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Human Remains Policy  

1. Purpose 

 

1.1. The English Heritage Trust (henceforth EH) cares for, displays and enables 

access to a significant collection of human remains from archaeological 

contexts, excavated under the appropriate licences, on behalf of the Historic 

Buildings and Monuments Commission (henceforth Historic England or HE).  

1.2. This policy sets out the legal, ethical and management framework for care 

and access to human remains. It also provides more detailed information 

about how EH acquire, document, store, display and research human 

remains.  

1.3. The EH collections do not include human remains less than 100 years old 

and therefore, although the organisation abides by the Human Tissue Act 

(2004), it does not require a licence for its holdings. 

 

2. Scope 

 

2.1. EH recognises the definition of human remains as outlined in the UK 

Government’s Department of Digital, Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) 

guidance. 

 

[T]he bodies, and parts of bodies, of once living people from the species 

homo sapiens (defined as individuals who fall within the range of anatomical 

forms known today and in the recent past). This includes osteological 

material (whole or part skeletons, individual bones or fragments of bone and 

teeth), soft tissue including organs and skin, embryos and slide preparations 

of human tissue. 

 

2.2. EH recognises cremated remains as falling within this definition.  

2.3. These human remains form part of a much larger collection of historic 

material, the management of which is covered by the EH Collections 

Development Policy. In the main, these collections relate directly to the 

portfolio of more than 400 historic landscapes, sites and properties cared for 

by EH.  

 

3. Background and context 

 

3.1. Human remains can be encountered through archaeological excavation as 

well as in museum collections where they may have been retained for a 

number of reasons. They are an invaluable research and interpretative 
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resource but they must always be treated with respect and the inherent 

humanity which they represent must always be protected.  

3.2. This policy has been developed with direct reference to the following 

legislative frameworks.  

• The Human Tissue Act, 2004 

• The Human Tissue Authority’s Codes and Standards, 2017  

• The Dealing in Cultural Objects (Offences) Act, 2003  

• Burial Licences (up until 2008 issued by Home Office) subsequently by 

the Ministry of Justice 

3.3. This policy also recognises the following sector guidance. 

• The Department of Culture, Media and Sport Guidance for the Care of 

Human Remains in Museums (2005) 

• Human Bones from Archaeological Sites (2004) 

• Museums Association Code of Ethics (2016)  

• Guidance for best practice for treatment of human remains excavated 

from Christian burial grounds in England published by The Church of 

England and Historic England (2017) 

• Science and the Dead, a guideline for the destructive sampling of 

archaeological human remains for scientific analysis. Published by 

English Heritage (2023) 

• British Association for Biological Anthropology and Osteoarchaeology 

guidance on ethics, practice and imaging (2019) 

3.4. Further to this, EH will take into account the views of stakeholder 

communities, religious groups and special interest groups. See Section 3.2 of 

the DCMS guidance (2005) for further information on defining stakeholders.  

 

4. Decision-making and consultation 

 

4.1. Decision-making relating to display and non-interventive research will be 

brought to the Collections Curatorial Management Group (CCMG). Proposals 

will be brought to CCMG by the relevant Senior Curator.  

4.2. Decisions relating to human remains that involve acquisition, disposal, loan 

(for any purposes including research) and sampling will be brought to the 

Acquisitions, Disposals and Loans Committee (ADLC) for approval. 

4.3. Decision-making will be informed through consultation with the relevant 

experts (within and without the organisation) along with stakeholder 

communities, religious groups and special interest groups where appropriate.  

 

5. Documentation 
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5.1. In line with the DCMS guidance EH will produce and maintain an inventory of 

all human remains known to exist within the permanent collections. This 

inventory will be made available via the EH website. The inventory will 

contain the following information. 

• Site Code/Name 

• Number of remains: articulated individuals, disarticulated material, 

assemblages and cremations. 

• Physical nature: completeness, condition and outline demographic 

information (where present). 

• Historical period or estimated date of death (where known) 

• Provenance: where the remains originated from and the context of their 

recovery and subsequent history. 

• Status within a collection: fully accessioned, on loan or housed 

temporarily pending transfer for post-excavation analysis.  

• Whether the remains are on display or in store. 

5.2. A copy of the relevant Home Office/Ministry of Justice licences will be 

retained where applicable.  

