in standard sizes that can then be used for 
multiple exhibitions, and even re-painted 
and re-lined as required. But in order to do 
any of these things, adequate storage is 
required.

Many museums have neither the space 
to store nor the finances to produce new 
storage facilities (an understandable 
position with recent cuts in funding across 
the sector). However, there are ways 
to get around this and other options 
available. Museums can team up to build 
or rent shared storage, not only saving on 
cost, but also encouraging the sharing of

stored items. It might be worth considering 
working with a transport agent or storage 
company to reduce rental costs, or even 
developing a sponsorship agreement, 
leading to rent in-kind. 

Another option is sharing the availability 
of items with other local museums. This 
means that museums don’t have to worry 
about storage, although it can lead to 
difficulty in finding another museum that 
needs your item at the right time – the 
Museums Freecycle network is a great 
tool for bringing museums together for 
this very purpose. Alternatively, it may be 
worth considering allocating funds towards 
on-site storage as part of an overarching 
museum strategy, often leading to long-
term savings if planned correctly.

Overall, the best approach to take 
is to ‘plan, plan, plan’. Not just what 
exhibition materials, build and display 
cases you need, but where they might go 
afterwards. This will lead to financial and 
environmental savings, as well as leaving 
more time to ensure that museums make 
the most of their collection and loaned 
exhibitions.
SEFM would love to hear more from museums 
of all types, from across the UK, to develop a 
better picture of current needs and innovative 
solutions. You can find out more at  
www.sustainable-exhibitions.com                                      

Image credit: recycled case © Museum Freecycle

Sustainability on Show
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By Sophie McGovern, Fit for the Future 
Network, National Trust

As Head of Buildings and Projects at 
The Wallace Collection, Paul Mullins has 
the challenge of maintaining a building 
that looks fantastic, whilst at the same 
time taking steps to improve its energy 
efficiency. With almost every wall and 
ceiling decorated with silk or gold leaf 

and one of Europe’s largest permanent 
collections of French paintings, furniture 
and armour, achieving this at the 19th 
century museum is a complicated task. Of 
course, regular events and daily visitors are 
what the museum is all about as well as 
being an excellent source of income, but 
this constant activity only makes Paul’s job 
even trickier as he tries to make

 

environmental improvements in an ever 
shrinking window of opportunity. 

Take LED’s for example. The Wallace 
Collection has recently refurbished their 
restaurant, fitting 72 lamps into the room 
(subsequently reducing wattage from 
5000W to 600W). Finding the right bulb for 
the old fittings, sampling them, ensuring 
the curators are satisfied, and finding an 

opportunity to install them - all before the 
technology has moved on and the bulbs 
are no longer on the market - has been 
challenging.

Unsurprisingly, Paul is not alone. Many 
hundreds of other practitioners are 
grappling with similar issues in an estimated 
2,500 museums across the UK. Whether 
heritage or new build, making buildings 

Making Museums Fit for the 
Future: The Wallace Collection 
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energy efficient within the confines 
of shrinking budgets, increasing visitor 
numbers and fragile or valuable 
collections can seem like a near impossible 
undertaking, especially when one person 
has sole responsibility for finding the 
solutions.

The Fit for the Future Network, set up by 
the National Trust and sustainability charity 
Ashden, is all about helping practitioners 
to get to the best solutions as quickly 
as possible. The Network acts as an 
‘environmental dating agency’, linking 
people like Paul up with those who do 
similar jobs for other land and property 
owning organisations and can offer sound 
advice based on experience. 

For organisations that want to become 
more sustainable, or reduce their energy 
bills, it’s a chance to talk with likeminded 
people and learn from their successes or 
failures. The Network includes more than 
80 organisations, from charities like the 
RNLI and RSPB to museums and galleries 
including Tate, The Whitworth and The 
Wallace Collection. Whether a member 
organisation wants to install solar panels, 
embark on a staff behaviour change 
programme or, like Paul, retrofit LED bulbs, 
the Network will find someone who’s 
already been through a similar process 
and can offer advice on what to do, but 
more importantly – what not to do. More 
often than not, somebody else has already 
made the mistakes so you don’t have to. 

The Fit for the Future Network regularly welcomes 
new members and is keen to get more museums 
and galleries on board. For further information, 
and to see a list of their upcoming events, site visits 
and meetings, visit the website and contact the 
Network team to find out how joining could help 
you meet your organisation’s sustainability aims. 

http://fftf.org.uk

Image credit: photo © Fit for the Future Network.

Interview with Caroline Keppel-Palmer, 
Director, Museum Freecycle

What is Museum Freecycle and how did it 
all begin?

Museum Freecycle is an online group 
for UK museums and galleries to use to 
exchange unwanted items between 
themselves, free of charge. The group acts 
as a kind of digital notice board for the 
whole sector and is free to join and free to 
use. Museum Freecycle is run by volunteers 
and operated at zero cost to the museum 
sector.

I set it up a year ago when I was Managing 
Director of the architecture and design 
studio, Urban Salon where we worked 
with many museums, designing temporary 
exhibitions. We noticed that much of 
the display kit from these exhibitions was 
ending up in the skip, even though it was 
perfectly reusable due to a lack of storage 
space within the museums. 

What is your background, and how did that 
influence your current role?

I studied Economics and Politics and 
started my working life in European and 
London politics. When I realised that I 
wasn’t suited to the cut and thrust of this, I 
went into the business world, most recently 
in the design industry where I was lucky 
enough to work with museums.

Since March this year, I have been 
busy setting up my own business, 
Museum Bookstore - an online bookstore 
specialising in exhibition catalogues, which 
will be launching early next year.

What has been the most interesting item 
that you have ‘freecycled’ through the 
site?