5.3. A Research Register listing all current research projects utilising the human 

remains in EH care will be maintained. This will be made available to 

researchers/collaborators (current and prospective). This will include: 

• Project name 

• Research Objectives  

• Date of Research 

• Methodology including sampling methods and ethical considerations 

• Outputs 

5.4. It should be noted that, following research and collections review, previously 

unknown human remains held in the collections may be discovered. Where 

this occurs they will be added to the inventory and held in accordance with 

this policy document.  

 

6. Storage 

 

6.1. On occasion EH may act as a temporary repository pending post-excavation 

analysis by an appropriate institution or unit. Where this is the case material 

will be stored in line with 7.2.1 – 7.2.6. 

6.2. The following processes will be observed with regard to the storage of human 

remains. Note: Section 7.2.1 would be expected to have been undertaken by 

the archaeological unit in advance of deposition and deposition approved by 

the ADLC. However, with legacy collections this work will be undertaken by 

EH. 
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6.2.1. Human remains will be cleaned and stored in appropriate, stable 

environmental conditions to ensure that they do not deteriorate following 

conservation and sector best practice. Where human remains are badly 

degraded the conditions should be adequate to ensure that degradation 

is not actively encouraged. Badly degraded material should be 

considered for reburial as outlined in Section 10. 

6.2.2. Where a specific store holds significant quantities of human remains a 

dedicated storage area will be provided.   

6.2.3. All human remains will be stored in appropriate boxes or containers 

and clearly marked as human remains. 

6.2.4. Where possible, human remains will always be stored as individuals. 

Disarticulated human remains will be clearly marked as such.  

6.2.5. Human bone and animal bone should not be intermixed unless 

deposited in a single context as an intermixed assemblage. If human 

bone is found in bulk animal bone then it will be removed, appropriately 

marked and stored separately.  

6.2.6.  Human remains found with associated objects (grave goods) should 

have records of those objects included with the human remains and 

these associations/locations will be recorded and linked together on the 

collections database (HOMS). 

6.2.7. Where possible, all human remains over 50mm in length will be 

marked with a unique identifying number (either relating to the 

site/context of excavation or accession number) to minimise the risk of 

loss or dissociation. Identifying numbers should be marked in waterproof 

ink. Where possible the number should be written on a layer of B72 

paraloid and then sealed with another layer to ensure that the bones 

themselves are not marked. Marking will avoid surfaces that show 

pathological changes and joint surfaces and preferably on the posterior 

side.  

6.2.8. All human remains that are on display must be marked to enable 

identification.  

6.2.9. All human remains on display must be marked as being on display on 

HOMS. 

 

7. Access to human remains not on display 

 

7.1. Access to human remains will be limited to those with prior permission from 

CCMG and under agreed supervisor arrangements.  

7.2. The appropriate regional curator would be first point of contact and decisions 

to allow access to material and decision making will be the responsibility of 

CCMG following submission of an outline reason for access. 
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7.3. The motivation for requesting access to human remains should be 

ascertained in advance and should be related to research, education or 

spiritual/religious reasons.  

7.4. Access requests should address the key points outlined in Section 7.3. 

7.5. Staff, visitors and researchers will be reminded of the need to act in a 

sensitive and respectful manner when handling, working with, or accessing, 

human remains.  

7.6. Photographic images and filming of human remains for broadcast, research 

publication or online publication will only be permitted in the appropriate 

context and where there is a demonstrable benefit in terms of scientific 

enquiry or public understanding. This will require the consent of CCMG and 

should be outlined in the request (see 11.3).  

7.7. Researchers will be required to share findings/outputs with EH and to credit 

EH appropriately.  

7.8. EH will link all research outputs on HOMS. 

 

8. Acquisition 

 

8.1. Human remains are most likely to come from archaeological excavations. 

However, in certain cases they could come from the Coroner’s Office or via 

the Portable Antiquities Scheme. In these cases special circumstances may 

apply.   

8.2. Human remains will only be acquired with the correct 

documentation/licensing and appropriately packed. 

8.3. Human remains will be acquired ethically and responsibly and in line with all 

relevant guidance.  

8.4. In line with the EH Collections Development Policy human remains will only 

be acquired where they relate directly to one or more of the landscapes, 

properties and sites cared for by EH.  

8.5. All potential acquisitions will be brought to the ADLC. 

 

9. De-accession, repatriation and reburial 

 

9.1. EH will de-accession human remains in line with the EH Collections 

Development Policy. If at any time, EH considers that the nature or research 

value of the human remains has changed, they may be considered for de-

accessioning. Factors are likely to include where assemblages are 

underused and have little or no present or future likelihood of being used. 

9.2. Requests for repatriation, reburial or cremation will be considered and 

decided upon by the ADLC with reference to the CCMG as well as relevant 

legislation and guidance.  



 

6 
March 2024 

9.3. EH will seek to rebury human remains if the following conditions and criteria 

can all be met: 

9.3.1. Where the remains are unstratified. 

9.3.2. Where the remains are unlikely to be of further research potential due 

to condition. 

9.3.3. Where the religious or spiritual context of their initial burial can be 

established beyond any reasonable doubt; 

9.3.4. Where post-excavation research and analysis has been completed and 

is publicly accessible; 

9.3.5. Where an appropriate location (consecrated for known Christian 

contexts) for such reburial exists in close relation to the original burial 

site; 

9.3.6. Where necessary permissions and consents can be granted and it is 

practicable to do so without disturbing other burials, archaeology or 

human or natural heritage. 

9.4. Any associated grave good will need to be considered separately with 

reference to the evidential, historic, aesthetic and communal value of the 

items in question as well the religious or spiritual context of their initial burial.  

9.5. A register of material reburied will be kept along with locations.  

9.6. Repatriation will be dealt with in line with DCMS guidance. 

 

10. Loans 

 

10.1. All requests for the loan of human remains will be brought to the ADLC for 

approval.  

10.2. Loans for display purposes will be assessed against the criteria outlined in 

Section 11.  

10.3. Loans for research and sampling purposes will be assessed against the 

criteria outlined in Section 12.  

10.4. Borrowing institutions must meet all necessary conservation standards in 

terms of facilities and handling as well as the guidance outlined in Section 

3, in particular DCMS (2005) and Church of England/HE (2017).  

 

11. Display 

 

11.1. It is recognised that there are high levels of public interest in the display of 

human remains. However, for some it remains a controversial subject. EH 

will consult all relevant legislation and guidance (referenced in section 3) 

prior to displaying human remains. EH will engage with stakeholder 

communities, including descendants, on this matter where appropriate.  

11.2. EH will only display material with a verified provenance.  
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11.3. EH will only display human remains where to do so makes a 

demonstrable contribution to a particular narrative or enhances public 

understanding and where that contribution could not be made equally 

effectively through other means.  

11.3.1 Internal requests to display human remains will be considered by the 

Curatorial Department Management Team (CDMT).11.3.2Requests to 

display EH human remains by third parties will be considered by ADLC via 

the necessary loan request.  

11.4. Human remains will be interpreted in a sensitive manner and there will be 

signage preparing visitors for the fact that human remains will be on 

display.  

11.5. Environmental conditions will be appropriate to ensure that the human 

remains are not adversely affected through being on display.  

 

12. Research and sampling 

 

12.1. All requests for the use of human remains in the care of EH should be 

brought to the CCMG for consideration. Should the research require 

destructive sampling then this should be brought to the ADLC following 

initial approval by CCMG.  

12.1.1. Requests for research of the Barton-upon-Humber material should 

come initially to the Barton Human Remains Research Committee 

(BHRRC) for consideration with the resulting recommendations brought to 

CCMG by the Senior Curator (North).  

12.2. All requests for destructive sampling of human remains, including the 

Barton-on-Humber material, should be brought to the ADLC for approval.  

12.2.1. All requests for destructive sampling will be assessed against the 

DCMS guidance and the criteria outlined in Science and the Dead, 

a guideline for the destructive sampling of archaeological human 

remains for scientific analysis. Historic England (2023) 

12.2.2. In particular, the following points will be considered: 

• Can the research questions be addressed using non-destructive 

techniques?  

• Does this research fit within a planned research programme with 

realistic goals and the prospect of producing useful knowledge? 

• If the feasibility of a technique is questionable, but it is 

nevertheless deemed worthy of further investigation, a pilot study 

should be undertaken before permission for a full programme of 

destructive sampling.  

• Will genetic data be appropriately archived to enable subsequent 

access and remove the need for further sampling?  
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• What other analysis could be undertaken from the same sample 

to reduce the need for further intervention?    

• Only the quantity of material considered necessary to address the 

research questions should be taken as a sample. Any material 

removed but not destroyed during analysis must be returned to 

the collection.  

13.3. Following the completion of the research, a copy of any publication or 

report is required by English Heritage. This report should clearly 

acknowledge the role of English Heritage.   
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