Museum 
Freecycle

Museum 
Freecycle
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Museum Freecycle has helped museums 
exchange scores of display cases, 
mannequins, plinths, storage boxes, office 
furniture, lighting as well as weird and 
wonderful museum items. Most recently, 
we had two rather stern-looking life size 
mannequins – one of a Royalist and one of 
a Parliamentarian.  They were snapped up 
in minutes.

What do you think has been your biggest 
success in the first year of operating?

Museum Freecycle has helped the 
museum sector become more sustainable 
by preventing good quality, reusable 
museum items from reaching landfill. It 
has also provided museums with a source 
of free exhibition furniture and museum 
equipment enabling them to develop and 
upgrade their visitor experience. Last year, 
the volunteer-run Bloxham Village Museum 
replaced their homemade donations jam 
jar with a beautiful purpose built donation 
box from the Natural History Museum. 

In its first year, Museum Freecycle has 
given a second lease of life to around 
£350,000 worth of museum equipment. At 
a time when our museums are facing cuts 
of up to 40% in their funding, that can only 
be a good thing.

What are your plans for the next 12 
months?

My main focus over the next 12 months 
is promoting the site. I am keen to see as 
many UK museums as possible join and 
benefit from Museum Freecycle, so we can 
reduce waste to an absolute minimum 
and help as many museums as possible 
get access to ‘new’ free equipment.  The 
more members we have, the better the 
site will work for everyone.

I would love to see other countries follow 
suit with their own national Museum 
Freecycle and have started conversations 
about starting a Museum Freecycle in 
Western Australia.

How do museums join and take part?

Museum Freecycle is easy to join. All you 
need do is sign up to Freecycle and then 
apply to join the Museum Freecycle group. 
Once you are a member of Museum 
Freecycle, you will be able to reply to 
offers advertised on the site and post 
notices setting out what you are looking for 
or what items you want to freecycle. 

What is the easiest way to keep up to date 
on new items available?

New items on the site are automatically 
emailed to all Museum Freecycle members 
and posted on the Museum Freecycle 
noticeboard.  The best way to stay up to 
date is to sign up to the group and keep 
an eye on your email account.  

We also have a twitter account  
@MuseumFreecycle where we post 
updates and a pinterest account with 
photos of the items we freecycle and our 
latest press articles.

Do you think there are lessons we can 
learn across the sector to improve 
sustainability?

Museum Freecycle has shown that we 
can reduce environmental and economic 
waste in the museum sector by linking 
museums directly and enabling swaps, 
gifting and sharing between museums. 
I believe that there is huge potential to 
extend this ‘sharing economy’ model to 
other areas within the museum sector and 
continue to reduce waste. 

Caroline Keppel-Palmer is Founder of Museum 
Bookstore – an online bookstore specializing 
in exhibition catalogues. She set up Museum 
Freecycle in 2014 and runs the group voluntarily.

https://groups.freecycle.org/group/
MuseumFreecycleUK/posts/all
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By Sue Hayward, SWFED Chair

As autumn leaves carpet museum gardens 
all over our region and colleagues working 
in seasonal attractions put their museums 
and historic properties to bed for the 
winter, it’s a time of change at the Fed 
too. Following the elections at our AGM 
in Devonport in July, we appointed our 
new Board for the coming year. I am 
delighted to take up post as Chair and 
look forward to working alongside a mix 
of new and familiar faces (see the back 
page for details) as we enhance our offer 
for members and plan events for our 85th 
anniversary in 2016. We are just firming up 
details of an exciting two-day conference 
next July. Watch out on the website for 
announcements and join the discussions 
on, Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn. 

I’d like to take this opportunity to thank all 
departing Board members for their hard 
work over the last year. In particular, my 
sincere thanks go to Vicky Dawson, who 
has served the Federation so magnificently 
over the last three years. I’d also like to 
congratulate Vicky on the BEM medal 
awarded for her service to museums in The 
Queen’s Honours List, an accolade that 
she so richly deserves. She certainly will be 
a very hard act to follow.

Resilience and sustainability are buzzwords 
and, in our world of ever-changing 
goal posts, something that our sector 
is continually striving for, as the public 
funding climate continues to challenge 
us, and we grapple with the impact of 
demographic, technological and climate 
change on the society we serve. This 
year Bristol is Green Capital of Europe, so 
it seemed appropriate for this edition of 
the Newsletter to focus on environmental 
sustainability, with a range of articles, tips 
and ideas from sustainable exhibitions and 
access to collections to ‘museum free-
cycling’and contemporary art. My thanks 
go to Gemma Brace, our new Newsletter 
Editor for putting together such an 
interesting and thought-provoking edition.

I look forward to meeting you at the 
Fed’s upcoming events. Don’t miss our 
free Autumn Forum on 19 November at 
the Albemarle Centre in Taunton. We’ll 
be delving deeper into environmental 
sustainability, with practical workshops, 
advice and inspiration from a great line-up 
of speakers. See you in Taunton!
Image credit: Sue Hayward at South West Fed 
Summer Confereance, 2015, photo © SWFED

Chair’s Autumn Editorial
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T: 01225 477779 E: Susan_Fox@bathnes.gov.uk 

Bristol: Gemma Brace 
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Become a Member of the FED
Support the independent voice of museums and art galleries across the southwest of 
England since 1931. Membership of the SW Federation is open to all individuals, institutions, 
consultants or companies working in or for museums, archives or galleries in the southwest.
Join today and get…

• £130 worth of free entry to museums and galleries across the southwest
• Two newsletters a year packed full of news, information and local case studies
• Free entry to the Spring and Autumn Forums
• Networking, work experience and volunteering opportunities
• Access to specialist advice, guidance and support
• A chance to vote at the AGM and get involved in the committee and projects

                                           Visit www.swfed.org.uk to join


